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 This research examines tensions between Latino/a farmworkers, who rely on the 

seasonal harvest of saw palmetto (Serenoa repens [W. Bartram] Small) berries for 

increased livelihood security, and conservationists and land-managers who view 

harvesting as detrimental for wildlife.  Informal harvesting occurs on public and private 

lands, sometimes without permission. Berries, though ubiquitous on the landscape, have 

become a contested resource. The rapid conversion of rural wildlife habitat into suburban 

development has increased State urgency to bring natural areas into protection along the 

Florida Ecological Greenways Network. Habitat infringement and associated pressures 

on wildlife by development has led to the promotion of the state-wide Florida Wildlife 

Corridor, based on the FEGN. This corridor would connect isolated Florida black bear 

(Ursus americanus floridanus) populations and Florida panthers (Puma concolor coryi) 
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with other populations. The scale of the commercial berry industry is unknown, but is 

estimated at millions of pounds annually. State and wildlife conservationists are 

increasingly concerned with the perceived scale of the harvest and its possible associated 

effects on wildlife, particularly Florida black bears.  

 This research shows that criminalizing non-permitted harvesting increases the 

vulnerability of Latino/as farmworkers seeking to improve their livelihoods while having 

little impact on the harvest. Analysis shows that berry yields should be large enough to 

supply the industry with little effect on wildlife overall yet perceptions that harvesting is 

detrimental to wildlife decreases permitted harvest spaces through a discourse of scarcity. 

Diverting permitted harvesting activities to natural areas outside of black bear ranges 

could support harvester livelihoods while decreasing potential impacts on bears. Habitat 

fragmentation and conversion of wildlife habitat into suburbs near and into primary bear 

ranges and conservation lands likely affect bears more than the overall informal berry 

harvest. Local planning for wildlife corridors in developing suburbs could decrease 

human/bear encounters while supporting larger-scale habitat conservation. The growth of 

the berry industry along with low farm wages ensures that informal harvesting will 

continue, leading to the conclusion that land-manager dialogue with the berry industry 

and harvesters toward increasing permitted harvest spaces would benefit the industry, 

wildlife, and harvesters and their livelihood practices.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 For the first time in American history, less than fifty percent of its population 

lives in rural areas, yet these areas have become increasingly important sources of food, 

recreation, and tourism and suburban development. While fewer Americans live in rural 

areas, natural and rural areas are increasingly targeted for development into suburbs and 

exurbs. Though natural and rural areas are shrinking they are especially important for the 

collection of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), such as nuts, berries, herbs, 

mushrooms, and medicinal plants, both for recreation and in support of livelihoods (cf. 

Emery, 1999; Emery & Pierce, 2005; McLain &Jones, 2005). Rural households have 

historically accessed NTFPs for personal consumption and use with little to no 

restrictions of these pursuits (Emery 1998; 1999). In addition to household use, collection 

and sale of NTFPs sometimes serve to supplement seasonal household incomes, 

particularly in times of stress and household emergencies, such as unexpected medical 

bills, or after a natural disaster. This collection practice is not an uncommon livelihood 

strategy, especially in rural areas near natural resources. (Emery, 1998; 1999; Emery & 

Pierce, 2005; S. Shackleton, C. Shackleton, & Shanley, 2011). 

  Collection practices of NTFPs range from the collection of NTFPs such as 

raspberries from the side of a road for personal consumption, to actively searching for 

medicinal plants for household use, to the more complex activity of searching out 

valuable plants for commercial harvest and sale. One such plant with a long tradition of 
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being harvested for sale and trade nationally and internationally for several hundred years 

is American wild ginseng (Panax quinquefolius), traded to China since the early 1700s 

(Buel, 2009). 

 Like ginseng, saw palmetto (Serenoa repens [Bartram] Small) berries have been 

traded for hundreds of years, primarily to Europe. Unlike ginseng, saw palmetto berries 

are less well known, and the market for berries has been much smaller and less profitable 

until recently. It is only since the mid 1990s that the volumes harvested for both the 

export and domestic markets have reached into the thousands of tons, though no tracking 

of these volumes was done before 1995 (AHPA, 2010). The industry is possibly worth 

over $700 million in 2010 alone as Moerck suggests its value to be $200 million 

domestically and $500 in export markets (Moerck, 2010). The American Botanical 

Council (ABC) estimates that the industry has grown between five and ten percent 

annually and will likely continue to do so (ABC, 2013). Given that this is the largest 

collected NTFP by volume, and most of it is sourced from Florida, Florida is an 

interesting state to explore contestations over NTFP resources and land uses. 

 In volume, the saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) berry is the primary economic non-

timber forest product (NTFP) harvested and exported from Florida, the basis of a growing 

herbal and pharmaceutical industry both domestically and abroad. It is found throughout 

the South-east, but is harvested primarily from Florida, though some berries are harvested 

in Georgia. The plant, once considered a noxious weed by cattle ranchers, is now 

appreciated for its income earning potential (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). The plant itself is 

ubiquitous within the Florida landscape. In the past it was primarily considered a noxious 
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weed, with most research on it aimed at how best to eradicate it (Bennett & Hicklin, 

1998).  

 The drupe, or berry, of this plant has a long history of use by indigenous peoples 

in Florida, as noted by Bennett and Hicklin (1998) and Anderson and Oakes (2012).The 

plant and its berry has been used by humans as food, fiber, construction material, as a 

source of wax, as an ornamental, as roasting spits, baby rattles, temporary bedding, 

medicine, and more (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). The berry has a reputation for tasting 

quite bad, as the often repeated Jonathan Dickinson account of its foulness asserts: ―we 

could not compare the taste of them to nothing else, but rotten cheese steeped in tobacco‖ 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1989, p.384). Despite this, it has a history of being one of the wild 

foods used by pre-Columbian Floridians, Creek immigrants, early Spanish settlements, 

and later Florida pioneers (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.384).  

 Its reputed medicinal qualities have been documented by Bennett and Hicklin 

(1998) who note that its medicinal uses range from treating asthma, diabetes, neuralgia to 

prostrate gland enlargement (p.387). This last use accounts for its current popularity as a 

domestic herbal supplement and abroad as a standardized lipid used as pharmaceutical 

drug in Europe. European drugs manufactured from dried saw palmetto berries include 

―Permixon, Talso, Strogen Forte, Prostagutt, and Remigeron‖ (p.387) reputed to be 

effective treatments for benign prostatic hyperplasia (BPH) (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, 

p.387). 

 The established saw palmetto berry companies source their berries primarily from 

private lands where it grows naturally, such as cattle ranches with dry prairie habitats 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Little is known about the saw palmetto berry industry, its 
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scale, structure, or operations, though it is known that it is based on the harvesting of the 

berries primarily by unemployed Latino/a farmworkers and migrants who pick both from 

public and private lands, sometimes with a permit and other times without permission of 

the land manager. The Florida legislature classified the saw palmetto berry as an 

agricultural crop in 1997, making it illegal to pick without permission from public or 

private lands, punishable by a fine and/or arrest (Florida State Legislature §35:604:15, 

1997). 

 At the same time as the berry industry has grown, the state of Florida has 

experienced rapid population growth. The U.S. Census estimates the 2013 population at 

19,552,860, up four percent from 2010 (US Census, 2014), making it the fourth most 

populous state in the nation. Eighteen percent of its population is over the age of 65, 

compared to a national average of just over thirteen percent (US Census, 2014), reflecting 

its popularity as a retirement destination as well as an amenity state that attracts others to 

settle and work. One of the fastest growing areas in Florida is the Orlando Kissimmee 

metropolitan area, which experienced a twenty-nine percent rate between 2000 and 2010 

(Frey, 2012) with the population estimated at a quarter million in 2013 (US Census, 

2014).  

 Increasing population growth, along with the repealing of the 1985 Florida 

Growth Management Act in 2011, has led to exurban and suburban development into 

rural and natural areas confounding both the berry industry and conservationists with the 

rapid conversion of rural and undeveloped lands into exurban and suburban development 

This growth in turn places pressure on these areas, some of which provide critical habitat 

for wildlife, such as the Florida Black Bear (Ursus americanus spp. floridanus). Rural 
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and undeveloped natural areas also provide important shelter and forage for wildlife, and 

thus conservationists and the State have been identifying critical lands to bring into 

protection, including habitat such as dry prairie where the saw palmetto palm is common. 

Conservationists have become concerned not only with increased development but are 

also concerned about the growth and scale of the saw palmetto berry industry (FFWCC, 

2012, p.163; Maehr, Hoctor, Quinn, & Smith, 2001; Stratman & Pelton 2007). 

Additionally, the collection of an NTFP – saw palmetto berries - from private and public 

lands is perceived as a threat to wildlife. There are concerns among conservationists and 

land managers that the wildlife foraging and habitat needs of Florida black bears and 

other species may be affected. This dissertation examines the source of tensions that have 

arisen as a result of the confluence and intersection of the saw palmetto berry industry, 

wildlife conservation planning, policies, and practices, and rapid development and 

changing land-uses in the state of Florida.  

In seeking to understand the contestations over resources and land-uses in Florida, 

this research employs political ecology theories toward explanation because political 

ecology is not only descriptive, but also because its explanatory power lies in situating 

phenomena within greater systems and processes that reflect differential regimes of 

practices, including knowledge systems. As much as the rural Floridian landscape may 

appear to be unique, it is squarely situated within global processes that are reflected 

throughout the landscape. These are made visible by situating local tensions and 

dynamics within broader global processes and how these in turn interact with and affect 

localities. Discovering and making visible these processes allows these networks, 

pressures, and practices to be identified and engaged toward reducing tensions and 
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encouraging transparent practices. This goes beyond a case study of saw palmetto berry 

issues to providing a framework for engagement to renegotiate identities, policies, and 

practices affecting the Florida landscape and the people and species dependent on its 

natural resources. 

Problem Statement 

This research explores two major topics: first, how a decrease in saw palmetto 

habitat and increasingly limited access to available berries results in contestation of 

access policies by harvesters who have incorporated berry harvesting within their 

livelihood practices. Second, what land managers manage their land for affects their 

perception of the practice of berry harvesting, harvesters, and the industry itself, resulting 

in a dualistic discourse of resource conflict that frequently places berry harvesting as a 

likely negative practice that harms conservation goals.  These topics expose a complex 

and scaled problem occurring in Florida that is centered within several realities and 

accompanying discourses identified by answering three primary research questions:  

First, what contribution does the annual saw palmetto berry harvest make to 

Latino/a farmworker, immigrant, and migrant livelihoods? Second, It is known the formal 

saw palmetto berry industry, including established processers and resellers, relies on 

formal lease arrangements with land-owners to access berries, and an unknown number 

of both formal and informal berry processers and resellers rely on the informal market to 

source berries by buying from or setting up their own buying sheds throughout rural 

Florida (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Though the scale of the berry industry is unknown, it 

is recognized as large and growing and that  it is known that there is some reliance of the 

berry industry overall on the informal collection of berries, what role do berry buying and 
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processing companies have in negotiating sanctioned access to berries for harvesters? 

Third, how do evolving and contested policies of public resource access, particularly on 

protected lands, affect berry harvesting opportunities?  

Important sub-questions address how conservation ideologies are reflected in both 

discourses and policy practices surrounding berry harvesters and the place of the harvest 

within public lands; identifies formal laws and policies that determine where access is or 

is not legitimate; and identifies both perceived and real resource access conflicts between 

harvesters and land managers. The rapid growth of the informal berry industry is 

conceived by conservationists to be a threat to wildlife habitat, and this is further 

confounded by rapid suburban and exurban development in and near both saw palmetto 

and wildlife habitat.   

Background 

 This research draws on several sets of literatures including the non-timber forest 

product (NTFP) literature; environment, economic, resource, and rural geography and 

‗first world‘ political ecology; conservation; regional planning; and livelihoods 

understandings from development literature.  All these are important to informing my 

fundamental research questions and sub-questions. The theoretical lens used to approach 

these questions is that of political ecology. While political ecology in the past was 

applied to developing world environmental issues (cf. Blaikie, 1985). McCarthy (2002) 

noted that critical themes were to be found in the United States, as summarized by Hurley 

(2010) in his call for a political ecology of the American South: ―1) access to and control 

over resources; 2) the marginality of particular groups within a community; 3) livelihood 

considerations; 4) property rights and claims to resource access; and 5) the framing of 
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local histories, meanings, and cultures in terms of resource use.‖ (Hurley 2010, p.101). 

He further notes that ―planning arenas represent a meso-scale arena of power that is 

central to understanding the environmental struggles in First World places‖ (2010,p.101). 

This research demonstrates how multiple scales of planning, from the local to the 

regional or meso-scale, interact to create environmental conflict between wildlife and 

human residents in developed areas but can also be employed to mitigate these conflicts. 

One further important contribution of ‗First World‘ political ecology as noted by Hurley 

(2010, p.103) is the contribution by Emery and Pierce (2005) to the understanding that 

subsistence livelihoods once understood to be part of ‗Third World‘ practices exist in the 

United States and that ―the existence of specific natural landscapes, and the access to the 

resources these produce, are an integral part of the livelihood strategies and cultural 

identities of rural resource users‖ (Hurley 2010, p.103), that these ―practices can exist 

outside of national and global markets‖, thus providing an alternative local practice of 

making a living removed from the globalized capitalist economy (Emery & Pierce, 2005; 

Hurley, 2010, p. 103).  

 This is important because political ecology recognizes at its essence that the 

increasingly globalized, capitalist economy depends on natural resources for its continued 

growth, thus that there is a fundamental friction between economic growth and 

environmental sustainability (Peet, Robbins, & Watts, 2011) and that the environment 

will continue to be degraded and people who rely on natural resources marginalized 

unless alternatives can be imagined and created (Peet et al. 2011). My research shows 

that the globalized and local saw palmetto berry economy is both a result of and 

contributor to current environmental conflicts in Florida. The informal local berry 
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economy both rewards local NTFP harvesters but also shifts onto them risks that would 

not exist if the berry economy at the local scale were a formalized industry. Harvesters, 

the bulk of who are already a marginalized population of out-of work Latino/a 

farmworkers and migrants are expected to negotiate these risks on their own both because 

of the informality and invisibility of the local and global berry industry and because of 

the harvesters‘ own invisibility and marginalization within the greater Florida agricultural 

economy.  

 Schroeder, St. Martin, and Albert (2006, p.163 cited by Hurley 2010, p.102) 

discussed three common processes that can be identified as important to any ―First 

World‖ political ecology: ―1) examination of the linkage of globalized production and 

consumption; 2) ―the partial coincidence of deindustrialization and the restructuring of 

agricultural policy in ways that have led to ―third world conditions‖ in the hearthlands of 

North America and Europe, and 3) the emergence of migration streams that have brought 

sizeable Third World populations from ―Latin America, Africa, and many parts of Asia‖ 

―into the spatial heart of capitalism‖ (2010, p.102).  The political, social, and 

environmental conditions of the saw palmetto berry industry captures all five of 

McCarthy‘s themes and Hurley‘s identification of the role that regional planning plays in 

local environmental conflict. Beyond these, it also makes visible the role that 

conservation planning and policies play on the Florida landscape that directly affect berry 

harvesters access to berries, which can be seen as a nuance of what Walker and Fortmann 

(2003) called ―competing rural capitalisms‖ which they show prioritizes some qualities of 

landscape over others (Hurley 2010, p.102) and by definition, some uses of the land over 

others.  
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 Examining the ―First World‖ processes identified by Schroeder et al. (2006) 

suggests that by asking questions about global processes, agricultural policies, and 

migration conditions within Florida will assist in answering the research questions stated 

above. As Hurley notes, Emery and Pierce‘s 2005 work, along with that of Robbins, 

Emery, and Rice (2008) is also important because it ―challenges the ability of existing 

conservation regimes and knowledges to recognize the legitimacy of these practices‖ 

(Hurley 2010, p.103), referring to NTFP gathering. This research contributes to that 

challenge by identifying existing conservation regimes and knowledges in Florida and 

extending the understanding of berry harvesting practices toward informing conservation 

policies and practices within Florida, with particular attention on the differential impacts 

of multiple scales of planning.  

 Further, it is useful to understand legislation and ensuing policies toward the 

analysis of policies affecting industry practices. How land managers interpret the impact 

of the industry on the social and ecological systems they perceive to be affected by the 

growth of the saw palmetto berry industry and subsequent policies enacted to cope with 

the growth of this industry is important. Chambers and Conway‘s (1992) livelihoods 

model, traditionally used to understand household economies and drivers of poverty in 

developing countries, is used to understand the motivation behind Latino/a farmworkers 

and migrants berry harvesting activities and to understand the contribution this practice 

makes to their personal economies. To understand the scale and reach of the berry 

industry itself, an analysis of its potential scale is done, informing the larger theoretical 

analysis and framework by identifying the globalized market demand for saw palmetto 

berries while providing a chain of explanation that identifies local risks and benefits, 
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suggesting ways that this NTFP  industry  may be made more transparent and beneficial 

for its harvesters upon who it relies but are also some of Florida‘s most vulnerable and 

marginalized residents. 

Conceptual Framework 

 Conceptually, competing claims to berry habitat can be seen as a struggle over 

natural resources, who has access, and for what purpose. The landscape is under 

competition from various actors: developers, conservationists, farmers and ranchers, the 

berry industry, and the primarily Latino/a berry harvesters. Various strategic discourses 

are constructed by each group to privilege their standing and the political, social, and 

economic ramifications of their stance, visible in ensuing policy and governance 

outcomes. This is an illustration of privileged power that determines varying levels of 

access to natural resources, primarily by wielding a discourse of neutral science in what 

Haraway calls the ‗God-trick‘ (1988). Neutral science is understood as having no bias 

within science, but instead is ‗neutral‘ and based only on recognized and rigorous 

scientific study. Haraway and others who argue for a recognition of partial and situated 

knowledge argue that all science has an underlying subjectivity that, if not acknowledged 

and accounted for, results in the privileging of unacknowledged biases and positions 

within ‗neutral‘ science. Neutral science privileges expert knowledge over lay or 

common knowledge. I argue that in this case, large scale conservation plans employ a 

neutral science that valorizes the concept of a recoverable wilderness and places it over 

the needs of a vulnerable and marginalized population to access a common natural 

resource, thus reducing that population‘s ability to enhance their own economic security 

and livelihood capacities.  
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 To understand why the act of harvesting berries is seen negatively by some, 

including conservationists, and why it is legislatively criminalized by the state, a political 

ecology approach is taken that examines the social, ecological, and political aspects at 

varying scales (temporal and spatial) of this problem and identifies the origins of the 

discourses of scarcity, marginalization, and acceptable access to the commons. A 

livelihoods model is used to understand the benefits of picking for individual berry 

harvesters, the risks inherent in undertaking this activity, and where these risks derive 

from. Policies and laws surrounding the berry industry are explored to provide insight 

into how governance of the berry commons could support the industry, the harvesters, 

and conservation efforts. Conservationists, biologists, developers and urban, regional, and 

environmental planners, the berry industry, and the land owners involved (ranchers, 

farmers, and various government agencies who manage public land) do not share a 

dialogue but rather assert power that intentionally or not creates policies that continue to 

marginalize those whose labor forms the backbone of the local but globalized berry 

industry.  

 This research, in summary, seeks to: 

 Contribute to an understanding of alternative and dynamic labor strategies 

employed by Latino farmworkers toward increasing livelihood security and 

opportunities;  

 Contribute to the growing political ecology literature in the ‗North‘ by examining 

the problems, and opportunities posed by a globalized and growing, yet still 

informal, NTFP industry in Florida by utilizing a political ecology analysis that 
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incorporates the processes identified by Schroeder et al. (2006),themes identified 

by McCarthy (2002) and elaborated upon by Hurley (2010);  

 Contribute to the people and parks conservation literature through an analysis of 

how the state and conservation biologists, along with private landowners, are in 

the process of creating a state-private partnership that re-creates a type of fortress 

conservation in Florida by privileging wildlife over harvester livelihoods; 

 Contribute to the fields of urban and regional planning by proposing tools and 

pathways toward policies that can be adopted by public and private planners as 

they face the need to plan toward multiple goals (climate change resilience, 

increasing costs of a growing population and supportive infrastructure, growth of 

the economy, and a sustainable environment) that must include even the most 

invisible of their citizens, such as (but not only) Latino/a farmworkers, both 

immigrants, and migrants, with and without documentation.  

 As previously stated, this research sheds light on the consequences of current 

policies and practices in Florida that combine to provide opportunity for berry harvesters 

but also affect their access to this resource. Conservation efforts by the state of Florida, 

the berry industry, state and federal forests, and consumers of the berry all affect the 

landscape in which Latino/a berry practice berry harvesting. Toward understanding the 

research problems, this dissertation identifies: the conditions under which harvesters gain 

access to berries and how this access is defined and controlled; the contribution that 

participating in the informal harvest of berries plays in Latino/a livelihoods;  factors that 

differentiate who picks, when, and why within the community of Latino/a informal berry 

harvesters;  intentional and unintentional ways in which public and private wildlife 
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conservation efforts affect berry harvesters; examines unintentional effects of mis-

matched planning scales on wildlife habitat and movements.  

Chapter Outline 

 Chapter two introduces the study area, context and background, and the research 

design.  Chapter three reviews the relevant literature to place this study within the 

contexts of several key literatures: ‗First World‘ political ecology; NTFPs; and 

conservation literature, particularly the portion that addresses peoples place within or 

outside of parks and conservation areas and the ongoing debates surrounding this. 

Chapter three reviews the literature pertaining to NTFPs, relevant theories, including 

livelihoods, political ecology, conservation, and planning. 

 Chapter four introduces the plant and the history of saw palmetto harvesting for 

the market and the evolution of the economic scale of the industry, with an analysis of 

saw palmetto habitat in Florida. This chapter uses spatial analysis of publicly available 

habitat spatial data to extract current saw palmetto habitat in the state of Florida and 

assess the potential scale of both the industry and potential yield throughout Florida of 

various habitat types. Literature detailing saw palmetto habitat types (Anderson & Oakes, 

2012), its autoecology (Duever, 2011) and ethnobotany (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998) allows 

some estimation of potential berry yields per acre depending on the type of habitat. This 

estimate is used to determine the potential yield within the state and compare this to data 

on harvest tonnage collected by the American Herbal Products Association (AHPA) for 

1995-2012. Florida berry companies that process and dry the berries for resale are all 

privately held and figures of amounts bought and sold are proprietary. By estimating 
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yields based on that reported by members of the AHPA, both estimated and potential 

yields over time can be established.  

 The industry is presented in greater detail toward understanding the scale and 

reach of the berry industry itself. A basic commodity chain is illustrated, informing the 

larger theoretical analysis and framework by identifying the globalized market demand 

for saw palmetto berries (cf. Schroeder et al.2006) and a chain of explanation is 

introduced that identifies local costs and benefits, suggesting ways that this chain may be 

made more transparent and beneficial for the often marginalized harvesters of saw 

palmetto berries.  

 Chapter five discusses the importance of the saw palmetto berry harvest for 

harvesters, both formal and informal. Qualitative methods along with various sources 

(Lexus/Nexus news articles; industry representatives; shed buyers; harvesters) reveal 

information about the economics of harvesting and the industry, from how much 

harvesters are paid per pound over the season annually to the scale of the international 

berry industry as a whole. The contribution that this activity makes to Latino/a harvester 

livelihoods is derived from informal semi-structured interviews with pickers conducted 

during fieldwork during berry season from 2012 through 2013.  

 Chapter six assesses the discourse surrounding picking and where it is derived 

from. A Lexus/Nexus search identifies all news articles related to harvesting. Provalis 

QualStat software is used to identify key words and themes over time, and using these 

results the same articles were used for a text analysis based on a similar study of 

Floridian perceptions of the endangered Florida panther (Jacobson, Langin, Carlton, & 

Kaid, 2012). SPSS was used to quantify this text analysis and results are presented that 
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show that there is a discourse related to berry harvesting that when deriving from 

representatives of state conservation organizations are negative toward the practice of 

berry harvesting, based on land manager understandings of wildlife, particularly Florida 

black bear, needs for the resource. 

 Chapter seven explores questions of access for berry pickers through the 

reviewing of all Federal and State Forest Management plans to understand where berry 

harvesting is situated within these plans. Specifically, do these plans address the practice 

of harvesting saw palmetto berry (drupes), and if so, how? Forest managers in forests 

where berry harvesting is allowed via the purchase of a daily permit were contacted and 

interviewed (semi-structured). Questions asked included: When did this forest begin 

allowing picking? How many permits annually have you issued? What issues 

surrounding picking practices are of concern to you? What have you observed about 

pickers? and more. Further, Federal and State legislation relating to forest and other 

public lands management is assessed. The history of conservation in Florida is derived 

from archival research, while current practices of conservation are examined to situate 

NTFP collection activities within discourse and policies.  

 Chapter eight  interrogates whether the discourse (from analysis in chapter six) 

reflects a real conflict between Florida black bears and the practice of berry picking – 

whether the scale of the industry does in fact cause food insecurity for black bears, a 

concern expressed by some (Maehr & Layne, 1996; Duever, 2011). Though no studies 

have been done to directly measure Florida black bear seasonal food insecurity, it is 

known that it is a preferred source of food, and the plant is used for denning and shelter 

(FFWCC, 2012). Using identified saw palmetto habitat identified in chapter four, this is 
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compared to known black bear sub-population ranges to estimate how much habitat is 

within primary and secondary range. Black bear nuisance calls from 1980-2012 are 

mapped, and a correlation (hotspot) analysis is done using Getis-Ord and Gi* statistics 

within ArcGIS. Results suggest a nuanced and locally variable degree of potential 

conflict, primarily driven by increased suburban and exurban conversion of natural 

habitat for development.   

  Chapter eight also examines spatial data at a local level to test the variability of 

state level data. Land management types; harvester preferred harvest locations; Florida 

black bear reports; and other relevant spatial data was acquired and mapped. Given 

harvester preferred harvest areas identified through interviews, chapter four,  Possible 

public lands within the Glades/Highland bear sub-population primary and secondary 

ranges that could potentially be at risk of harvesting is mapped as are  public lands 

identified outside of bear primary and secondary range where, if harvesting were 

sanctioned, could function to take potential harvesting pressure off bears and other 

wildlife. 

 Chapter nine concludes with a discussion of results and the implications of these 

findings, suggesting ways forward for future research. Primary conclusions include: 

1)  Access to saw palmetto berries is highly differential depending on the type of land 

use and the land manager, and can change from year to year depending on the land 

manager‘s perceptions and experience of harvesters as well as the estimated profit to be 

gained from allowing or not allowing harvesting. Land managers include public agencies, 

private land owners ranging from residential to large ranches, various conservation lands 
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managed by various agencies and or private companies, and more. All have different 

policies for access that range from open access, access for a fee, or no access.  

2)   The practice of harvesting saw palmetto berries contributes greatly to Latino/a 

harvester livelihood security. Harvesting also strengthens social networks as people go 

out with friends and family to pick, negotiating transportation, food and water, and fuel 

as well as sharing information on where there might be an abundance of berries during 

any given year. Within the berry harvesting Latino/a community, differential harvesting 

opportunities and practices exist which vary depending on the informal market prices as 

these shift through the season. For some, earnings from berry harvesting are a pathway 

toward liberation from the practice of migrating to follow harvests, and from the fields 

themselves. When earnings can buy a harvester alternative livelihoods where they can 

control their own labor via an entrepreneurial enterprise such as pool or lawn-care, that 

person is liberated from some of most undervalued and hardest work within the American 

economy. 

3)  Large-scale conservation efforts in Florida, such as those associated with the 

private Florida Wildlife Corridor initiative, regard the scale of the annual berry harvest as 

likely detrimental to bear and other wildlife species. This has resulted in some land 

managers implementing and enforcing a ‗fences and fines‘ conservation approach, further 

reducing sanctioned access to this resource for harvesters and increasing the risks of 

harvesting. This research shows that there are areas outside of primary, and even 

secondary, black bear ranges and the planned Florida Wildlife Corridor that are not 

critical for wildlife where public land managers could encourage berry harvesting, thus 

taking unknown pressure off critical wildlife areas. Suburbs are ideal, safe, places for 
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berry harvesting and municipalities could encourage the practice by educating home-

owners about the importance of the practice for both harvesters and for the state‘s 

economy.  

4)   Conservation planning at the regional scale recognizes local impacts of suburban 

and exurban development on wildlife, particularly black bears, but this recognition is not 

incorporated into local planning practices. Local planning agencies within primary and 

secondary bear ranges have not incorporated land-use planning that would mitigate or 

reduce negative human-wildlife encounters, such as those experienced in the developing 

Orlando suburbs between exurban communities and Florida black bears. Reducing these 

conflicts would entail planning and landscaping that specifically incorporates black bear 

pathways, foraging habits, and preferred habitats at the community scale.   
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CHAPTER 2: CONTEXT, STUDY AREA, AND RESEARCH DESIGN  

Context 

As noted in the introduction, undeveloped and rural areas are shrinking in Florida 

as land is converted by development to support the state‘s growing population.  The 

repeal of the Florida Growth Management Act of 1985 in 2011 and its replacement with 

the Community Planning Act in 2011 has resulted in fewer restrictions on development 

which in turn have encouraged developers to build in areas that the former Florida 

Department of Community Affairs may not have approved, resulting in increased 

suburban development throughout the state. This has supported suburban and exurban 

development in growing metropolitan areas such as the Orlando-Kissimmee region, 

where gated communities are built adjacent to conservation lands that are within the 

primary and secondary ranges of known Florida black bear populations. Such 

developments reduce the extent of natural areas available to wildlife and the amount of 

saw palmetto habitat within the state, resulting in an overall reduction of land available to 

saw palmetto berry harvesters.  

Florida is the primary source of saw palmetto berries (Serenoa repens) for the 

domestic and international herbal, nutraceutical, and pharmaceutical markets, with a 

history of local harvest for the trade dating to the early beginning of the 20
th

 century 

(Bennett & Hicklin 1998). The practice of harvesting saw palmetto berries falls within 

the larger category of  non-timber forest product (NTFP) harvesting, practiced throughout 

the United States and the world (Shackleton et al., 2011).  NTFPs have varying 
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conceptualizations and definitions within the greater literature. For example,  the United 

States Federal Forest Service calls these Special Forest Products and defines them on 

their website as ―products or natural resources that are not the traditional timber and fiber 

products…such as medicinal herbs, fungi, edible fruits and nuts, and other natural 

products‖ (U.S. Forest Service, 2007). The Food and Agricultural Organization calls 

these Non-Wood Forest Products, others sometimes call them Minor Forest Products. 

Following the convention of most research in the U.S., this research uses the term NTFP 

to refer to ―botanical materials other than industrial timber and wood fiber‖ (Laird, 

McLain, & Wynberg, 2010, p.4) from not only forests but any other habitat in which they 

are found. Shackleton et al. note that defining a category of materials by what they are 

not complicates the utility of the term, and offer a comprehensive overview and 

discussion of the evolution of the term and their understanding of what products are 

included (Shackleton et al. 2011, p.16).   

Any NTFP collection for household or commercial uses depends by definition on 

people willing to enter nature and collect the plant or other product, in this case the drupe 

of the saw palmetto palm, hereafter referred to as berries. Collection is often labor 

intensive, and though most NTFPs that are wild harvested require basic plant 

identification abilities, the saw palmetto is a distinctive and common plant that is 

ubiquitous throughout the Florida landscape, easily spotted and its berries quite visible, 

requiring only physical capacity and the will to pick the berries from the plant.  

Florida is also the second largest producer of agricultural products in the country 

(FDACS, 2012), but there is little to no farm work available from late July until late 

September, precisely when the saw palmetto berries begin to ripen. This coincidence of 
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nature provides an alternative means for farmworkers to earn income informally at just 

the time when work is needed.  Just as in California and other vegetable and fruit 

producing states, orchards and farms rely on primarily Latino immigrant and migrant 

labor to farm and harvest these crops. Farmworkers are most often Latino/a, who 

sometimes lack documentation which reduces their ability to earn fair wages as 

unscrupulous farms take advantage of their status to pay lower wages than they would to 

documented workers. Latino farmworkers earn low wages, averaging between $5,000 

and $10,000 annually, but undocumented workers make less, between $2,500 and $5,000 

a year (U.S. Department of Labor, 2011).  

This is a less sunny side of Florida seldom seen by residents or visitors, but one 

that the state‘s economy depends on. From August through October, there is very little 

work if any available on the farms or in associated industries such as packing factories. 

At this time of year, farm workers face a dilemma: to stay in place and try to survive until 

work becomes available again on what meager savings or charity may be available, or 

migrate north looking for seasonal work. Migrating north can be particularly daunting for 

those farmworkers who lack documentation and fear harassment by authorities as more 

states neighboring Florida target undocumented immigrants by passing strict laws 

designed to deter undocumented immigrants from settling or working in these states. 

Georgia and Alabama passed such legislation in 2011 (Georgia House Bill 87:2011; 

Alabama House Bill 56:2011), requiring that employers use the E-Verify system to 

document workers eligibility to work, and further giving police the right to investigate the 

immigration status of suspects, allowing them to detain immigrants without 

documentation, beginning a process that could end with deportation (Georgia House Bill, 
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87:2011; Georgia Senate Bill, 160:2013; Alabama House Bill, 56:2011; and Alabama 

House Bill, 658:2012).  

For farmworkers who choose not to migrate, the saw palmetto berry industry 

provides an opportunity to earn cash income until farm work becomes available again, 

because the berry season coincides with this period of unemployment, lasting 

approximately from August until the end of October. Further, the berry industry operates 

informally at the local level. Berry collection and processing companies set up buying 

stands, referred to in the NTFP literature as buying sheds, in and near farm worker 

communities where they offer cash on the spot for berries delivered to them. The price 

per pound paid typically starts low in the season and increases as the season goes by as 

the berries ripen, increasing their value. Prices also are driven higher as companies who 

collect, process, and export the berry strive to meet their contractual obligations to 

domestic and overseas clients in the supplement and pharmaceutical industries.  

As noted in the introduction, saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) berries have been 

traded for at least a century, primarily to Europe. The market for saw palmetto berries is 

large, though how large is unknown as no reporting on the trade is done, aside from 

voluntary reporting by some of the larger berry buyers and processers, who report total 

dried tonnage to the American Herbal Products Association (AHPA). It is only since the 

1995 that the volumes harvested have been voluntarily reported, and these show harvests 

into the thousands of tons (AHPA, 2012). The industry was possibly worth over $700 

million in 2010 alone as Moerck suggests its value to be $200 million domestically and 

$500 in export markets (Moerck, 2010). The American Botanical Council (ABC) 
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estimates that the industry has grown between five and ten percent annually and will 

likely continue to do so (ABC, 2013).   

In volume, the saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) berry is the primary economic non-

timber forest product (NTFP) harvested and exported from Florida and possibly the 

United States. It is found throughout the Southeast, but is harvested primarily from 

Florida, though some berries are harvested in Georgia. The plant, once considered a 

noxious weed by cattle ranchers, is now appreciated for its income earning potential 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). The plant itself is ubiquitous within the Florida landscape  

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). That the palm is common throughout the state is a benefit for 

the berry industry which gains access to the berries through two primary avenues: the 

first through leasing land and hiring berry harvesting crews during the season; and the 

second by informally purchasing berries from harvesters either directly or from operators 

of rural buying sheds. Harvesters can sell berries either to buying sheds or at the informal 

berry market in Immokalee, Florida.  

Berry harvesting crews are primarily Latino men, though some women 

participate, and these are often crews that work together in agriculture. Berry harvesting 

for the informal cash  market is done by men, women, and children of all ages and ethnic 

groups, though observation at buying sheds confirms what Bennett and Hicklin (1998) 

reported, that it is primarily Latino men who engage in the informal harvesting of berries. 

While demand for saw palmetto berries has increased annually, particularly since 

1995, both planners and conservationists have turned their attention to issues that also 

impact the berry industry. Planners have become concerned with the growth of Florida 

coastal areas and of suburban sprawl in the center of the state surrounding the Orlando-
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Kissimmee area. The surge in population and accompanying exurban and suburban 

development of former rural and natural areas has prompted concern over sprawl with 

environmentalists and planners engaging in smart-growth discourses and seeking ways to 

contain development as the economy regains its footing again.  

Planners are challenged, though, by the repeal of the 1985 Florida Growth 

Management Act in 2011 and its replacement with the Community Planning Act. The 

goal of the Community Planning Act is to streamline the development process and loosen 

restrictions on the development of private property. Some environmentalists and planners 

argue that the goal of the Community Planning Act is to encourage the development of 

farm lands into suburbs, arguably to keep the housing supply adequate and affordable in 

the state (1000 Friends of Florida, 2011).   

Continual population growth will be challenging as Florida faces increasing water 

supply pressures, while climate change effects such as sea level rise are expected to 

impact coastal communities in a variety of ways. As of July 1
st
, 2013, the Florida 

population was estimated by the US Census Bureau at 19.55 million, just 100,000 short 

of the population of New York State, and is expected to soon replace New York as the 

country‘s third most populous state (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). More people are 

expected to make Florida their home, and cities are debating how to grow as suburban 

sprawl is expected to continue into rural and wild Florida. Fast growing metropolitan 

areas such as Orlando, in the center of the state, are seeing an increase in exurban sprawl 

bordering on conservation lands. Orlando is at the center of a high-tech corridor, and 

exurban growth caters to the amenities demanded by high-wage earners in the area, 

resulting in planned communities neighboring conservation lands. These communities are 
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frequently designed as conservation subdivisions, as discussed by Hurley and Halfacre, 

(2011) in the Charleston, South Carolina area. A desired amenity in Florida is water, and 

many of these new homes in gated communities border not only conserved natural areas 

but also rivers, lakes, and springs, important habitat areas for wildlife.  

Though conservation subdivisions are meant to have a lighter footprint on the 

environment than traditional suburbs and subdivisions, the conversion of unprotected 

natural lands can be expected to increase pressure on local wildlife through loss of habitat 

and fragmentation. Rural farmers and ranchers are tempted to sell to developers as 

suburbs and roads approach their properties at the same time as increasingly erratic 

weather leads to frequent reports of crop damages. Florida citrus is under threat of 

greening, costing 8,000 jobs between 2006 and 2012 (IFAS, 2012). Combating greening 

has raised the cost of citrus production and forced some farmers to sell their orchards, 

often to investors or developers who view these orchards as prime residential 

development lands (Fears, 2014). 

Environmental non-government organizations such as 1000 Friends of Florida, 

the Everglades Foundation, and others are increasing their efforts to bring as much land 

into conservation protection as they can afford,  The  Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission (FFWCC) notes that  existing protected areas are  increasingly 

squeezed by creeping sprawl and exurban development, negatively impacting wildlife 

and wildlife habitat (FFWCC, 2012). Increasing habitat conversion for development 

prevents panther populations from growing and diversifying their gene pool and also 

contributes to human black bear encounters in suburbs and rural areas. Developments 

encourage black bears to add garbage raiding to their foraging strategies (FFWCC, 2012). 
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Conservationists and wildlife biologists have been working with these organizations and 

others to rank remaining natural areas suited for conservation from critical to unessential, 

in an effort to guide state and private buying of lands for protection (FFWCC, 2012).  

One of the largest efforts to protect critical lands is the effort by a group of 

individuals to establish a contiguous protected area from the Florida Keys to Georgia, an 

effort called the Florida Wildlife Corridor (FWC). This corridor incorporates part of the 

already existing Florida National Scenic Trail (FNST) and the Florida Greenways and 

Trails System (FGTS), and it is hoped to traverse the state from Big Cypress Preserve and 

the Everglades in the south, north through the state to Georgia, on Florida‘s northern 

border. Though the FWC is a private initiative, it is based on current and planned FGTS 

lands, which is mandated by State legislation to acquire critical conservation lands 

(FGTS Plan, 2012, p.15). Part of the impetus for the FWC is the threat of sea-level rise in 

conservation areas that will fragment and reduce panther, bear, and other species habitats. 

Another threat is the conversion of natural areas into development, further fragmenting 

habitat necessary for umbrella species such as the Florida black bear. A primary goal by 

the FWC and conservation biologists is to link Florida‘s seven isolated bear sub-

populations to both increase their gene pool and thus their long-term viability. It is also to 

allow the bears, panthers, and other species to move from south to north and into Georgia 

in the long-term should they lose habitat due to sea-level rise and climate change or other 

threats (FFWCC, 2012). Conservationists involved with the FWC, the National Scenic 

Trail, and the FGTS are concerned about on-going residential development of natural 

areas and farms and ranches into suburbs and are actively seeking funds privately and 

from the state to put critical areas of the FGTS into protection. With the upswing of the 
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economy and the aging of family farmers and ranchers, conservationists are acting 

urgently to acquire critical lands to create expand the FGTS and allow a protected, least 

fragmented, wildlife corridor to exist for the above umbrella species and more. 

The ongoing efforts to acquire land for protection from development, the 

continuing growth of the saw palmetto berry industry, low entry costs into the berry 

industry for entrepreneurs, and the annual opportunity for farmworkers to enhance their 

economic security through the informal wild- harvesting of saw palmetto berries have 

together combined to create a landscape of tension and conflict that pits Latino/a berry 

harvesters against Florida conservationists and the flora and fauna they champion, not 

least the endangered Florida panther and the delisted Florida black bear.  

The listing in 1997 of the berry as an agricultural crop by the Florida legislature 

criminalizes anyone caught picking the berry without permission on public or private 

land, leading to annual media accounts of citations, arrests, and even deportations for 

those pickers without documentation. Ongoing conservation efforts continue to portray 

berry harvesting negatively by employing a discourse of berry scarcity in the media and 

within agency documents, such as the recent study by Duever (2011) for the Florida Fish 

and Wildlife Commission (FFWCC) who recommended that harvesters not be allowed to 

carry machetes nor be allowed access to any public lands for berry harvesting (FFWCC, 

2012).  

Study Area 

The region of study is the state of Florida, as the state is the center of the global 

saw palmetto berry industry. Within the state are small towns and communities near rural 

agricultural areas populated primarily by Latino households whose income is based on 
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farm work. Bennett and Hicklin (1998) identified primary centers of the saw palmetto 

berry trade, most of which are in or near these Latino/a farmworker communities. During 

the berry season buying companies contract with middle-men or themselves establish 

mobile berry buying sheds (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Places associated with the berry 

industry and places where berries are often bought and sold are identified in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1:  Primary Saw Palmetto Berry Buying and/or Processing Centers in Florida 
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Hypothesis and Research Objectives 

This research examines the impact of the growth of the informal saw palmetto 

berry industry in Florida on the Latino/a berry harvesters that it depends upon to supply 

the domestic and international demand for the berry as both an herbal supplement and a 

pharmaceutical. This research investigates the extent that informal berry picking 

contributes to the success of the formal NTFP saw palmetto berry industry, and in turn, 

how the opportunity to pick berries contributes to Latino/a farmworker and migrant 

economic security.   

Latino/a saw palmetto berry pickers must negotiate a complicated social, 

environmental, and political landscape in order to participate in the practice of berry 

harvesting. Berry harvesting is a practice that provides the opportunity to informally earn 

cash income that can provide basic sustenance but that can also contribute significantly to 

household earnings, allowing some to leave agricultural work altogether. While the berry 

industry relies on berry harvesters for the basis of their profit and participation in a global 

market, it also places physical and social risks on harvesters that each must negotiate 

individually. The Latino/a socio-economic practice of berry harvesting intersects with a 

complex regulatory and discursive landscape that provides both spaces of opportunity 

and risk for harvesters within a context of changing land-use and land-manager 

perceptions of harvest effects on land and wildlife. 

Three hypotheses guide this research: 1) Latino/a  farmworker livelihoods in 

south and central rural Florida rely to an unknown but significant degree on the seasonal 

collection of saw palmetto berries for enhanced economic security; 2) Protected area 

policies and institutionalized concepts of environmental protection have reduced access 



32 

 

to land for the legitimate collection of berries and; 3) the formal berry industry benefits to 

some degree by the informal collection of berries by harvesters, without negotiating 

access to this resource, thus  amplifying the legal and physical risks taken by harvesters 

to collect berries. 

Research objective one: Describe and analyze Latino/a berry harvesting practices 

and constraints. Questions include:  What contribution does the practice of berry picking 

make toward harvester economic security? What does the practice of harvesting entail? 

What are the benefits and risks of harvesting? 

Research objective two: Describe and analyze where protected areas are, to what 

degree these intersect with saw palmetto habitat, and understand variable policies of 

access.  Questions include: Where are protected areas? What are protected area policies 

of access for berry harvesting? What explains variable policies of access? Who makes 

decisions of access and based on what information? Where are spaces of legitimate 

access?  

Research objective three: Describe and analyze the informal and informal berry 

industry and its structure. Questions include:  What is the scale of the berry industry? 

How does the industry operate? How are berries supplied to the industry? How does the 

structure of berry industry contribute to the harvest of berries from public lands with or 

without permit? 

Research Methods 

Research methods are based on theory, and in this dissertation the methods are 

grounded in political ecology theory (Hurley, 2010; McCarthy, 2002; Peet & Watts).  

Such an approach allows: explanation of   access and control over resources, in this case 
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saw palmetto berries; evaluate the marginalization of berry harvesters within the media 

and by some public land managers; consideration of the impact of berry harvesting 

practices on Latino/a livelihoods; understand regimes of property access and claims of 

access; and finally to understand what it means from a harvester perspective to engage in 

the practice of harvesting. Further, this research addresses a gap in the literature of 

political ecology in North America and non-timber forest product research (Alexander & 

Fight, 2003; Hurley, 2010; Mitchell & Hobby, 2010).  

To answer the above research questions, a mixed methods approach was utilized 

that includes quantitative, qualitative, and spatial analytical methods (Creswell, 2003; 

Bernard, 2011).  This approach demands that the subjectivity of the researcher be 

engaged with explicitly, recognizing that research is framed or situated through the 

ontology and experiences of the researcher. This is essential when researching vulnerable 

and/or marginalized communities of any society or practices and when there is a real or 

perceived difference in social, cultural, economic, or other power dynamics. I am a non-

Spanish speaking woman researching marginalized Latino/a farmworker livelihood 

practices and as such recognize that this may influence information shared with me and 

the willingness of harvesters to talk with me. To build trust with the community, I asked 

for sponsorship from the Farmworker Association of Florida, who endorsed this research 

and made access to harvesters possible through their network of farmworkers. I engaged 

in fieldwork in and near farmworker communities and spent time at community events 

and with individual berry harvesters.  

Names of individuals interviewed are not included here because of the sensitive 

nature of the subject and the activity. Most, if not all, harvesters interviewed did not want 
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to be personally mentioned. Likewise, the names of those interviewed within the berry 

industry are excluded here by request of interviewees. Some statements have been 

changed to remove identifying information of those interviewed.  

Methods used in research are described below and also presented in table form in 

Table 1 to illustrate relationships to the primary hypotheses.  

Method 1: Informal and semi-structured interviews with community-based 

organizations. Representatives from the Farmworker Association of Florida (n=6) were 

interviewed about farmworker livelihood practices, farmworker incomes, and alternative 

income practices.  

Method 2: Informal interviews of berry harvesters in Fellsmere and Immokalee. 

A survey was initially prepared and approved to gather comparable quantitative data 

about harvester livelihoods, but it became apparent in the field that paper surveys were 

off-putting for harvesters. Likewise, I was asked specifically to not bring a translator with 

me, instead I initially met with a graduate student from the University of Florida who was 

familiar with the Fellsmere farmworker community and who worked with the 

Farmworker Association of Florida. He introduced me to many harvesters in the 

community, and brought me to various homes, community meetings, and celebrations 

where we were able to make contact with berry harvesters.  These led to snowball 

identification of other harvesters in that and other Latino/a farmworker communities over 

the course of field research during berry seasons f or 2012 and 2013.  Informal interviews 

were conducted with 42 harvesters over the course of two seasons in farmworker 

communities. Interviews ranged from 10 minutes to over 90 minutes at community 

celebrations, buying sheds, events in the community, and at harvester homes.  
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Informal interviews contain content that helps explain the various strategic 

pathways that lead an individual to pick berries, and to understand the extent to which the 

income from income this activity contributes to livelihood security. This type of 

qualitative methodology is consistent with other North American studies of NTFP 

collection (cf. Chamberlain et al. 2002; Doble and Emery, 2001; Emery and McLain, 

2001; Hurley et al. 2008; Jones and Lynch, 2007; Mitchell and Hobby 2010).   

Method 3: Observation and interviews at berry buying sheds. During the 2012 

and 2013 seasons I was invited to observe the sale of berries at several berry buying 

sheds (n=3). After seeing me several times at a shed, harvesters became comfortable with 

me present and with discussing their harvest practices, yields, and amounts earned.  

These interviews contribute to method 2, above. Language barriers were little to non-

existent, as most harvesters spoke English, though if someone in a harvesting group did 

not, their friends in their group would translate for that person. Those working at the 

sheds spoke both English and Spanish and were would also offer translations for those 

not able to speak English, while also confirming the group translation. 

Method 4:  Review of laws, policies, and access regimes. Formal laws and forest 

management plan policies were analyzed for content, specifically whether and how these 

addressed the harvesting of NTFPs, specifically saw palmetto berries. All federal and 

state forest management plans for Florida forests were analyzed for provisions of 

harvesting access as well as permit costs. Federal and State forest managers who had 

allowed or were allowing or considering permits were contacted to ascertain costs and 

numbers of permits purchased seasonally (n=10). 
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Method 5: Semi-formal interviews with policy makers and public land managers 

(n=14). These allowed me to elicit information about varying types of access allowed to 

berry harvesters and the reasons for these. Law enforcement agencies at the local and 

state levels were interviewed for their perceptions of Latino/a harvesters and their 

knowledge of harvest practices.  Citation and arrest data was not collected as enforcement 

agencies do not track the category of harvesting as a cause of citation.  

Method 6: Semi-structured interviews with forest district rangers and land 

managers (n=8); for information about the process of acquiring berry harvesting permits. 

Florida federal and state forest district rangers and managers were interviewed in semi-

structured interviews to understand the different and variable access to berries 

experienced by harvesters Forest managers were contacted about the number of permits 

given seasonally, with some forests tracking permits and others not. District rangers were 

interviewed to understand the reasons for discontinuing berry permits. Other land 

managers interviewed included representatives from Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission, and the Florida Department of Agriculture. 

Method 7: Semi-structured interviews with berry company representatives. Four 

large buying and drying companies represent the established formal berry industry in 

Florida, and representatives from four agreed to be interviewed (semi-structured) about 

the history and growth of their business, their understandings of the informal market, 

relationships with harvesters and private land managers, types of regulation they 

experience, and what access, regulatory, and legal conditions they feel are challenging or 

beneficial. 
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Method 8: Text content analysis. To understand how harvesters are portrayed in 

the media I used Lexus/Nexus to identify all news articles written about saw palmetto 

berries by searching for saw palmetto and ―berr!‖, resulting in 162 articles, none 

predating 1995, the year of surging berry prices. These were reviewed to determine if the 

article referenced the harvesting of berries, resulting in 49 articles. These articles were 

downloaded individually and by year into Word and imported into Provalis QDA Miner, 

a qualitative analysis software package.  

Two different techniques were utilized for content analysis. An initial analysis 

used Provalis QDA Miner and Wordstat to get an overall picture of the number of times 

certain words were used and whether these were overall negative or positive toward 

harvesters. During this analysis, it became clear that wildlife and bears were frequently 

mentioned in conjunction with the practice of harvesting and berry demand by the berry 

industry. This led to a second analysis incorporating bears and wildlife.  Two articles 

were repeated in other news media and these were included in each instance for two 

reasons: first, it is easy to remove the additional articles from analysis; and second, the 

fact that an article was repeated in national and state news papers suggests an 

amplification of the impact the article may have on future reporters. The 49 articles form 

the discursive baseline to define change over time in the way harvesters are represented 

in the media. Three articles primarily concerned with black bear foraging in urban areas 

were removed from analysis, leaving 46 articles for the second analysis incorporating 

bears and wildlife.  

The second analysis consisted of content analysis based on a method used by 

Jacobsen et al (2011) in which they conducted content analysis of newspaper coverage of 
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the Florida panther to determine how coverage and portrayal of the presence and risk to 

people and property represented public opinion about conservation efforts and 

management policies.  Jacobsen et al. (2011) coded headlines and the first and second 

quotes. This analysis adapted that methodology to include all quotes in each article. Each 

quote was then attributed to one of seven classes of sources, allowing analysis in SPSS to 

determine not only whether quotes were positive or negative toward harvesting and 

harvesters, but also how frequently harvesting and harvesters were discussed and by who, 

and their affiliation as it related to wildlife and bears.  

Content analysis is described by Bernard (2011) as a ―set of methods for 

systematically coding and analyzing data…to explore explicit and covert meanings in 

text…and for testing hypotheses about texts‖ (2011, p. 443). Whether these analyses are 

exploratory or confirmatory depends on the stage of inquiry, but usually is done using 

quantitative analysis (2011, p.243). The initial analysis was exploratory, meant to 

understand whether there are patterns that indicate a discourse that does not exist by 

chance. The second analysis sought to quantify found patterns and confirm a working 

sub-hypothesis: a discourse exists that is often negative toward berry harvesters. 

Method 9: Geospatial analysis using publicly available spatial data. Initial spatial 

analysis of publicly available land uses data was done to determine where saw palmetto 

habitat exists, how much, and where this overlaps with conservation areas, particularly 

those within the current Florida Greenways and Trails System Plan (FGTS) and the 

informal Florida wildlife corridor (FWC) initiative.  Conservation biologists were 

interviewed to understand food and foraging habits of black bears and to quantify how 

many pounds of berries may be required by a bear during the berry season. In 
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consultation with wildlife biologists specializing in Florida black bear research (n=2), it 

was determined that thirty pounds of berries per day through the season would be a 

reasonable amount to use to calculate the berry needs of black bears and be a sufficiently 

large amount to determine whether berry years were having state-wide and or localized 

impacts upon bears overall or one or more sub-populations.  

 Data on harvesting habits of harvesters discovered through interviews are only 

included for a case study on potential harvesting within primary bear range for a distinct 

sub-population of black bears. Overall, data of Latino/a spatial preferences and practices 

when harvesting is intentionally not specified to protect berry harvesters. Specific spaces 

accessed are not included to protect those harvesters who may or may not access berries 

within the case study area.  Further, it is currently unknown if harvesters access those 

spaces specifically identified within the analysis. Access policies are mapped using ESRI 

ArcGIS by identifying specific features and land uses (such as secondary roads, Florida 

black bear habitat, and possible saw palmetto habitat)  to show areas where saw palmetto 

habitat exists and where it may overlap with black bear range.   

Method 10: GIS analysis of Florida black bear nuisance calls. This publicly 

available geo-referenced dataset from 1980-2012 contains all nuisance and fatality calls 

regarding black bears over that period in Florida. These calls were mapped to saw 

palmetto habitat proximity annually and by season, allowing patterns to emerge of black 

bear interactions with people. A Getis-Ord and GI* autocorrelation (hotspot) analysis was 

done to discover whether there was a statistically significant pattern between bear calls 

and the berry season. Areas where there was significance were observed more closely and 

compared to a bear sub-population where there was no statistical significance. To explain 
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this lack of expected significance, land use in the vicinity was assessed and compared to 

the s land uses where there where there was a hotspot. Growing exurbs and suburbs in 

prime bear habitat are an explanatory factor in these encounters. .  

 

Table 1:  Hypotheses and Related Methods 

Hypothesis Related 

Methods 

1. Latino/a  farmworker livelihoods in south and 

central rural Florida rely to an unknown but 

significant degree on the seasonal collection 

of saw palmetto berries for enhanced 

economic security 

1;2;3;7; 

2. 2. Protected area policies and institutionalized 

concepts of environmental protection reduce 

access to land for the legitimate collection of 

berries 

4;5;6;7;8;9;10 

3. The formal berry industry relies on the 

informal collection of berries by Latino/as and 

the risks taken by harvesters to collect berries. 

3;4;5;6;7;8;9;10 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Literature on Serenoa repens, or Saw Palmetto, is scarce. Though it is frequently 

referenced in Spanish historical documents from the time of the Spanish Main, there are 

few recent scholarly articles. The primary relevant article on Saw Palmetto was written 

by Bennett and Hicklin in 1998. This ethnobotany article addresses the history of the 

plants use by both Native Americans and by the Spanish, and its current uses and 

economic potential. It explores the plants taxonomy, describes it, reviews its ecological 

distribution, its use by wildlife and the ecological value it has, its use by humans for food, 

fiber, construction material, as a source of wax, as an ornamental plant, and as medicine. 

Further, it describes the economy of the plant during the 1990s, and the burgeoning 

business of commercial berry production, and associated poaching of berries. It 

concludes with a discussion of the economic potential of this business and suggests 

further research needs in its conclusion. Though a thorough overview of the Saw 

Palmetto and its uses, it does not address where the berries are collected from. 

Nevertheless, this article serves as the most current and thorough discussion of Saw 

Palmetto berries, their uses, and the commercial production that sprung up in Florida in 

the 1990s to serve the demand for berries and their extracts, both in the United States and 

abroad.  
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 Though scholarly papers on saw palmetto since the Bennett and Hicklin article of 

1998 are scarce, there has been a steady stream of scholarly work on North American 

Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) since the mid 1990s (cf. Laird et al., 2011; Jones, 

McLain, & Weigand, 2002; Shackleton et al. 2011).  To understand the absence of saw 

palmetto as a non-timber forest product from North American and Florida resource 

management, planning, and conservation policy landscapes, it is necessary to understand 

the evolution of planning and policy around these NTFP landscapes over time. This is 

done by tracing the evolutions of theoretical thought and then approaching the current 

problem via a political ecology lens that interrogates the issues surrounding the little 

understood NTFP saw palmetto berry and the industry that has evolved around it, not 

least the effect of policy and practices on NTFP harvesters, primarily Latino/a 

farmworkers. 

Evolution of Political Ecology 

Foundations 

 Political ecology is an off shoot of cultural ecology, itself evolved from human 

ecology. Human ecology as a way of approaching culture and nature gave rise during the 

twentieth century to two primary geographical fields: landscape morphology, primarily 

associated with Carl Sauer and the Berkeley School of Geography, and the Chicago 

school of geography, associated with Barrows and later White, concerned with human 

adaptation that evolved into the risk and hazards sub-discipline. Cultural ecology would 

evolve from the two and come into its own after World War II.  

 Human-environment geography diverged due to fundamental differences in 

explanation and methodology between the Berkeley (cultural-historical) and the Chicago 
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(human-ecology) traditions, represented by Carl Sauer, Harlan Barrows, and later Gilbert 

White. Both traditions rejected environmental determinism (Friedrich Ratzel, Ellen 

Churchill Semple & Ellsworth Huntington), replacing it with an emphasis on how people 

modify and transform their environment (cf. Rowntree 1996, p.131) but primary 

theoretical differences between these traditions were manifested in their explanations and 

methodologies (Table 2).  

 A larger debate between the humanities and the sciences was reflected in 

geography‘s split between historical versus functional studies (Speth, 1987). Barrows, 

who worked with both Sauer and White, was greatly influenced by Davis‘ theory of 

cyclical erosion and Dewey‘s philosophy of pragmatism, evident in his definition of 

human ecology. Barrows defines Human ecology in his AAG Presidential address as 

aimed ―to make clear the relationships exiting between natural environments and the 

distribution and activities of man. Geographers will, I think, be wise to view this problem 

in general from the standpoint of mans adjustment to environment rather than from that 

of environmental influence‖ (Barrows 1923, p.3). Other geographers like Hartshorne 

defined ―their subject as dealing solely with the mutual relations between man and his 

natural environment‖ (Barrows, 1923, p.3). Barrows claims that ―geography defined as 

human ecology would not be concerned with the genesis and development of land forms 

in particular areas or in general but with the adjustments of man to land forms as 

elements of the natural environment‖ (Barrows 1923, p.4). His focus is squarely on the 

process of human adjustment. 

 Sauer was influenced in part by Salisbury and by philosophies of idealism. Speth 

(1987) notes Sauer was deeply entrenched in the German school of idealism, stemming 
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from Goethe, the father of German romanticism. The German concept of Kampfbegriff 

(struggle concept) suggested to Salisbury and later Sauer that all forms of cultural life are 

to be regarded and understood as historical. (Speth, 1987, p.19-20).The cornerstones of 

the historicist world view are two: development as the dynamic process of temporal 

change; and individuality as the concrete uniqueness of that which is historical. This is 

interpreted within Sauer‘s work as an understanding that all human phenomena are 

subject to change, but that change informs possibilities (Speth, 1987, p.32). Sauers‘ 

understanding of this historicism led him to introduce to American geography an 

inclusive sense of human time as well as the concept of culture, thereby fostering the 

trend in geographic thought away from environmental explanation and toward a greater 

emphasis on man and his power to modify nature (Speth, 1987, p.32), leading to his 

development of landscape morphology at Berkeley (Mikesell, 1987, p.148; Zimmerer, 

1996, p.169). By the 1950s geography had seen a divergence into two streams: human-

ecology, understood through risk/hazard models under White at Chicago; and cultural-

historical geography as landscape morphology under Sauer at Berkeley. 

 Cultural-historical geography explained unique landscapes through an inductive, 

natural science approach, focused on historically unique land surface alterations 

discovered through an intuitive, subjective lens employing primarily qualitative 

methodologies (cf. Leighly, 1987). At Chicago, human-ecology was explained by 

employing a deductive, pragmatic, hard-science based quantitative methodological 

approach focused on explaining and mitigating socially-relevant and recurring 

phenomena such as floods (Porter, 1978, p.18) (The spatial revolution within geography 

also evolved from Barrows and the Chicago school). The purpose was to recognize the 
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significance of physical constraints on human settlements and their process of adaptation 

to those constraints (Barrows, 1923, p.4), while the cultural-historical tradition focused 

on historical explanation of cultural landscapes (cf. Speth, 1987, Zimmerer, 1996, p.168).  

Different explanatory ends justified their methodological means: understanding versus 

policy change (cf. Porter, 1978; Zimmerer, 1996). Explanation was found through 

humanities-influenced historical analysis for cultural-historicists while for human-

ecologists it was through pragmatic studies influenced first by biology then systems 

ecology (Chorley, 1973; Porter, 1976, p. 19; Zimmerer 1996, p.189). 

 Chicago‘s human-environment geography was socially oriented while Sauerian 

cultural-history was drawn toward the historically unique to explain culture and 

environment relations. Human ecology inherited an intellectual and pragmatic approach 

focused on geography‘s relevance to urban, western areas impacted by environmental 

phenomena. Cultural-historical geography examined non-western and non-urban 

landscapes, which would later share (with a branch of human ecology) an economically-

oriented focus on peasant economies, developing into cultural ecology (cf. Brookfield, 

1964; Kates, 1987b; Turner, 1995).  

 Cultural ecology, because of its focus on instances of historical adaptations, 

sought case studies and evidence from what were conceived to be the purest, or least 

influenced by modernity, cultures. To find these, they looked outside of the United States 

to Mexico and other developing agrarian cultures or peasant societies. Understanding 

peasant societies became even more urgent after World War II and the establishment of 

the Bretton Woods institutions in 1945. These institutions sought to achieve world peace 

through the promotion of economic and social development. These institutions and the 
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agencies that grew around them, such as the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID), embraced W.W. Rostows‘ economic modernization theory that  

suggested there were three primary stages to economic modernization: the initial stage 

(the starting point), take off , and arrival (where the country would have achieved 

European or American affluence and modernity). It was the second stage that Bretton 

Woods Institutions focused on, and what drove development for the latter half of the 20
th

 

century. Development programs often focused(s) on manipulating one of three variables: 

population, technology, and/or the environment, variables that became commonly 

understood within the IPAT formula where impact (of development) is measured by 

population multiplied by affluence, multiplied by technology, where improvement is 

considered a success of modernization. At the same time, the developed world was 

experiencing a Malthusian scare, worried about the world‘s growing population, 

especially in the developing world and amid imminent food scarcity. Increased economic 

and social development in the third world drove scores of cultural ecologists to Asia, 

Africa, and South America to document traditional adaptation and coping strategies 

before they became modernized and developed, all addressing the question of agricultural 

change in some way, and most influenced to some degree by economic and development 

theories of the time.  

 This period saw Boserup (1965) (in opposition to Malthus) argue that population 

was not a problem, rather a lack of technology was holding small farmers back – more 

people needing more food creates pressure on the population to innovate their agricultural 

technology. Porter (1978) argued that culture was adaptive to environment with his 

concept of subsistence risk. Geertz arrived at the seminal theory of agricultural involution 



47 

 

(1963) while later Denevan (1986) argued that environment was a complex variable 

toward adaptation. Brookfield argued that culture was the complex variable while 

environment was a conditioning (1975), while Vayda (1983) later promoted context 

allowing for individual rationalization as opposed to larger cultural simplifications. He 

argued that micro studies were key since culture is composed of individuals and further 

that this culture was variable at both temporal and spatial scales. All were concerned with 

third world agricultural change in order to explain the process of change, arguing that if 

we can understand the process of change from subsistence to the modern then we can 

isolate the causative variables toward successful transitions for developing countries. 

Cultural ecologists seek to explain through description, often at the micro-scale, in a way 

that is relevant to the larger theories and projects of third world modernization and 

development.  Brookfield‘s (1972) argument that factors other than environment or 

subsistence needs must be understood to understand agricultural change and that politics 

can influence change is the precursor to political ecology as a subfield of political 

ecology that has evolved into becoming its own distinct field within geography and 

human ecology.  

Mid- Stages 

 Within the evolving field of political ecology there is a loose core of works. These 

tend to focus on a singular problem that then defines ensuing questions and explanations 

regarding that problem. In its short history, political ecology has undergone several stages 

of intellectual growth.  Its primary focus of locating problems within political and 

economic structures derives directly from cultural ecology and its failure to explain how 

larger power structures, primarily political and economic, influence small-holder or 
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peasant adaptation over time. Political ecology inherited the explanatory lens of looking 

to the developing third world because of the cultural focus on these areas for explanations 

of agricultural change and evolution. Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) and their study of 

soil degradation placed squarely within larger structures of economics and power gave 

the impetus to other fledgling political ecologists to enter the discourse through the space 

of environmental degradation in the third world and a focus on third world small-holder 

access to resources to maintain and or improve their livelihoods.   

 Political ecology in its early stages (1972 – 1988) tended to emphasize the power 

of political and economic structures by employing a unidirectional model of causal 

relationships (cf. Bassett, 1988; Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Brookfield, 1972; Bryant & 

Bailey, 1997:11; Vayda, 1983). This approach engaged primarily with rural, developing 

spaces and focused on smallholders. It emphasized the constraining actions of social 

structures as acting on small-holders from above, thereby eliminating choice and 

opportunities for those agents. It engaged the environment as a signal of negative external 

processes, usually social in origin (cf. Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Brookfield, 1972; 

Vayda, 1983). Where it saw physical degradation, it also saw unfair power structures 

detrimental to small-holders, often portrayed as victims without options or agency (cf. 

Schmink & Wood, 1987; Watts, 1987;). This approach implicitly, and often falsely, 

assumed that what appeared to be an ‗un-degraded‘ environment was one in which 

negative power relations did not exist. 

Political Ecology in the 21
st
 Century 

  In political ecology‘s second phase, roughly from 1987 through the 1990s, its 

point of entry became the land manager rather than the environmental symptom as the 
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problem (Coomes, 1992; Grossman, 1993; Schmink & Wood, 1987). It recognized 

increasing local complexity within local and intermediary scales and contexts, which 

created both opportunity and constraints for small-holders (Coomes & Burt, 1997, p.27). 

Furthermore, it questioned whether the state alone was responsible for degradation and 

looked beyond these large power structures, focusing on identifying and holding 

accountable developmental agents, among other actors (Schmink & Wood, 1987; Watt, 

1987). The approach to the problem was more nuanced, understanding that 

environmental problems on the ground could have multiple pressures and causalities. 

Thus it sought to identify these sets of pressures and causes.  

 Most recently (late 1990s - present), political ecology still primarily asserts the 

object of study as political-economic systems and their vertical power relations but gives 

more weight to agency and agents rather than to structures when examining processes 

that lead to environmental degradation and other problems (cf. Bebbington, 1997; 

Carney, 1996; Peet, Robbins & Watts, 2011; Watts and Peet, 1996; ). Specifically, it 

engages careful analysis of institutions and the complexity all actors face within the 

multiple processes created by these, particularly those involved in development  (cf. 

Bebbington, 1997; Robbins, 1998; Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, & Wangari, 1996; 

Zimmerer, 1996). Focusing on social structures allows it to consider an enlarged 

engagement of complex social relations, though it often neglects to examine why these 

structures form (cf. Bebbington & Carney 1990) or the complex behavioral processes 

involved.  

 It has been argued by Bryant and Bailey (1997) among others that the political 

ecology primary focus on uniqueness has caused it to abrogate its responsibility to 
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discover, describe, and assess commonalities between phenomena. This in part, it is 

argued, has led to the critique that the field remains without a methodological core 

(Bryant & Bailey, 1997). Further critiques assert that political ecologys‘ focus (or 

multiple foci) on multiple scales of complexity and contexts prevents it from developing 

a satisfactory methodology that could tie questions and conclusions together fruitfully 

(Vayda and Walters, 1999). As a result, it is argued, the environment is often viewed as 

either an entry, result, symptom, or cause (of the problem), without fully engaging with 

the multiple methodological issues underlying newer works of political ecology (Smith & 

O‘Keefe, 1980, p.36; cf. Bassett, 1988, p.469; reaction to- Sessions & Devall, 1985). Yet 

by focusing on structure and agency through a primarily post-structural and 

developmental lens,  it has contributed awareness of the (political and economic) 

structures and processes that often contribute to localized non-urban and non-western 

environmental changes while concurrently, and helpfully, identifying the key structural 

agents responsible (Bryant & Bailey, 1997; Peet & Watts, 1996; Robbins, 1998). A 

lingering critique deriving from its foci on developing nations is that it is not able to  

make itself easily accessible to policy makers, nor had it gone too far beyond the physical 

manifestations of environmental degradation and associated issues to identify other 

significant symptoms and causes (but see Leach & Mearns 1996; Bebbington 1997 for a 

start).  

 This is beginning to change, primarily because of greater concerns within and 

outside of the academy that recognizes and brings to the attention of other literatures and 

audiences both the increased globalization of many pressures and their processes, 

particularly climate change. What a globalizing world will look like and function as – 
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economically, politically, environmentally, and socially, is of great concern and one 

which political ecologists are particularly equipped to address because of their concern 

with scales and processes. Cultural and political ecologists are open to questions of 

globalization and its impacts as they reflect a natural extension of scaled and applied 

inquiry within their historical fields of study. Examples include land-use change 

trajectories (Turner, 1995) and understandings of multiple contexts and complexity. 

Political ecologists ability to willingly incorporate tools from other disciplines 

(anthropology, landscape ecology, sociology, risks and hazards, biogeography and 

others) gives the field many lenses to approach complex problems. Yet political ecology 

is still often dismissed by geographers and others for its lack of a clear methodology 

(Bryant & Bailey, 1997).  

 Overall, criticisms during the 1990s included charges that it lacked significant 

understandings of ecology and politics;  it frequently produces in-depth descriptive case 

studies that lack greater applicability; and often failed to address problems and processes 

at a larger scale than the local. Yet a number of geographers such as Liverman (1999) and 

others have contributed to global change research (answering charges of scale), while 

others have contributed to understandings of local and regional scales of institutional 

relations, addressed issues of land-tenure and property rights, the commons, markets, 

individuals behaviors that can be studied for their influence as agents, scaled political-

economic processes (cf. Bebbington, 1997; Robbins, 1998; Ostrom, 2011; Zimmerer, 

1996).  

 Political ecology approaches in the 1980s led to a wealth of studies because of its 

association with the field of development studies, focusing primarily upon smallholder 
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access to resources which are needed to maintain and improve local livelihoods (Blaikie, 

2008; Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Bryant & Bailey, 1997; Peet & Watts, 1996;). While 

cultural and political ecology promotes careful analysis of development institutions and 

the complexity with which they engage with environmental issues and local communities 

(cf. Bebbington, 1997), the focus remained on developing world issues of import such as 

the effect of conservation or other land-use change policies upon small-holders. Focusing 

on structures allowed engagement with issues of complex social relations as well as 

examining the demand for these structures and the behavioral processes involved through 

this focus on agents and structures. Yet these political ecology approaches are not always 

accessible to policy makers and demands exist for clear and careful explanations of how 

social-economic processes relate to land-use changes, issues of environmental 

degradation and protection, scaled patterns of global environmental change, and more. 

This has become more urgent with the current challenge of a changing climate. Though 

not formally within political ecology, Haberl et al. (2006) and Redman et al. (2004) 

present a shift toward integrating social science into long-term ecological research, 

providing a framework toward translating important research results into policy.   

Political Ecology in the Developed World   

Culture is fundamentally bound to society and how it organizes within space to 

create place. How it governs itself is reflected in how it organizes access, often variable, 

to resources available to it, particularly those with which people create from these their 

livelihoods. The importance of livelihoods and access to resources (Sen, 1983) has been 

brought home by Chambers and Conway (1992) whose conceptualization of livelihoods 

and the livelihood framework now in use by development organizations such as the 
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British DFID (de Haan and Zoomers, 2005).  Political ecology is fundamentally about 

power relations at various scales that influence who has access to resources within a place 

and within what kind of political and other systems. While most of this work has and 

continues to be undertaken overseas in developing or third world countries, some of the 

major understandings have come back to the developed world and been reinterpreted in 

the last few decades to social, economic, and environmental problems in the United 

States.  

Political Ecology and the Rural in the First World  

 Since the 1990s there has been a shift within political ecology as theory has begun 

to go beyond ‗developmental othering‘ (Blaikie, 2008, p.770) resulting in a call for 

political ecology to be ―re-exported to the North‖ (Simon in Blaikie, 2008, p.770), 

particularly since Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans in 2005 and exposed the 

variable race, class, gender and other vulnerabilities of her citizens to disaster (Kates, 

Colten, Laska, & Leatherman, 2006). This event in essence exposed the developing world 

within the developed and became a call to turn the political ecology lens towards home – 

the developed North.  Schroeder addressed the bringing of political ecology to the ‗first 

world‘ in 2005, summarizing the debates and discussions of the practice of doing so 

(Schroeder, 2005). The result is a first world political ecology that is rapidly producing 

studies of the ‗developed‘ or ‗North‘ or ‗First‘ world, centered squarely on applying the 

key themes of  political ecology and applying these to understandings of human-

environment relations in the context of the First World and particularly within North 

America (cf. Castree, 2007; Emery & Pierce, 2005; McCarthy, 2005; Reed & Christie, 

2009; Schroeder et al., 2006;), what Reed and Christie (2009) see as the ―culmination of 
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what Louise Fortmann has called ‗the long intellectual journey home‘ for many scholars‖ 

(2009, p.246).   

 A major contribution of  earlier ‗third world‘ political ecology has been to 

highlight the differences in vulnerability among households, not only those small holders 

whose access to resources are curtailed or curbed by development projects or 

enforcement of protectionist principles by park policies, but also of climate change at all 

scales. A convergence of disaster studies with political ecology, arguably originating with 

Blaikie and Brookfield‘s 1987 classic Land Degradation and Society evolved within 

human-environment studies of global environmental change (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; 

Cutter, 1996; Liverman, 1994), while later a focus upon climate change evolved (cf.; 

Wisner and Blaikie, 2004; Blaikie, Cannon, Davis, & Wisner, 1994) and its effects on 

food security (Downing, Watts, & Bohle, 1995).  Studies of food insecurity (cf. Sen 

1984; Hewitt 1995b) evolved into the hazards sub-field of vulnerability (Wisner 1993; 

Watts &, Bohle, 1993; Cutter, 1996) but maintained close links with development studies 

and evolving understandings of global warming as a result of climate change.  

 The close association between political ecology studies of food insecurity and 

vulnerability in the developing world context also gave rise to understandings of third 

world rural livelihoods (Chambers, 1987; Chambers & Conway, 1992; Scoones, 1998).  

Of particular note is the practice of political ecology in developing areas primary focus 

upon the rural – rural landscapes, vulnerabilities, food insecurities, livelihood 

insecurities, disaster risks, and effects of globalization.  It is this rich in-depth and 

nuanced knowledge of the rural in the developing world by researchers who are now 

making that ‗long intellectual journey home‘ (Reed & Christie 2008 quoting Louise 
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Fortmann 1996) that is informing the emerging field of first world political ecology, 

particularly the new emphasis on understanding the rural by unpacking it and exploring it 

through the many theoretical lenses previously applied to studies in the third world (cf. 

Emery, 2002; Hurley, 2010).  

 Discourse on the rural in North America has been resurgent since the 1970s and 

revitalized with an increase in rural theorization and conceptualization (Woods, 2009; 

Cloke et al., 2006).  There are renewed debates on definitions of the rural along with 

efforts to rematerialize the rural (Woods, 2009).  Cloke (2006) summarized this shift 

through three theoretical framings of rurality, where the 1970s explored a functional 

perspective that identified rurality through its functional characteristics while the 1980s 

saw a political-economic perspective that positioned rurality as a product of the broader 

social, economic, and political processes within which it was embedded and surrounded. 

In the 1990s rurality was explored as socially constructed, consisting of the ―social, 

cultural and moral values that have become associated with rurality, rural spaces and 

rural life‖ (Cloke, 2006, p. 21). As Woods  points out, this approach ―deterritorialized the 

rural leading to a neglect of the material dimensions of the rural condition that have a real 

impact on the experiences of people living, working, and playing in rural space‖ (2009, 

p.851). Further, Woods notes that ―post-modern social constructivist discourses too often 

neglect the important territorial and material dimensions of rural life and hides from view 

the scaled processes shaping these dimensions of rural life‖ (2009,p.852).  

 The interrogation of power that results in uneven spatial development, particularly 

for rural natural-resource spaces and communities in the United States, requires in part a 

political ecology lens that can shed light on why places and people are the way they are 
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in terms of their landscape, their vulnerabilities, their resource uses, environmental 

issues, their governance regimes, and how these vary across temporal and spatial scales. 

While the rural may well be understood as a social construct and thus be a ‗category of 

thought‘ (Woods, 2009, p.9) it is also fundamentally rural geographical space, grounded 

in concrete places and or lived experiences (Woods, 2009, p.9).  

 To approach and understand the rural in any particular place, it is necessary to go 

beyond earlier theorizations and conceptualizations and Woods offers a three-fold model 

of rural space based on Halfacree (2006). This model, itself drawn on theories of space 

presented by Henri Lefebvre, suggests that rural space is ―comprised of three intermeshed 

facets‖ (Halfacree, 2006, p.51 as cited in Woods, 2009, p.10). These three nodes or facets 

are: rural localities that are ―inscribed through relatively distinctive spatial practices 

linked to either production or consumption‖; formal representation of the rural where the 

―rural is framed within capitalist processes of production and exchange‖ and represented 

by ―capitalist interests or politicians‖ (Woods, 2009, p.10); and third, the everyday lives 

of the rural which ―incorporates both individual and social elements in the negotiation 

and interpretation of rural life (Woods, 2009, p.10). These can be seen as each a point of 

a triangle, but one which is not permanent but dynamic depending on the forces playing 

on each.   

 This, along with Chambers and Conway (1992) five facets of livelihoods, provide 

an entryway to approaching topics within this thesis: how is the saw palmetto berry 

industry able to capitalize on marginalized rural Latinos and the abundance of the plant in 

the region while shifting associated risks onto both the berry pickers and the landscape? 

How are Latino berry pickers represented by the different interests (industry, policy 



57 

 

makers, conservationists) and what does this reveal about their own positions and 

interests, and how does this discursive representation serve them? How do those same 

marginalized Latinos take advantage of these discourses and opportunities for the 

collection of berries to enhance their own livelihood security? 

Non-Timber Forest Products 

 Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) have only received serious attention in the 

last thirty years (cf. Dove, 1994; Godoy & Bawa, 1993; Panayotou & Ashton 1992). 

Non-timber forest products are commonly defined as ―encompassing all biological 

materials other than timber which are extracted from forests for human use‖ (Bennett 

2002, p. 293). As Belcher and Schreckenberg note (2007), these are unique in being 

defined by what they are not, rather than by what they are.  Though most frequently 

associated with forests, they are found in almost all other habitats as well (Shackleton et 

al., 2011). The association with forests is derived from renewed interest in these as a 

potential tool for conservation and development in the developing world context, 

particularly with the international concern over saving rainforests from clear-cut logging 

in South America, particularly Brazil. As Belcher and Schreckenberg (2007) note, NTFPs 

are associated with the post-Rio 1990s in the form of ‗rainforest crunch‘ – the marketing 

of forest products from these at-risk places to the developing world in order to save the 

forests. The renewal of interest by environmentalists and development professionals in 

NTFPs within the context of saving the rainforests explains the need to call these ‗non-

timber‘, emphasizing what they are not – a negatively extracted resource, but rather 

‗products‘ that were presumed to be regenerating and therefore able to be extracted 

sustainably instead of timber.  Many Americans happily bought, and continue to buy, 
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tropical NTFP products marketed toward saving the rainforest, though much of this 

market hype has been subsumed within ‗green‘ consumerism, an umbrella category that 

suggests not only sustainable harvesting of resources but the notion that buying and 

eating or using these products will not only help save remote habitats under threat but 

also help save the world from the effects of climate change.   

 NTFP studies evolved as development practitioners began to practice using these 

as a tool for both economic development of marginalized communities, typically residing 

in and or near a protected area such as a national park, or within an area of international 

concern for its biodiversity and at risk of destruction, such as the Amazon rainforest. It 

was also seen as a tool for the conservation of biodiversity at a time when the developed 

north became concerned about diminishing tropical rain-forests and sought ways to 

prevent their deforestation, logging, and conversion to agriculture. Conservationists and 

development practitioners argued that traditional uses of forests were of equal or more 

value than the timber derived from logging – forests were more than trees, and traditional 

livelihoods dependent on their ecological diversity (Dove, 1994; Godoy & Bawa, 1993). 

Most of the studies, policies, and practices evolving around NTFPs as a conservation and 

development tool turned a blind eye to NTFPs within the United States and North 

America in general.  

 This delay in attention to the use of non-timber forest products in the United 

States can be attributed to several factors, not least a general underlying assumption that 

‗modern‘ Americans do not depend on or use NTFPs within the household or the 

informal economy to supplement their livelihoods. As rural sociologists Freudenberg and 

Gramling noted in 1994, social constructions of reality means that what constitutes a 
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‗resource‘ has conflicting social constructions, and in the case of NTFPs, ideas of what is 

a natural resource have excluded and rendered invisible NTFPs and those that harvest 

them. Emery (2002), by showing that many poor, rural Americans in the Upper Peninsula 

of Michigan, depend on NTFPs for household use and supplemental income, illustrated 

how the discourse of modernity rendered these people and practices invisible, and further 

brought these practices into the NTFP discourse in North America. At the time Emery‘s 

work might have been startling to many  as she found a high degree of household 

dependency on NTFPs in rural Upper Peninsula Michigan, as it made visible the 

connections between rural resources, household poverty, and livelihood dependence on 

NTFPs as natural resources in North America. Since that time, more research has shown 

that rural utilization of NTFPs for livelihood security in the United States is more 

commonplace than previously thought. 

 American conceptualization of natural resources has not until recently included 

non-timber forest products such as mushrooms, herbs, ferns, boughs, and more. Recent 

research on NTFPs in the United States can in large part be seen to have evolved from the 

late 1980‘s and 1990‘s  ‗timber wars‘ in the United States‘ Pacific Northwest when 

environmentalists challenged the timber industry‘s practice of clear-cutting old-growth 

forests and succeeded in having the Spotted Owl listed as an endangered species. 

Research into the impacts of clear-cutting on the ecology of these forests and the effects 

of the Spotted Owl listing led some to examine rural livelihoods and rural practices of 

gathering NTFPs from the forests (Jones & Lynch, 2007). Key findings included the 

importance of NTFPs to local households who depended on firewood from the forests to 

heat their homes, the collection of mushrooms by various marginalized communities such 
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as the Hmong of the Pacific Northwest (PNW) to supplement household incomes, and 

more (Lynch & McLain, 2003; Love, Jones, & Liegel, 1998). Over time as more studies 

were done showing the importance of NTFPs for both local households and the regional 

economy, the United States Forest Service (USFS) and the Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM) began to incorporate these NTFPs into their multi-use land management programs 

via permit systems for access.  

 Hansis (1998), Jones et al. (2002), Emery & McLain (2001), Emery (1998; 2002),  

Emery and Pierce (2005), and others research on NTFPs in the United States were 

instrumental in calling attention to the importance of NTFPs for local household 

economies, making NTFPs visible within the natural resource policy landscape in the 

U.S. In contrast, Robbins et al. (2008) found that the majority of NTFP harvesters in New 

England did so not for economic benefit but as a form of practice. They specifically argue 

that ―gathering is not a unique type of community or economy, but instead a form of 

practice. We argue that traditional analytical approached to NTFPs, though extremely 

valuable, may ironically work to reinforce a capitalo-centric view of daily life (following 

Gibson-Graham, 1996), specifically because they seek to produce ‗alternatives‘ to the 

dominant economy. In the process they may overlook the non-capitalisms that are so 

much a part of life all around us.‖ (Robbins, Emery, & Rice, 2008, p.267). Worth noting 

is that the authors here include Emery, whose research in Michigan showed that some 

rural households utilized NTFPs were as an important contribution to household security 

and economies.  These studies are not inherently contradictory. Emery specifically 

focused upon rural households using in-depth survey techniques while Robbins et al. 

(2008) included all residents of Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Vermont, 
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who were sampled through a random-digit dial telephone survey. They specifically 

selected this region ―because it is home to dense urban populations and has a minimum of 

public lands‖ (Robbins et al., 2008, p.268), while Michigan‘s Upper Peninsula displays 

opposite characteristics – sparsely populated rural areas with much public lands. Further, 

rural households, especially those economizing, may have abandoned home telephones in 

favor of cell phones. Thus the Robbins et al. (2008) sample may have reinforced the 

notion of urban non-lower class recreational use of nature through the collection of 

NTFPs.  

 Rural areas and populations‘ livelihood practices clearly differ from urban ones, 

often with rural households relying more on access to natural resources, as Emery made 

clear in 1998, 2002, and with Pierce in 2005.  Yet rural areas continue to shrink as 

suburban and exurban growth increases into these areas (Woods, 2010). These shrinking 

rural areas are increasingly important for their natural resources, whether under 

protection or privately held (Chamberlain et al., 2002; Haberl et al., 2006; Redman et al., 

2004).  These areas are traditional sources of  NTFPs, not least nuts, berries, mushrooms, 

and increasingly, roots, flowers, and herbs for the growing nutraceuticals market both in 

the United States and abroad  (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Knowledge of these resources 

and the sustainable gathering of these have decreased, though, as rural areas loose 

younger generations to urban areas and as urban areas grow and develop into the rural, 

often in the form of suburban sprawl. This in part helps to explain the difference in how 

rural gathering and consumption or informal trading is perceived differently than that of 

urbanites gathering outside of the city.  
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 How rural lands are held, whether private or public, also explains diverse access 

regimes and uses. The American West contains (percentage) large amounts of publicly 

held lands, primarily by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the United States 

Forest Service (USFS) while in the American East, particularly in the South, most rural 

or natural lands are privately held, and the few that are not are held by a number of 

agencies ranging from Federal to State, to County, to local. These lands are further 

managed for a variety of purposes ranging from forest for timber production to parks to 

conservation for various species. The differences in ownership and purposes for 

protecting public lands contributes to a highly variable allowed uses, and contributes in 

part to a lack of understanding of peoples purposes for gathering NTFPs and associated 

practices.  

 People throughout the United States have typically accessed NTFPs seasonally for 

personal consumption and use such as walnuts, mushrooms, raspberries, firewood, and 

more, a personal practice that is generally not restricted. Some regions promote such 

recreational harvesting for household use, such as in the northwest U.S. during wild 

blackberry and mushroom seasons when it is not uncommon to find people picking 

berries on the sides of roads or in forests. Such picking and gathering of wild products are 

recreational activities, though as Emery (1999) has shown, many rural households gather 

wild products to supplement household income during times of economic insecurity or as 

a practice to increase household security, replacing market bought items with those 

gleaned from the wild. These items may be used by the household or traded and sold for 

other items. While for some households NTFP collection is recreational, for others, 

particularly in rural areas, NTFPs are clearly an opportunity to increase household 
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income and contribute to livelihood security and stability. This research focuses on the 

second set of households, primarily rural and economically marginalized, who rely on 

NTFPs to increase their livelihood security. 

 For these households, the practice of NTFP collection frequently increases in 

times of stress, such as when households face long periods of unemployment or 

unexpected medical bills (Emery, 2002) but can also increase during times of shocks and 

crisis such as following a natural or anthropogenic disaster, such as during war (Redzic 

2010) or other crisis (Pierce & Emery, 2005) . These rural and often economically 

marginalized and vulnerable households‘ NTFP collection practices have been largely 

invisible in the policy landscape and academic literatures yet are a critical component of 

household livelihood security. This security depends upon access to public and private 

natural lands to collect NTFPs, but this practice  is increasingly regulated by public land 

managers such as the United States Forest Service (USFS) regulating access through 

permit systems and quota limits (Pierce & Emery, 2005; Jones, et al., 2002; Laird et al., 

2010). Regulation and permitting processes can create barriers to access for households 

that are most in need of NTFPs for personal use and income supplementation (Ginger, 

Emery, Baumflek, & Putnam,  2012; Chamberlain et al., 2002), particularly when the 

policy making and implementation processes do not recognize the differential needs of 

NTFPs by varied populations - supplementation of income versus recreational activity. In 

addition to increasingly regulated access, NTFP collectors also face increasingly 

shrinking spaces to collect from as exurban and suburban development sprawls into rural 

places (Chamberlain, 2000; Woods, 2010).   
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 Clearly, who collects NTFPs and why and from where is variable and demands 

nuanced investigation in multiple places to garner a deeper and richer understanding of 

NTFP practices.  Some places and NTFP practices may indeed produce alternatives to 

dominant economies while not necessarily reinforcing a capital-centric view of daily life, 

while perhaps other spaces have allowed NTFP harvesting to become a practice aimed 

toward satisfying middle-class cravings for engagement with nature (cf. Robbins et al., 

2008), instead of as a livelihood necessity for poor and rural households to meet their 

needs. The American NTFP literature has rarely, though, addressed the differences 

between who gathers, though there are exceptions, such as Emery‘s work on the shift in 

Galax harvesting in North Carolina from primarily Caucasian gatherers with long-

standing local knowledge to primarily new Latino immigrants to the area who see 

economic opportunity in gathering but lack the local knowledge of how to pick the Galax 

leaves, where to pick, and how to assure regeneration of the plant (Emery, Ginger, & 

Chamberlain, 2011).  

 This research highlights the fact that relatively newly arrived Latinos in Florida 

are the primary pickers of saw palmetto berries, and that by doing so they are not only 

contributing to a booming growth in medicinal NTFPs for the nutraceutical and herbal 

supplement industry but also enhancing their own economic security, an area of research 

which has been little studied (but see Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Though the practice of 

berry picking provides opportunity, it also comes with much risk, not least the possibility 

of citation, arrest, and even deportation for trespass if caught picking without permission. 

Chapter 6 interrogates why Latino pickers are vilified for picking berries and the 

underlying discourse of conservation needs in Florida. Why is picking a renewable, 
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abundant, wild resource in conflict with conservation needs in Florida? In part, this is 

reflected in ongoing debates about the place of people (and whether they are indigenous 

or ‗outsiders‘) in protected areas, a debate that again stems from developing world 

discourses of conservation and development (West & Brockington, 2006).   

Conservation and Access Regimes  

 How NTFPs are situated and viewed have evolved depending upon where 

theorists and practitioners stood between the ‗fences and fines‘ preservationist or the 

‗people and parks‘ conservationist approach to conservation and development (Murphree, 

1994; Leach et al., 1997; MacKinnon, 1997; Belcher & Schreckenberg, 2007).  Within 

the developed or ‗first‘ world, NTFPs have only begun to attract the attention of 

researchers in the last two decades, primarily anthropologists and geographers (cf. Emery 

& McLain, 2001 Freudenberg and Gramling, 1994; , Jones et al., 2002).  

 Emery‘s work showed that a significant number of rural households in Michigan 

depended upon natural resources from natural and protected areas to make ends meet 

during times of economic stress and insecurity (1998). Whether federal or state laws 

permit access, and what type of access and for whom is important to understanding how 

these policies for natural and protected areas can reduce access and opportunity for the 

collection of NTFPs and thus livelihood security for collectors. An example of this is the 

state of Florida, which does not permit harvesting of NTFPs on any public lands except 

those managed by the Federal and State Forest Service, at the discretion of the forest 

supervisor and or district ranger. Palmetto berries may be collected from federal forests 

and state forests with a daily permit for a set fee of ten dollars. In 2012 NTFP harvest 

permits for some Florida state forests were suspended for review and evaluation. These 
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two different approaches of where harvesting or collecting is allowed mirror the 

preservationist versus conservationist approaches to land management, which is 

important to understanding how NTFP access regimes affect rural livelihoods and 

opportunities, particularly during times of stress and disturbance.  

 The conventional preservationist approach of ‗fences and fines‘  or fortress 

conservation to conserving biological diversity within parks can be traced to the first 

national park in the United States, Yellowstone National Park in 1872 (Reid, 2001).  

Conceptually, preserving pristine habitats and ecosystem functions in practice meant the 

practice of excluding resident peoples from parks and conservation areas in the US and 

abroad. Since 1872, most global conservation efforts have been based on the exclusionist 

principles illustrated in the Yellowstone model (Reid, 2001), principles still in place in 

US parks to varying degrees. Variable exclusionist principles are visible on the Florida 

forest landscape where certain activities, such as hunting and fishing, are allowed while 

other activities such as the collection of NTFPs are not, a reflection of policy discourses 

of appropriate land-uses that results in a marginalization of practices not primarily 

recreational or traditionally Anglo.  

 The conventional preservationist ‗fences and fines‘ approach which excludes 

people from conservation areas derives from two assumptions. The first is that there is a 

steady-state or climax ecology to these landscapes; and the second is that any human 

intervention within these areas can only be detrimental to the natural achieving of this 

steady-state (Brandon, Redford, & Sanderson,. 1998). Human activities are understood as 

incompatible with wilderness preservation, conversely placing an emphasis on guarding 

and protecting wildlife and landscapes from local exploitation, preserving it for 
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generations to come (Reid, 2001).  This camp claims that the only way to preserve 

biodiversity is to exclude people from these areas because of their negative impact on the 

‗steady‘ state of the landscape. Any focus upon community and community access to 

resources demotes conservation at the expense of irreplaceable and irretrievable 

biodiversity, for which the parks were created in the first place (cf. Brandon et al., 1998; 

Kramer & van Schaik, 1997).  

 Throughout the world, restricting access to resources whether through a fences or 

fines approach results in an accrual of economic benefits flowing to larger state agencies 

and businesses, while local people become labeled poachers, thieves, and more for 

accessing resources needed for household or market use (West & Brockington, 2006). In 

Florida, the Seminole Native-American peoples do have access to traditional natural 

resources of the Everglades National Park and other protected areas in their reserve lands 

bordering and near the park. Apart from the areas that are accessible by Seminole tribal 

members, it is illegal to harvest NTFPs on all public lands except state forests in Florida 

without a license, such as for alligator or hog hunting, themselves a type of sport and 

recreational use of natural lands as opposed to a necessary use for subsistence or market, 

privileging recreational use of public land over NTFP collection, and traditional Anglo 

use over newer practices by others, such as Latinos.  

 The barring of peoples from parks has led academics as well as conservation and 

development experts to view the practice as a second wave of colonialism, which has led 

to discourse and debate meant to change the concept and practices of conservation, 

primarily in developing countries. The model has been attacked for its assumptions of 

steady-state ecologies (Fairhead & Leach, 1996) and erroneous notions of wild lands 
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never influenced by humans.   Evidence has found that many areas thought of as 

wilderness have a long history of human influence, with human disturbances often being 

an integral part of the natural ecosystem (Fairhead & Leach, 1996). Evidence also 

illustrated that local communities successfully and sustainably managed natural resources 

throughout their tenure in many areas (Murphree, 1996; Reid, 2001, p.157). Several 

arguments for expanding access to conservation areas are applicable in the US, including 

that biodiversity can be both used and conserved; protected areas must be viewed as 

resources and that protected areas, including parks, are part of the social and political 

fabric of society and more (Brandon et al., 1998; Murphree, 1994).  This debate has 

filtered into the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) which oversees the 

Federal Forest Service (USFS). Increasing recognition of the socio-economic importance 

of NTFPs to gatherers has resulted in an increase in research of NTFP gathering 

practices, uses, and markets toward incorporating NTFPs into policy and regulations 

(Chamberlain et al., 2002; Emery et al., 2011;; Jones et al., 2002; Laird et al., 2010; 

Vaughan et al., 2013).  

  A popular argument among  the modern ‗fences and fines‘ groups is based on the 

fear that development projects and  immigrants may bring new technologies and market 

opportunities, leading indigenous communities to engage in exploitative behavior of park 

resources to meet growing economic expectations (MacKinnon, 1997:52). 

Anthropologists, geographers and other social scientists working within a political 

economy and political ecology framework, have long argued  for indigenous rights to 

resources by illuminating how immigrants, government and ‗outsiders‘ in general were 

responsible for unsustainable development (cf. Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987 ).   



69 

 

 Within the U.S. context though, this argument can be seen as supporting 

differential access to NTFPs, privileging Native Americans with indigenous knowledge 

(or traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), such as the Seminoles, over non-indigenous 

Latinos.  The discourse is in need of a more nuanced and local approach to resource use, 

users, and effects on NTFPs and local environments.  The 2011 study by Emery et al. of 

the NTFP galax in North Carolina reveals that the composition of the galacking 

population has changed from primarily Anglos to Latinos, who in 2003 comprised more 

than 95 percent of harvesters, with attendant loss of traditional environmental knowledge 

but greater compliance with regulations by seeking permits, while a study of the  central 

Appalachian Daniel Boone Forest found NTFP harvesters, primarily Ginseng, were 

primarily Anglo participating in ―mountain‖ or cultural traditional practices of collecting 

for household use and also for market (Hembram & Hoover, 2008).   

 A more nuanced understanding of resource use that is not strictly preservationist 

or conservationist would incorporate understanding of an areas particular NTFP 

resources, local uses, and market demands as well as ethnicity, degree of local ecological 

knowledge, and how these have changed over time. Further, distinctions need to be made 

between medicinal plants and other NTFPs, as well as the scale of collection. Galax is 

harvested for the national and international floral industry and as such is distinctly 

commercial (Emery et al., 2011), as is ginseng from Appalachia, and saw palmetto 

berries from Florida. The demand for wild ginseng has resulted in a debate within the 

medicinal plant community and harvesters about how best to conserve this resource 

which is becoming increasingly scarce due to development and the increase in 

nontraditional harvesters and their lack of knowledge of the norms of harvesting ginseng 



70 

 

(they do not replant, they pick too much from stands, etc) (USDA Medicinal Plant Group, 

2014).  

 This argument of overharvesting and scarcity is similar to one that emerged with 

the harvesting of mushrooms from forests in the Pacific Northwest in the 1990s (cf. Jones 

et al., 2002) and which resulted in the USFS enacting policies allowing for NTFP harvest 

permits that distinguish between harvesting for personal consumption and recreation, and 

for commercial sale. Recognizing that different forests faced different harvesting 

pressures, the USFS Region 6 devised a permit system for each forest based on an excel 

calculator that recognized daily and seasonal scales of harvest and pressures, and 

assigned adjusted permits and fees accordingly (Smith, Crone, & Alexander, 2010).  The 

argument of overharvesting and unsustainable harvesting techniques is echoed in the 

discourse of saw palmetto berry harvesting in Florida (Hellgren & Maehr, 1992; Duever, 

2011).  

 Maehr, a wildlife biologist and conservation ecologist who contributed greatly to 

Florida black bear conservation in the state, described saw palmetto as one of the most 

important plants in the state because of the variety of species, from insects to bears, that 

rely on the plant to meet a variety of needs (Maehr & Brady, 1984). Later, Tanner, 

Mullahey, and Maehr (1996), highlight that saw palmetto adds economic value to the 

landscape because of European demand for the berry, but the authors then add a 

cautionary note (similar to Maehr & Lane, 1996) that ―it is presently unknown what 

effect total removal of these fruit year after year may have on resident wildlife‖ (Tanner 

et al., 1996, p.3). Bennett and Hicklin (1998) confirm that there is large economic benefit 
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of the plant, though it is difficult to quantify because of the informal nature of the 

business.   

 It is still unknown what, if any, impact the industry has on wildlife. Most studies 

of the plant are related to its autoecology: flowering (Carrington, Gottfried, & Mullahey, 

2003), fruiting patterns (Carrington, Mullahey, & Roka, 1997; Carrington, et. al. 2003); 

germination (Hilmon, 1969; Tanner et al., 1996; Carrington et al., 2003), age (Takahashi 

et al., 2011), and more. Yet  no specific research has addressed whether there is a direct 

impact on wildlife, or quantified this impact as it relates to the quantities of berries 

harvested for the berry industry, although an impact is claimed by wildlife biologists and 

others (Duever, 2011; Carrington, Mullahey, Krewer, Boland, & Affolter et al., 2000), as 

well as Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission  representatives who speak to the media 

about effects of the harvest on wildlife frequently (Fooksman, 2006;  Neill, 2010).  

 This thesis maps 2012 saw palmetto habitat, estimates yields based on the 

available literature, and attempts to quantify minimum, mean, and maximum possible 

yields per acre of habitat type in a first step toward deconstructing the discourse of 

scarcity and pointing toward ways forward for further research.    

 All protected areas are situated within unique spaces and the communities and 

issues deriving from these scales of spaces are differential and unique, requiring creative 

and flexible conservation  and access policies Context is not only important, but site 

specific. Brandon, though skeptical of full-on community conservation admits that the 

immediate threats faced by many parks in peril are ―ultimately attributable to policies in a 

variety of different sectors‖ and concedes that ―park management must be planned with a 

clear understanding of the social and economic forces driving local actions‖ (Brandon et 
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al., 1998, p.416). Parks and other protected areas, including forests, are far from natural. 

They are politically, geographically and ecologically constructed for varying purposes. 

Parks, state forests, conservation areas, and other public lands though established to 

preserve nature or conserve biodiversity, are also socially created spaces that serve 

economic and or political purposes as long as they inhabit social as well as physical 

space.  

 Differential interpretations of the legitimate use of public lands among federal, 

state, and local public land managers have resulted in significantly different NTFP access 

regulations – from none to full daily access via permit within Florida. The lack of clear 

and consistent NTFP policies and regulations result in a local but hidden shadow or 

informal economy that supports a booming formal global market demand for NTFPs, 

including Florida‘s saw palmetto berries. The lack of consistent resource use regulation 

and access leaves those who are arguably the most poor and vulnerable of south Florida 

residents, Latino migrant farm-workers, left to negotiate access to an NTFP to support a 

formal industry while being marginalized and even vilified by land managers. 

Planning, Governance, and the Informal Economy 

 Vulnerability as a subfield of hazards, originating with White (1964) and his 

students and their inquiries into the cause of flooding in the American Midwest, was 

delinked from the North, focusing on smallholders in the developing South (Blaikie, 

1985; Forsyth, 2008). It has come back home in large part through disaster research, 

particularly relevant after Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Laska & Morrow, 2006). Yet 

vulnerability as a condition is not only exposed by natural disaster but by any number of 

shocks to the individual, home, or community. It is not necessarily an inherent condition 
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but often one that derives from marginalization on any combination of the five facets of 

livelihood outlined by Chambers and Conway (1992), or others not outlined by Chambers 

and Conway. Everyone has the potential to be vulnerable, and also to strengthen their 

capacity to cope with shock – their resilience. It is this capacity to strengthen that is 

displayed by those who harvest NTFPs to supplement their often shaky economic 

situation. For marginalized Latino Farmworkers, it is an opportunity greater than the risks 

faced, and it is embraced by many. By asking who benefits from the growing 

globalization of saw palmetto berries and the process of legitimization along the berry 

value chain, as well as the contribution of berries to the Latino migrant berry pickers‘ 

economic and livelihood security as they navigate their way in America, this work will 

explain the practice of picking contributes to livelihoods as an object of this study.   

  Hurricane Katrina made visible not just American vulnerability to disasters, but 

the underlying race, class, and gender differential vulnerability of citizens both inside and 

outside of New Orleans (Kates et al., 2006). Kates et al., (2006), and others have noted 

that the aftermath of Katrina on New Orleans and other affected cities has interrupted the 

notion that the North does not have the poverty and vulnerabilities found in the 

developing South, and that Northern structural causes are significantly different than 

those in the South. That interruption has helped lead  to a focus on the urban North by 

political ecologists, though there are many challenges. Not least is relating political 

ecology to environmental justice discourses and policy agendas at local and larger scales, 

which Simon notes is a formidable challenge (2008, p.703). Redzic (2010) showed how 

amid food scarcity during the Bosnian war, people resurrected traditional knowledge of 

NTFPs and turned to the forests for wild mushrooms and lichens to survive. Paumgarten 
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(2005) noted that poor rural people adopt multiple livelihoods strategies, including the 

harvesting of NTFPs, during times of adversity and when experiencing shocks to 

livelihood security. Pierce and Emery succinctly summarize the literature on the use of 

forests in times of crisis and the importance of ecological literacy as a safety net (Emery 

& Pierce, 2005). Clearly people in both developed and developing nations use their 

knowledge of local environments to harvest NTFPs for both survival and livelihood 

security during times of stress, whether man-made such as war or economic shocks, or 

natural, such as a hurricane or other disaster. Ecological literacy is important, particularly 

for the poor and particularly during times of crisis.   

 To what extent do the rural poor in America rely on ecological literacy, as well as 

access to natural resources, for survival after disaster or for increased household security? 

Though there is a growing literature on the long-term recovery of households and 

communities after Hurricane Katrina and other disasters, there are no studies of the 

American regional south on rural use of NTFPs after disaster or disturbance. Latinos who 

have emigrated to the U.S. by definition come from somewhere in Latin America, and 

likely carry with them traditional ecological knowledge derived from their tenure in their 

home landscape, as well as bringing with them the norms of access to the commons.  

Though forests, NTFPs, and access regimes may differ between their original home and 

new one(s) in the U.S., they are likely to share in common with many rural American 

NTFP collectors‘ low incomes and reliance on NTFPs as a natural resource to serve as a 

buffer for shocks – whether economic or natural. This research incorporates the Latino 

immigrant experience of NTFPs as they contribute to economic and livelihood security 

for saw palmetto berry pickers.  
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 Theoretical discourses in conservation, rural geography, political ecology, 

vulnerability, and NTFPs have all experienced a ‗coming home‘ in the last decade, 

examining issues in the global North, including the United States, that once were 

neglected and mostly studied in the developing world context. This research contributes 

to this growing body of literature in several ways. First, by showing how conservation 

discourses have evolved within the developing world, this research explains how  those 

discourses have ‗come home‘ quietly but with significant weight within public land 

management in Florida and directly affect what public land is accessed for the harvest of 

NTFPs and by whom.  

 Likewise, understandings of the rural have evolved through examination of rural 

communities in the developing world but these are relevant in many ways to explaining 

patterns of land use and resource development in rural Florida. Not least, past studies of 

the rural contribute to understanding the first and second generation immigrant Latinos 

and their rural communities, such as Fellsmere, over ninety-percent Latino (U.S. Census, 

2013), that rely on nearby agricultural industries for poorly paid work, often working at 

piece rates and low wages while trying to get a foothold into the American dream 

(Winders, 2013). While these Latino‘s former neighbors may be the object of study for an 

anthropologist in rural Mexico, they are building a future in rural America that includes 

local knowledge and concepts of governance and the commons that have their roots in 

their former home. Neglecting this is to leave in the shadows the underlying motivations 

that propel many to hazard into Florida public and private lands in search of ‗la bolita‘, 

the saw palmetto berry.  
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 How traditional knowledge of natural resources are brought to and adapted in the 

rural American South is important to understanding the reliance of the saw palmetto 

berry industry on informal access to commons resources by Latinos, and also helps to 

explain how such a large industry has remained unregulated and largely invisible. 

Political ecology evolved out of political economy and has a history of focusing on the 

smallholder and the informal economy, often overseas (Simon, 2008). Taking the 

political ecology lens and examining the evolution and functioning of the saw palmetto 

berry industry will be fruitful in providing a holistic explanation towards not only why 

the industry relies on the informal market but why Latinos are then vilified in the media 

for engaging in this industry, often by public land managers.  

 Much trade in NTFPs is informal and only becomes legitimate or tracked when 

trading hands from a middle-man to a registered company. NTFP collection is little 

talked about by collectors, who operate independently and in a cash economy that has 

changed little since these were first gathered hundreds of years ago. Literature on the 

informal economy (Guha-Khasnobis, Kanbar, & Ostrom, 2006; Sindzingre, 2006; 

Williams & Windebank, 1998; Pozo, 1996) and conceptualizations of governance within 

the commons (Ostrom, 2011) has evolved to understand that the informal is everywhere – 

in wealthy developed countries as well as in poor rural economies of the global south. 

Key points made by Guha-Khasnobis et al. (2006) include the need to recognize that 

informal is neither unstructured nor chaotic and thus imposing a structure on the 

informal, especially without the participation and involvement of those in the informal 

market could result in policies that do not work for the agency imposing the structure, nor 

those it is imposed on. Further, there is a continuum of official reach but the depth of this 
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reach does not correlate with either better or worse outcomes (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 

2006, p.7). Chen (2006) points out that the informal economy has grown in ―new guises 

and unexpected places‖ (2006, p.75) and the informal berry economy centered in Florida 

is a new practice in an unexpected place, perhaps explaining why the industry is nearly 

invisible in the state‘s regulatory landscape.   

 Chen explains three features of the informal economy, including: Significance 

and permanence, meaning it is a basic component of the total economy, itself a feature of 

modern capitalist development; there is a continuum of employment relations within it 

where ―economic relations of production, distribution, employment all fall between the 

continuum between formal and informal, regulated and unregulated, protected and 

unprotected‖ (2006, p.77). Chen notes that the informal and formal ends of the economic 

continuum are often dynamically linked, for example ―informal enterprise has a 

relationship with the formal enterprise through transactions, subcontracting, part-time 

workers, temporary workers and home workers via contracting and subcontracting‖ 

(2006, p.77). The final feature is a segmented structure, where there is a range of 

informal enterprises and jobs (Chen 2006, p.78). Chen suggests that there are two 

primary categories of informal work: self employment in informal enterprises and wage 

and employment in informal jobs.  

 Saw palmetto berry pickers that are caught picking berries are often vilified as 

poachers in the media (Lewin, 2006; Neill, 2010). Chen‘s key points about the legality of 

the informal economy help to explain this vilification and also the continued participation 

by Latinos in this practice. First, there is a difference between illegal processes or 

arrangements and goods and services, i.e. ―most informal workers and enterprises 
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produce or distribute legal goods and services‖ (Chen, 2006, p.79). Berry harvesters 

provide labor to the industry where the fruits of their labor are legitimized while their 

activity to produce this is unacknowledged by the industry. A second point made by Chen 

about legality is that ―informal enterprises exist because there are not enough earnings to 

be taxed or the regulatory environment is too punitive, cumbersome or nonexistent‖ 

(Chen, 2006, p.80). This is true on the informal side of the berry enterprises where 

pickers are paid cash by middlemen who also operate informally and are paid in cash. 

Chen makes three further important points:   

Many owner operators are willing to pay registration fees to receive the security 

of benefits of being formal…Informal wage workers exist because employers in 

both formal and informal firms are avoiding registration and taxation…For 

informal workers informality is associated with costs but not with benefits. They 

lack secure work representation, benefits, social protection etc.  Informal workers 

have competitive disadvantages to larger formal firms in capital and markets 

while having little legal protection, while the more informal workers there are the 

more likely it is that informal workers are poor  (Chen, 2006, p.81). 

These legal considerations provide a window into understanding the berry industry, how 

it operates, how it creates value, and where it is positioned as a commodity supplier. 

Guha-Khasnobis et al. (2006) conclude their work with a significant main point: that 

streamlining regulation and strengthening governance in highly regulated countries could 

have a significant payoff (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006). This literature informs this 

research by lending not only these understandings but how the informal and formal 
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economies uniquely blend for rural Latinos in Florida through the stages of berry 

commodification and legitimization.  

Continuums of regulations and governance types of resources used as commons 

has been deeply informed by Ostrom (2011) and others, and is useful for understanding 

the berry industry, regulations that surround where berries may or may not be accessed, 

and the impact on Latino pickers of these. Ostrom points out that the appropriate type of 

governance and regulatory system ―all depends on the nature of the problem we are 

trying to solve‖ (Ostrom, 2012, p.70). Ostrom developed a framework to analyze socio-

ecological systems across scales and place that is multi-disciplinary and multi-tiered, the 

Institutional Analysis and Development framework (IAD) (Ostrom, 2011). Applying this 

framework to the Florida berry commons brings to light the underlying regulatory 

structures and policies that have led to berry pickers being criminalized for participating 

in the informal harvest. Understanding these underlying structures allows a way forward 

to come to the fore where pickers are recognized as engaging in work to enhance their 

economic security, and that this work is not detrimental to the natural landscape or 

species that depend on it.  

Rethinking Latino/a harvesting activities within a socio-ecological framework that 

encompasses other related social, economic, political, and ecological factors allows a 

clear picture to emerge of scaled links that together have resulted in the criminalization of 

berry pickers and the absence of regulatory control of the berry industry itself. Haberl et 

al. (2006) also promote the importance of including socio-economic realities within long-

term ecological research (LTSER) and provide a model toward doing so (2006), one that 

directly points to political ecology (Wilbanks & Kates, 1999; Zimmerer & Basset, 2003) 
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as a model for integrating socio-economic systems with ecological ones. These are 

needed because problems at scales from the local to the global are created, defined, and 

solved by people who create the social system within which the problem exists.  

It is difficult to understand the marginalization and sometimes vilification of 

Latino/a berry harvesters without understanding that they are frequently ‗Othered‘ within 

North American culture. ‗Others‘ are described by many scholars such as Edward Said, 

Michel Foucault, and others whose work is often used to describe the process and 

negative effects of colonization and subsequent post-colonial systems that continue to 

‗other‘ marginalized groups. Edward Said discusses the Orient as a creation ―the 

corporate institution for dealing with the Orient - dealing with it by making statements 

about it, authorizing views of it, describing it‖ (Said, 1978, p.88). The ‗other‘ or Other is 

not only created but defined by those with the power to describe it. Stuart Hall (1995) 

explains that ―how things are represented and the ‗machineries‘ and regimes of 

representation in a culture do play a constitutive, and not merely a reflective, after-the-

event role‖ (p.224). Power is inevitably in play and can be made visible by examining the 

discourse that it employs and to what end (Hall, 1995).  

Content analysis of newspaper articles about Latino berry pickers is a method to 

understand who has the power to create a negative discourse around the activity, who 

they represent, and what their reasons are for this Othering, resulting in vilification of an 

already marginalized and vulnerable group, Latino/a migrants, immigrants, and 

farmworkers. Discourses - how objects are discussed- matter and are reflected in 

regulations, ordinances, policies, and more.  
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 Marginalized groups are often not equally represented within planning processes 

such as town meetings and community planning groups (Innes, 2004). Regional and 

environmental planning literatures contribute to this research, particularly that on 

governance and planning (Arnstein, 1969; Forester, 1997; Innes, 2004). How planners 

contribute to policy making and how they understand the space that they plan into 

creating place is significant to understanding why both Latinos and NTFPs are often 

ignored in planning and policy making. Just as Latino farmworkers are under-represented 

within the planning process (Watters & Biernacki, 1989), NTFPs are neglected within 

urban planning (Grabatin, Hurley & Halfacre, 2011), though there is a recent and 

growing literature of NTFPs in urban areas (Poe, McLain, Emery, & Hurley, 2013; 

McLain, MacFarland, Brody, Hebert, Hurley, Poe, & Charnley, 2012). 

  Ostrom (2011) and Agrawal (2003) argued that mismatched scales of regulations 

result in poor outcomes, while Emery and Barron (2010) showed that applying 

regulations and policies developed in Northwest forests and parks cannot be copied and 

applied to forests and parks near Washington D.C. (Barron & Emery, 2009; 2012). 

Variable forest use, users, and NTFP harvester needs demand plans, regulations, and 

policies that are scaled at the local level and appropriate for both the ecology of the 

natural area and the users of the areas resources (Barron & Emery, 2012). That suggests 

that state policies of NTFP access based on larger-scaled policies at the Federal level may 

not be appropriate for all state forests within Florida. This thesis argues that planning can 

contribute greatly to defusing conflict between NTFP harvesters and conservationists, 

and can provide solutions to the decreasing habitat in which NTFPs are found in the wild, 

particularly saw palmetto berries.  
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 This research draws on several sets of literatures including the non-timber forest 

product (NTFP) literature; environment, economic, resource, and rural geography and 

‗first world‘ political ecology; conservation; regional planning; and livelihoods 

understandings from development literature.  All these are important to informing my 

fundamental research questions and sub-questions. The theoretical lens used to approach 

these questions is that of political ecology, informed by recent theoretical advances in the 

field and also by studies of third-world development, livelihoods, planning, governance, 

and the commons.  

 While political ecology in the past was applied to developing world 

environmental issues (cf. Blaikie, 1985), McCarthy (2002) noted that critical themes were 

to be found in the United States, as summarized by Hurley in his 2010 call for a political 

ecology of the American South:  

1) access to and control over resources; 2) the marginality of particular groups 

within a community; 3) livelihood considerations; 4) property rights and claims to 

resource access; and 5) the framing of local histories, meanings, and cultures in 

terms of resource use. (Hurley, 2010, p.101).  

Hurley further notes that ―planning arenas represent a meso-scale arena of power that is 

central to understanding the environmental struggles in First World places‖ (Hurley, 

2010, p.101).  Chapter eight discusses how multiple scales of planning, from the local to 

the regional or meso-scale, interact to create environmental conflict but can also be 

employed to mitigate these conflicts. One further important contribution of ‗First World‘ 

political ecology as noted by Hurley (2010, p.103) is the contribution by Emery and 

Pierce (2005) to the understanding that subsistence livelihoods once understood to be part 
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of ‗Third World‘ practices exist in the United States and that ―the existence of specific 

natural landscapes, and the access to the resources these produce, are an integral part of 

the livelihood strategies and cultural identities of rural resource users‖ (Emery & Pierce, 

2005, cited in Hurley, 2010, p.103) and further that these practices can exist outside of 

national and global markets, thus providing an alternative local practice of making a 

living removed from the globalized capitalist economy (Emery & Pierce, 2005).   

 This is important because political ecology recognizes at its essence that the 

increasingly globalized, capitalist economy depends on natural resources for its continued 

growth, thus that there is a fundamental friction between economic growth and 

environmental sustainability (cf. Peet et al., 2011) and that the environment will continue 

to be degraded and people who rely on it marginalized unless alternatives can be 

imagined and created. (Peet et al., 2011). My research shows that the globalized saw 

palmetto berry economy is both a result of and contributor to current environmental 

conflicts in Florida that both rewards local NTFP harvesters but also places on them risks 

that they are expected to negotiate on their own, due to the informality and invisibility of 

the local and global berry industry.  

Understanding NTFP Access Policies in Florida  

 Schroeder et al. (2006, p.163, cited by Hurley, 2010, p.102) discussed three 

common processes that can be identified as important to any ―First World‖ political 

ecology:  

1) examination of the linkage of globalized production and consumption; 2) ―the 

partial coincidence of deindustrialization‖ and the restructuring of agricultural 

policy in ways that have led to ―third world conditions‖ in the hearthlands of 
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North America and Europe, and 3) the emergence of migration streams that have 

brought sizeable Third World populations from ―Latin America, Africa, and many 

parts of Asia‖ ―into the spatial heart of capitalism (Hurley, 2010, p.102).   

The political, social, and environmental conditions of the saw palmetto berry industry 

exhibit all five of McCarthy‘s themes and exemplify Hurley‘s highlighting the need for 

regional planning to be examined for its role in local environmental conflict. Beyond 

these, it also makes visible the role that conservation planning and policies play on the 

Florida landscape that directly affect berry picker‘s access to berries, which can be seen 

as a nuance of what Walker and Fortmann (2003) called ―competing rural capitalisms‖ 

which they show prioritizes some qualities of landscape over others (Walker & 

Fortmann, 2003 as noted in Hurley, 2010, p.102). 

  Examining the ‗First World‘ processes identified by Schroeder et al. (2006) 

suggests that by asking questions about global processes, agricultural policies, and 

migration conditions within Florida will assist in answering research questions as stated 

above. As Hurley notes, Emery and Pierce‘s (2005) work is also important because it 

―challenges the ability of existing conservation regimes and knowledges to recognize the 

legitimacy of these practices‖ (Hurley 2010, p.103), referring to NTFP gathering. This 

research contributes to that challenge by identifying existing conservation regimes and 

knowledges in Florida and extending knowledge of harvesting practices that can inform 

conservation regimes and practices from the local to regional (Florida and American 

Southeast) scale.  

 Within this, a livelihood analysis is useful for understanding how policies 

surrounding ecological systems evolve with the growth of the saw palmetto berry 
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industry. How these evolving policies and interactions between land managers and berry 

harvesters and processers play out on the landscape at multiple scales as the berry 

industry grows and urban areas continue to sprawl into natural lands in Florida is 

discussed in chapter four. Chambers and Conway‘s (1992) livelihoods model, 

traditionally used to understand household economies in developing countries, is used to 

understand the motivation behind seasonally unemployed Latino/a farmworker 

engagement in saw palmetto berry harvesting activities. Their livelihoods model helps to 

illuminate the berry harvests contribution toward harvester livelihood security, as well as 

identify the multiple risks faced by harvesters engaging in this activity. To understand the 

scales and reach of the berry industry itself, two commodity chain models are illustrated 

toward informing the larger theoretical analysis and framework by identifying exchange 

spaces within the globalized market for saw palmetto berries (cf. Schroeder et al., 2006). 

This allows a chain of explanation that identifies globally created local risks and benefits, 

and suggests ways that berry production may be made more transparent and beneficial for 

the harvesters of saw palmetto berries.  

 In sum, a number of literatures are used to describe, understand, and explain a 

complex situation that on its surface seems simple: Latinos are arrested every year for 

trespassing on public lands and picking saw palmetto berries. Yet these arrests signify a 

complex social problem that is minimized by a discourse that vilifies these berry pickers. 

Engaging with political ecology understandings of scale, structures, and agency as well as 

institutional analysis and development framework (Ostrom, 2012) and Chamber and 

Conway‘s theorization of livelihoods (1992) help to develop and understand scaled social 

and ecological relationships. This perspective also allows the analysis of a growing 
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informal saw palmetto berry industry and the evolving places and spaces occupied there 

by Latino migrants and farmworkers. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE SAW PALMETTO BERRY INDUSTRY IN FLORIDA 

 

The saw palmetto berry industry has been growing quietly for over a hundred 

years, in demand first as an ingredient used by chemists before the advent of large-scale 

drug manufacturing and pharmaceutical patents (Hale, 1898; Bennett &Hicklin, 1998). 

Its popularity, along with other wild-harvested botanicals or non-timber forest products 

(NTFPs), decreased in demand with the advent of patents and pharmaceuticals around the 

time of WWII (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998), but it and other NTFPs have again become 

popular in the United States as an aging baby-boomer population seeks out alternative 

natural remedies, primarily in the form of herbal supplements. Few people give much 

thought to where the raw material in these supplements come from, nor how they are 

produced, often assuming that since it is available in drug stores or on the shelves of 

natural health food stores that what they are buying is studied, standardized and effective.  

The rapid growth since 1995 of the saw palmetto berry industry is not surprising, 

as it is the raw material in supplements that are in increasing demand in the United States 

and abroad for the berries alleged ability to treat benign prostatic hyperplasia (BPH).  Its 

reputed medicinal qualities have been documented by Bennett and Hicklin who note that 

its medicinal uses range from treating asthma, diabetes, neuralgia to prostate gland 

enlargement (Bennett and Hicklin 1998, p.387). This last use accounts for its increasing 

popularity over the last several decades as a domestic herbal supplement in the United 

States. Its standardized lipids are used in Europe as a nutraceutical and pharmaceutical,
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with drugs manufactured from the dried berries including: ―Permixon, Talso, Strogen 

Forte, Prostagutt, and Remigeron‖ (Bennett & Hicklin 1998, p.387).  

In volume, it is the primary non-timber forest product (NTFP) harvested and 

exported from Florida, where it is most abundant and where the industry for collecting, 

processing, and exporting the berries is based. With the growth of domestic interest in 

herbal supplements and an aging baby boomer population, saw palmetto berries have 

become one of the most sought after supplements in America, listed as one of the ten 

best-selling herbal supplements since the mid 1990s (ABC,2013). In 2012, it ranked third 

of the forty top-selling herbal dietary supplements, earning $73,030,507 in known sales 

to consumers (ABC, 2013), though Moerck suggested in 2010 that total earnings from the 

berry equal 200 million U.S. dollars domestically, and 500 million in export markets 

(Moerck, 2010).  

Yet little is known about the industry which is operated by private companies 

under little notice from the state of Florida. Though little is known about it, it has come 

under scrutiny from several directions, not least from wildlife biologists and 

conservationists concerned about the scale of the industry and its possible impact on 

wildlife species in Florida, particularly the Florida black bear (Ursus americanus 

floridanus) and the endangered Florida panther (Puma concolor coryi) (Bennett & 

Hicklin 1998; Duever 2011; Maehr & Layne 1996).  

While the potential scale of the industry worries wildlife advocates, both public 

and private landowners must cope with trespassing by harvesters on their lands every 

summer and fall during the berry season (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). The spike in prices 

in 1995 to over $3.00 a pound paid to harvesters at the Immokalee market brought the 
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berry to the attention of the State which was concerned about missing revenue due to the 

informality of the market (Florida House of Representatives, 1999). Unable to determine 

how much revenue they might be missing since there was no oversight of the industry 

and with no way of determining how many pounds of berries were passing through the 

informal sector of the industry, the State was unable to determine fruitful ways forward to 

fully capitalize on this industry (Florida House of Representatives, 1999).  

The industry has also come to the attention of advocates of migrant and 

immigrant Latino/a farmworkers, who worried that legislation making the berry a 

protected agricultural crop would adversely affect harvesters. The 1997 legislation did 

forbid the picking of the berry on any public or private land anywhere without permission 

and has subsequently adversely impacted harvesters by imposing fines for being caught 

picking the berry without permission. The legislation, in providing fines and steep 

sanctions also directly increased the risk of undocumented harvesters in engaging with 

the industry. Harvesters, since 1997, worry about being caught by law enforcement in 

addition to the hazardous picking conditions which include high temperatures and 

humidity, risk of dehydration, snakebite, wasp stings, and more. Subsequent arrest and 

discovery of undocumented status could, and has, resulted in deportation for some, and 

this fear continues to exist in the community of undocumented harvesters. This chapter 

introduces the saw palmetto palm, the evolution and scale of the saw palmetto berry 

industry, and explains why the berry continues to be traded informally.   

Following a brief description of the plant, its habitat and distribution through the 

state is mapped toward an effort at quantifying possible yields. Where it is found and how 

many berries could be produced is integral to understanding the scale of the berry 
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industry and whether it is sustainable, as some have questioned (Maehr and Layne, 1982; 

Duever, 2011). It is also critical to understanding if and where harvesting practices might 

affect wildlife, especially Florida black bears, a species of special concern to the state and 

wildlife biologists. The expansion of publicly protected lands in order to form an 

interconnected wildlife corridor in Florida is also better understood when examined in the 

context of saw palmetto habitat. 

The Saw Palmetto  

The saw palmetto (Serenoa repens [Bartram] Small) palm is found throughout the 

southeastern United States, and it is common throughout the Florida landscape (Bennett 

& Hicklin, 1998; Christensen, 1929; Hale, 1898). Its berries are harvested primarily from 

Florida, though some berries are harvested in Georgia. Once considered a noxious weed 

by cattle ranchers, it is increasingly appreciated for its income earning potential which 

can rival that of cattle some years (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). In the past, research 

focused on how best to eradicate it (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998), though with the growth of 

the industry there has also been a growth in research conducted on the palm and the 

conditions under which it fruits (cf. Carrington et al., 2003; Duever, 2011; Takahashi et 

al., 2011; Tanner et al., 1996).  

 Saw palmetto‘s native range extends from the coastal plain of Georgia through 

that of Alabama and Mississippi (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.281). It thrives in Florida 

and is found in every county within the state (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). Bennett and 

Hicklin (1998) note that saw palmetto is one of the most abundant plants in Florida and is 

―a characteristic element of pine flatwoods, prairies, scrub, and mesic hammocks‖ while 

also commonly found in dunes and maritime forest (1998, p.382). Duever (2011) agrees 
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that this is one of the most abundant plants and further suggests that it ―thrives in full sun, 

but persists in full shade, tolerating both droughts and floods. Mesic sites with minimal 

canopy produce the most vigorous plants‖ (2011, p.18) Community types in which it is 

found in abundance include mesic flatwoods, scrubby flatwoods, pine rockland, dry 

prairie, scrub, sandhill, coastal strand, and hammock (Duever, 2011, p.24).   

 The genus Serenoa was established by J.D. Hooker in honor of Sereno Watson 

(1826-1892) (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.382).  Bennett and Hicklin note that ―Serenoa 

repens is the sole representative of Serenoa (Arecaceae, subfamily Coryphoideae, tribe 

Coryphae, and subtribe Livistonianae)‖ (1998, p.381). It is closely related to the genera 

Brahea and Acoelorraphae (1998, p.381). The term ‗saw‘ describes ―its petiole margins 

which are well armed with abundant saw-like teeth, palmetto is a Spanish derivative 

referring to its smallness, while repens refers to the plant‘s creeping habit‖ (Bennett & 

Hicklin 1998, p.382). The plant ―has stems that are often subterranean or prostrate though 

they can ascend to a height of two meters or more‖ (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.382). 

Others note that it can grow as high as 25 feet (Takahashi et al., 2011; Tanner et al., 

1996) but is usually found as a two to seven foot shrub (Duever, 2011).  

 Its rhizomes, the underground trunk, form thickets with age as the palm grows. 

The dense, almost impenetrable shrubs are the characteristic that make it valuable to 

wildlife for shelter and dens. It is difficult to eliminate from the landscape because its 

below-ground biomass, or rhizomes, of horizontal roots can be larger than the above 

ground plant (Duever, 2011). It reproduces through both its rhizomes and drupes, which 

are the berries produced after it flowers (Duever, 2011).Some saw palmetto palms have 

been found to be over five hundred years old (Takahashi et al., 2011). It produces flowers 
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in the spring from leaf axils, the stems that grow out of the trunk (Kennard et al., 2002). 

These stems normally produce two or three inflorescences, flower blooms, but this can 

range from one to five, each of which can produce several thousand flowers (Carrington 

et al., 2000; 2003).  

 These flowers become drupes, or fruit, in the fall, usually ripening from August 

through October (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Duever, 2011). These fruits grow from green 

to yellow to orange to a bluish-black color as they ripen (Bennett &Hicklin 1998; 

Duever, 2011) and are about the size of an olive. Dried berries are noted by Bennett and 

Hicklin (1998) to weigh about a third of the weight of fresh berries. Berry harvesters 

shared that some very productive inflorescences can produce as much as twenty-five 

pounds of berries, but most commonly the stalks of berries weigh just several pounds 

before the fruit is picked from them, though Duever (2011, citing Carrington et al., 1997) 

states that a stalk ―typically produces 0.4-0.5 kg of fruit, but a single stalk can sometimes 

yield as much as 12 kg‖, about 25 pounds (Carrington, et al., 1997; Duever, 2011, p.14).  

Saw Palmetto Habitat  

 Bennett and Hicklin (1998) noted that ―saw palmetto coverage in Florida is 

unknown, but assuming that the anonymous post-WWII estimate of 1,420,000 hectares 

(3,508,896 acres) was accurate and that one third of that area currently is harvestable, 

there may be more than 450,000 hectares available for harvest in the U.S.‖ (Bennett 

&Hicklin, 1998, p.390).  They explicitly note that even if only a third of that amount was 

available in 1998 there would still be 450,000 hectares (1,111,974 acres) available for the 

annual harvest (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.390). Since 1998 there has been an increase 

in suburban and exurban development of natural lands and it is likely that there has been 
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a decrease in saw palmetto habitat and abundance. To understand any discussion of the 

saw palmetto industry, harvesters, and competing land uses, it is important to first 

understand where it is found and in what abundance. Using publicly available spatial data 

and ESRI ArcMap v10 and 10.1, this analysis maps and quantifies available saw palmetto 

habitat in a step toward a more comprehensive understanding of the possible impact the 

industry might have on the availability of berries for wildlife use.  

 Current research as noted above centers on saw palmetto autoecology, fruiting 

patterns, age, response to fire, and more, but no current habitat classification exists 

specifically for this plant, despite its importance to wildlife (Bennett & Hicklin,1998; 

Maehr & Layne, 1996). The Florida Natural Areas Inventory and the Florida Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation Commission are partnered to create and maintain the Florida 

Cooperative Land Cover (CLC) Map dataset, updated in 2012 to version 2.3. This dataset 

maps all land cover in the state of Florida. CLC Version 2.3 saw a significant change 

from the previous, replacing pine flatwoods, dry flatwoods, and palmetto prairie with 

more specific categories. The broader classifications remain in the Florida Land Cover 

Classification System (FLCCS) (Kawula, 2009). Previous categories of CLC land cover 

cannot be compared with the previous dataset as the newer classification system is more 

comprehensive and detailed than previous data sets. 

 Based on research referencing saw palmetto habitat, habitat density (when 

estimated) and yields (when estimated for the habitat type), Figure 2 was made to show 

the current distribution of saw palmetto in the state of Florida based on the CLC 2.3 of 

2012. All habitats where saw palmetto is known to occur from the literature and from the 

definitions within the CLC 2.3 are included to create Figure 2, and these categories are 
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listed in Appendix A. These were further classified into three categories of habitat based 

on estimated percentages of abundance and/or yield within habitat types from the 

available literature (Anderson & Oakes, 2012; Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Carrington et al., 

2000; CLC 2.3, 2012; Duever,  2011;). The categories created are: 1 for habitats where 

saw palmetto is dominant at over seventy-five percent of land cover; 2 for habitats where 

it is common, known to be found within, and likely to be twenty to seventy-five percent 

of land cover. Category 3 represents habitat where it is known to be found or present but 

is not dominant or frequent at one to twenty percent of land cover.  

 These categories were created and assigned to habitat types for later analysis to 

estimate potential yield and overlap with Florida black bear sub-population ranges, 

discussed in chapter eight. Categories are not definitive but a heuristic to understand 

potential abundance, despite fruiting variability. Yield itself is quite variable and depends 

on climate, soils, fire regimes, and many other environmental factors. The calculated 

acreage and hectares of habitat in total and categorized are presented in Table 2 and 

Figure 2, below. It is still found in most counties in Florida, and there are many more 

acres or hectares available than assumed by the late 1940s anonymous author cited by 

Bennett and Hicklin (1998).   

 Classification of the habitats from sparse to abundant within the landscape shows 

that though the habitat is more abundant than previously estimated, the quality of that 

habitat may be lower than thought, thus berry yields may also be lower and more variable 

overall. The post WWII estimate of 1,420,000 hectares may have been an estimate of 

habitat where saw palmetto was dominant, such as dry prairie (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998). 

This analysis and classification, though, shows that habitat where saw palmetto is 
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dominant has shrunk to only 804,717 hectares, or almost two million acres (1,988,499) , 

noted in Table 2.   

 Current habitat where the plant is dominant, such as dry prairie habitat and more,  

is shown to be half of the post WWII estimate. Further, more than half the habitat 

available is low-abundance habitat, where the plant may exist but is not predominant. It is 

likely that many of these habitats, especially low quality habitats (category 3) are not 

managed with a fire regime designed to enhance saw palmetto yield, and productivity is 

likely to be low. These are marginal areas for the plant and not areas sought out by berry 

harvesters, who prefer to pick where berries are abundant and easy to access, such as in 

category 1. 

 

Table 2:  Saw Palmetto Habitat Types and Calculated Amounts 

 

 

 

 

Saw Palmetto  Habitat Acres Hectares

Saw Palmetto 1 1,988,496        804,717      

Saw Palmetto 2 1,884,347        762,569      

Saw Palmetto 3 5,333,422        2,158,361   

Total 9,206,265        3,725,646   

Note : Calculations were derived by author from the 

CLC 2.3 data set and (Anderson & Oakes, 2012; 

Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Carrington et al., 2000; 

CLC 2.3, 2012; Duever,  2011 description of habitat 

types, as well as estimated yields when discussed. 
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Figure 2:  Florida Saw Palmetto Habitat Classifications 
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History of Saw Palmetto Berry Use 

The drupe, or berry, of this plant has a long history of use by indigenous peoples 

in Florida, as noted by Bennett and Hicklin (1998). Hale noted as early as 1898 that the 

berry was a staple food for Florida Seminoles (Hale, 1898). It has been identified as one 

of the wild foods used by pre-Columbian Floridians, Creek immigrants, early Spanish 

settlements, and later Florida pioneers (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.384). Despite its 

history as a food source, the berry has a reputation for tasting bitter and foul, as the often 

repeated Jonathan Dickinson account asserts: ―we could not compare the taste of them to 

nothing else, but rotten cheese steeped in tobacco‖ (1945, quoted in Bennett & Hicklin, 

1989, p.384). The shipwreck occurred on August 23
rd

, 1696 and the survivors were with 

the Ais and Jaega people of Florida for several weeks (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998).  

The berries would have just started ripening about that time, but if the berries had 

not been fresh picked and eaten within several days, when the unusual flavor is not 

necessarily unpleasant though it is somewhat acidic, bitter, and tannic, they could have 

been over-ripe. Berries deteriorate quickly in Florida‘s humid summer, and the flavor can 

quickly turn as the fruit begins to rot, noted during field work. While early Spanish 

settlers relied on the berry as a food source, later settlers in Miami produced ―metto‖, a 

carbonated drink from the saw palmetto berry juices (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.384). 

The plant and its berry has been used by humans as food, fiber, construction material, as 

a source of wax, as an ornamental, as roasting spits, baby rattles, temporary bedding, 

medicine, and more  (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998).  

Dr. Edwin M. Hale provides the first account of the saw palmetto berry being 

processed and used as medicine by Savannah, Georgia pharmacists Dr. Read and Dr. 
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Solomon, noting that it was due to their efforts that ―this plant, now coming into such 

general use, was first added to the materia medica [pharmacopeia]‖ (1898, p.12). He also 

complains about the lack of known efficacy of unofficial preparations of saw palmetto, 

even by homeopaths, and explicitly refuses to recommend these, but describes several: 

―Sanmetto - a mix of sabal (the term he used for saw palmetto), sandalwood oil, and 

triticum repens; Saw Palmetto Compound - made of sabal, kola, coca, and parsley seed; 

and Saw Palmetto and Santal Compound- made of sabal, corn silk, and sandalwood oil‖ 

(1898:23). He further laments that the market at that time was being flooded by chemists  

who sold saw palmetto berries in ―tablets, syrups, capsules, pills‖ and any other 

conceivable form to exploit market opportunities (Hale, 1898, p.23).  

Before the advent of modern pharmacology in the 20
th

 century, people relied on 

doctors and chemists to treat their illnesses with compounds derived primarily from 

medicinal plants. Drug manufacturers of the time made the above tablets, capsules, and 

more, and advertised these directly to people. Chemists were also manufacturers, making 

tinctures and tonics for doctor‘s clients, and some for larger commercial distribution. 

Hale‘s distain for the drug companies and some homeopaths derives from the lack of 

scientific study of the efficacy of these preparations, unlike the proofs he gave in his book 

to support his work on the effectiveness of the berry on certain conditions when prepared 

to a formulaic recipe. His dismissal of those commercial preparations also foreshadows 

discourses today over herbal dietary supplements, their efficacy, and concerns with 

adulteration.  

Hale‘s counterpoint today may be Dr. Rudi Moerck, President and CEO of 

Valensa International, a firm that specializes in the extraction of natural botanicals, or 
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nutraceuticals, based in Eustis, Florida. Moerck stated in an interview on saw palmetto 

supplements that: 

Most will not work for you because of one very simple reason. Somebody had the 

bright idea a few years ago to take dried saw palmetto berries, picked in Florida, 

grind them up and put them in a capsule…They‘ll say ‗Serenoa repens 320 mg as 

berry‘. That‘s not 320 mg of oil. That‘s berry powder. It does not work‖ (Mercola 

2011).  

He further explains that unripe green berries are being used for berry powder and these 

have little of  the oil that ripe, black berries have (Mercola, 2011).  The oil is mentioned 

repeatedly because it is from the oil that standardized lipids and more are extracted, much 

as olives are prized for their oil. Saw palmetto berry oil extracts have been assessed in 

Europe, confirming that berry oil extracts can be efficacious in treating some conditions.  

Herbal supplements are not regulated by the Federal Drug Administration (FDA), and 

only come under Federal scrutiny when found to be adulterated or when sellers make 

explicit health claims. This helps to explain why dry, green berries are found in the 

domestic market being sold as an herbal supplement. The evolution of the industry and 

policies and regulations surrounding it help to explain why allegedly ineffective herbal 

supplements can be sold in the United States and also why it is in demand in Europe, 

where it is listed on Germany‘s Commission E, similar to the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA), as a safe and effective nutraceutical and pharmaceutical treatment 

for BPH.  
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Evolution of the Saw Palmetto Industry 

 One of the drug manufacturers reputed to have been operating in Florida in the 

early 19
th

 century was Eli Lilly, who founded the pharmaceutical Eli Lilly Company. In 

1907 Eli Lilly and Company chemists were possibly the first commercial manufacturer to 

have bought, processed, and supplied the dried berry   to chemists and pharmacies on the 

Eastern Seaboard, from Vero Beach, Florida (Valensa International, 2010). Images 

shown in the 2010 Valensa International video series depict African-Americans holding 

clumps of ripe berries in a palmetto field, dressed in heavy wool clothes for protection 

from the sun, rattlesnakes, and the edges of the plant itself (Valensa International 2010). 

 Eye injuries then as now were not uncommon because harvesters must lean into 

the center of the plant to access the berries. Berries were also supplied to Lilly by local 

residents who wild harvested and brought the berries to the buying shed on horse-back, 

by foot, or by carriage, for cash on the spot, similar to the informal market today 

(Valensa International 2010a). Berries were sun-dried on the beach next to the ocean in 

shallow wooden crates, and then bagged and driven to a steamer which could take up to 

20,000 pounds of berries at a time (Valensa International, 2010). An image of the steamer 

suggests it is headed to Wilkins (state unknown), where it was likely further traded and 

processed as patented tonics, elixirs, and more. Bennett and Hicklin note that the Upjohn 

Company operated a processing plant in central Florida in the early 1900s as well (1998, 

p.389 citing personal communication from Huffman).  

 Christensen noted in 1929 that the collection of medicinal plants in Florida could 

be ―made a profitable industry‖ p. 9). He wrote that several wild medicinal plants were 

then ―largely furnished by itinerant collectors‖ (Christensen, 1929, p.9). He echoes 
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Hales‘  1898 observation that saw palmetto was found throughout the state but that those 

growing within ―four or five miles of the seacoast are best…richer in constituents, that 

they will stand the drying process better, and will not deteriorate as rapidly as those 

gathered farther inland‖ (Christensen,  1929, p.9). He also identified a berry dealer in 

Canaveral, Florida, who told him that the annual demand for the berry was about 200,000 

pounds and produced an income of twenty to twenty-five thousand dollars annually 

(Christensen, 1929, p.9), a profit of about $0.10 a pound. At that time the berries were 

primarily harvested on the Atlantic coast between Ormond and Fort Lauderdale 

according to Christensen (1929, p.9), but the dealer informed Christensen that he 

expected this to grow as he understood that there were plans to export the berries to 

Germany (Christensen 1929, p.11), implying that trade before this time was primarily 

within the United States. Bennett and Hicklin (1998), citing Feurt (1953)  note that saw 

palmetto berries were listed in the United States Pharmacopoeia from 1906 to 1916, and 

in the National Formulary from 1926 to 1952 (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998;Feurt, 1953).  

 The saw palmetto berry has been used for over a hundred years as some form of 

medicine, though with the advent of the modern pharmaceutical industry in the 1950s the 

popularity of natural remedies decreased in the United States (Schackleton et al., 2011). 

Pharmaceutical companies, many of which evolved from early chemists and drug 

manufacturers, went from producing tonics and medicines based on natural products, 

replacing these with compounds and synthetics (Shackleton et al. 2011).  Patents could 

not be registered for natural products, further encouraging the compounding, and 

standardization, of medicines (Schackleton et al., 2011). Today there is a renewed interest 
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in the United States, Europe, and other places for herbal remedies and alternative 

medicine.  

 Botanical companies, dealing with the collection, processing, and sale of the 

ingredients that chemists and drug manufacturers relied on as the basis of their trade, also 

experienced a decline for a time but have rebounded along with the interest in natural 

products. One former well-known botanical company, Wilcox Natural Products, in 

Boone, North Carolina, dealt in botanical drugs from 1875 until 1994. Some former 

employees remain in the botanical supply industry, as cultivators, buyers, and sellers of 

botanical plants, including saw palmetto berries.    

 The modern use of saw palmetto berries is reflected by its listing in Germany‘s 

Commission E since 1989. It is approved in Germany and France for the treatment of 

benign prostrate hyperplasia (BPH) (ABC, 2001). In those countries, pharmaceutical 

companies patent extracted standardized lipids from the berries, such as Permixon
®
, 

manufactured by the French company Pierre Fabre (ABC, 2001). Yet it is unknown what 

quantities of berries are exported annually to Europe, and no agency tracks its export. It is 

also unknown what quantities of berries are harvested to support the domestic supplement 

and herb markets.  

 The American Botanical Council tracks the sale of select herbs and reported in 

2012 that the saw palmetto berry was the third most sold herbal product in the United 

States in 2011 (ABC, 2012). Members of the American Herbal Products Association 

(AHPA) self-report harvest quantities of major botanicals, or non-timber forest products 

(NTFPs), including saw palmetto berries (AHPA, 2012). The AHPA report suggests that 
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the harvest is likely under-reported by 30-50 percent because not all companies report 

their harvests, nor are all berry companies members of the AHPA.  

 Amounts reported harvested and corrected for under-reporting are available from 

the AHPA, and the following analysis is based on these reports (AHPA, 2012). It is not 

necessary to publish trade data here, rather the following data   illustrate the scale of the 

industry based on the high, low, and average harvests from 1997-2010. 2005 saw the 

largest harvest, about 38,187,600 pounds of fresh berries when reported amounts are 

doubled to correct for under-reporting (AHPA, 2012). This year was unusual in yield, far 

above the average of 18,602,571 pounds for the years between 1997 and 2010 (AHPA, 

2012).  The year 2010 had the lowest amount harvested at 9,662,400 pounds, similar to 

lows experienced in 1997, 1999, and 2009 (AHPA, 2012).  

 Little has been known about the structure of the berry industry overall, nor the 

domestic or international berry markets. Florida companies that harvest and process the 

berries are privately held. Competition and the informality of the market has resulted in 

companies preferring to avoid disclosing amounts harvested and from where these are 

sourced. Three out of the four primary buying and processing companies are diversified, 

dealing in hundreds of plants beyond the saw palmetto berry. These three (henceforth 

established) companies are also those that self-report berry harvest quantities to AHPA. 

The fourth deals only in berries and is thus more vulnerable to swings in supply and 

demand. Interviews with representatives of the three established berry harvesting and 

processing companies, along with field observation, suggest the structure and operations 

of the industry has not changed much since Bennett and Hicklin wrote about it in 1998.  
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 The saw palmetto berry industry operates much as it has since Lilly set up his 

beach-side drying facility in the early 1900s, though the scale has grown much since 

Christensen reported on it in 1929. In the 1960s, the Huffman family started Plantation 

Medicinals in Florida and this has since grown to become one of the largest established 

suppliers of saw palmetto to the market, processing several thousand tons a year (Spence, 

1996; Huffman, 1998). The three established companies that deal in the harvest and 

processing of berries lease range-land where saw palmetto is abundant. Once the berry is 

in season, the company hires a field crew to pick the berries, paying them either cash 

daily per pound picked or via paycheck if they are formal employees. The berries are 

weighed and trucked to the company processing facility where they are sorted for quality 

based on ripeness and where organic matter, such as twigs and ants, are removed. The 

berries are washed and dried with industrial driers, usually running on propane, though 

one company has switched to natural gas.  

 Once dry, the berries are bagged and shipped to clients both domestic and 

international. The berries may be further processed as an herbal supplement of some type 

or a standardized lipid extract, and are then packaged for sale to the consumer. Once 

leases, transport, wages, drying, and shipping costs are calculated, profits are said to be 

pennies on the pound, explaining why industry experts insist that dealing in large 

quantities of berries is necessary for the expense to be justified.  

 

Figure 3:  Saw Palmetto Berry Formal Commodity Chain 
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The Informal Berry Industry 

 In addition to the three established companies (pre-1995) and the newer fourth 

major company operating within the formal berry harvesting and processing industry , an 

informal cash-based trade in berries has been centered in the small rural town of 

Immokalee in Southwest Florida since at least 1995. The town has a population of about 

20,000, many of whom are Latino/a seasonal farmworkers and migrants who travel out-

of-state during the agricultural season lull when employment is scarce from July through 

September. The town has an agricultural market where informal berry buyers set up small 

buying stations during the berry season which coincides with the lull in farm 

employment, approximately late July until September.  

 Unemployed farmworkers, both immigrants and migrants, who are in the area 

during late summer  participate in supplying the informal berry industry via roadside or 

Immokalee buyers, receiving payment in cash and thus operating as freelance harvesters 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Thorner, 2003). Not all informal berry harvesters understand 

where they may legally access berries or the importance of asking permission from public 

and private land managers to harvest the berries and thus some harvesters simply pick the 

berries where they find them. This has resulted in not infrequent trespassing on public 

and private lands, which has been an acknowledged problem since at least 1995 (Bennett 

& Hicklin, 1998).  

 The saw palmetto berry industry remained relatively unknown and small with few 

companies harvesting and drying the berry for resale, until 1995. That year‘s harvest saw 

prices paid at the Immokalee market skyrocket from an average of about $0.22-$0.44 per 

kilogram of fresh fruit ($0.10-$0.20 per pound) to a high of $7.20 per kg from an average 
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of $4.85 ($3.27 per pound from $2.20 per pound) (Bennett and Hicklin, 1998, p.390). 

The high prices were attributed to a combination of ―low production, increased demand, 

and competition among European buyers‖ (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.390). Prices after 

the 1995 peak have since stabilized, ranging from $0.30 to $1.00 per pound at informal 

buying sheds and at the Immokalee market during the 2012 and 2013 seasons (Bennett & 

Hicklin, 1998; pers. observation., 2012-2013). 

 The high peak price of 1995 garnered much media attention, and early newspaper 

articles lauded the potential economic contribution the berry could bring to the state. A 

close reading of Bennett and Hicklins (1998) description of the industry suggests that by 

the time of their publication the industry had diverged into two types of companies: 

established botanical companies, and new non-established businesses dealing only in saw 

palmetto berries and who likely entered the market around and since 1995, when prices 

and profits from this new industry were widely publicized, subsequently inspiring 

entrepreneurs to enter the market.  

 At least one company, the fourth mentioned previously, established itself at that 

time, buying berries at the informal market in Immokalee. This company has grown from 

harvesting and drying to also extracting the berry oil for sale domestically and 

internationally (Fooksman, 2006; Thorner, 2003). The Florida botanical company 

Valensa also extracts and standardizes the berry lipids for both the national and 

international market (Moerck, 2010).  

 The entry of entrepreneurial individuals into the berry market has also expanded 

an early feature of the industry: berry buying sheds. Immokalee is in a rural agricultural 

area, but not all berry harvesters are able or willing to travel to the market to sell berries, 
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particularly given the distance of other agricultural towns from Immokalee, often hours. 

Fuel costs are high for unemployed farmworkers, who may also not want to risk driving 

through the state for lack of a driving license, insurance, or sometimes, documentation. 

Reliable vehicles may also not be available to transport the berries to Immokalee. 

Further, berries may not be abundant around Immokalee, but instead be abundant on the 

east coast or in other places throughout the state. The solution to this has been for either 

individuals or berry buyers to set up buying sheds in and near agricultural areas 

throughout the state. Bennett and Hicklin (1998) cite an interview with Marlin Huffman 

as the source for their description of berry collection centers centered today in 

Immokalee, and with ―with secondary centers in Naples (Collier County), Fellsmere 

(Indian River County), and Winter Haven (Polk County)‖ (Bennett & Hicklin, 1989, 

p.389).  

 Other entrepreneurs, often single individuals, have established themselves as 

dealers of either the dried or un-dried berries, visible primarily on the internet. Many of 

these are resellers of the dried product, though some are also entering the harvesting and 

processing industry. Interviews suggest that there are entrepreneurs who enter that part of 

the industry because of the low entry costs, but then fail to profit and do not become 

firmly established, primarily because profits depend on dealing in large quantities of 

berries and having an established network of buyers. Though all that is needed to enter 

the industry is an industrial scale, such as those used by the citrus and agriculture 

industry; crates to hold either 750 or 1000 pounds of berries; a calculator; cash; a truck; 

and a drying facility (which can be as simple as sourcing peanut dryers). New entrants 

must find buyers for raw or dried berries rapidly during the season or risk losing their 
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investment, including the money paid to harvesters which can be substantial depending 

on the amount sourced. Losses can be much higher if the entrepreneur has set up a drying 

facility and invested in propane dryers but then lacks buyers.  

 Drying facilities range from the simple, where the berries are put in heated sheds 

with people with rakes turning them until dry, to the more automated and expensive 

drying sheds shown in a video series made by Valensa International (2010), available on 

the internet video site YouTube. Intermediate sized drying facilities range from the use of 

ten to twenty propane dryers, such as those used for drying peanuts (mentioned above), to 

large industrial dryers run with electricity, propane, or natural gas. New entrants to the 

industry are challenged to find buyers for their berries, since much of the industry 

depends on long-term associations and contracts between large buyers (international 

pharmaceutical companies; domestic herbal supplement companies, and others) and, 

ideally, a good relationship with one of the established companies.  

 New businesses are thought to operate with fewer scruples than established ones, 

particularly regarding where they get their berries from. As Bennett and Hicklin (1998) 

noted, citing Benshoff (1995): ―Although much fruit is harvested on private lands, most 

of Florida‘s county, state, and national parks have reported saw palmetto poaching‖ 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1989, p.389; Benshoff, 1995). The term ‗poaching‘ refers to wild-

harvested berries by freelance harvesters who do not have permission to harvest from a 

land-manager. Further Bennett and Hicklin (1998) note that, ―the intermediaries 

[Immokalee market or buying sheds] sell the fruits to one of the several botanical 

companies located in the state. The major botanical exporters often establish contracts 

with large landowners for a fixed quantity of fruits at a fixed price‖ (Bennett & Hicklin, 
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1998, p.389).  This suggests that the established berry companies‘ contract with 

landowners while intermediaries are responsible for sourcing ‗poached‘ berries to supply 

one of the other newer companies, but field work and interviews suggest a more nuanced 

reality.  

 
Figure 4:  Informal Saw Palmetto Berry Commodity Chain 
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cheaper, not having leasing costs, a classic commons resource problem. Further, by 

buying berries informally, they damaged the established companies‘ reputations.  

 The legislation, by sanctioning trespassers with stiff fines of $500 and potential 

arrest, resulted in the criminalization of informal harvesters working without permitted 

access, often Latino/a harvesters. It did not further legislate any portion of the industry, 

visible in that the Immokalee market continues to attract informal berry buyers and 

sellers, as do roadside buying sheds.  

Florida Study of the Saw Palmetto Berry Harvest 

 A related1996 Senate Bill, sponsored by Senators Cowin and Bronson (Florida 

Senate Bill, 1999) wound its way through the system and was enacted in 1999 (Florida 

Senate Bill 1999, establishing a saw palmetto berry study committee. Committee 

membership required it to be made up of three landowners where the berry is harvested; 

three members who harvest or transport the berries; and three who process the berry for 

resale (Florida Senate Bill, 1999). The 1999 Florida Senate bill resulted in the Florida 

House of Representatives Committee on Agriculture conducting a study on the industry 

and producing a seventeen page study entitled ―A Study of the Harvest of the Saw 

Palmetto Berry‖ in response to private landowner complaints about the theft of berries 

from their land (Florida House of Representatives, 1999).  

 The committee specifically looked at issues of: preventing theft from landowners 

through the enforcement of laws and ―the documentation of the origin of the harvested 

berry‖; and further: ―requiring all dealers to be licensed; locating where the berries are 

picked, dried and processed and what the costs associated therewith; and studying how 

the price per pound for the berries has fluctuated since the market was established‖ 
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(Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p. 3-4). They found, however, that it ―became 

apparent that it would be impossible to obtain answers to some of the initial questions‖ 

and that ―many of the persons involved in the industry are hesitant to answer questions 

that might reveal trade secrets or disclose too much information regarding operating 

procedures‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.7)., a situation that has not 

changed much since then.   

 They interviewed businesses, some ―migrant‖ harvesters, and held a public 

meeting, but their final conclusions warn that any legislative changes to the industry 

should be slowly implemented and that there was no quick fix to reduce trespassing 

(Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.16). Suggestions offered by interviewees 

included the adoption of a ‗trip-ticket‘ system such as that used in the citrus industry, 

stabilizing berry prices for harvesters, requiring all scales to be calibrated (they are often 

not and harvesters are short-changed), and eliminating the cash aspect of the market 

through trip-tickets and auctions (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.17).  None of 

these suggestions were considered possible to implement by the committee who 

concluded with a warning that any changes to the industry should be implemented slowly 

and that any ―action that drives the price of berries too high may result in European 

producers working harder to develop a synthetic substitute for the extract, thus more 

quickly eliminating the market for the fresh berry‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 

1999, p.17). 

 Though directed by the Senate bill to also address the potential for marketing the 

berry ―as a naturally renewable agriculture product that is important to the economy of 

the state‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.5), the committee did not address 
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this in its study. It did acknowledge that the industry was growing, with one company 

harvesting between 1.2 million pounds in 1996, none in 1997, and  600,000 pounds in 

1998 (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.9). It did not assess the total value of the 

industry but did arrive at a cash trade value of the berries to be worth between eight and 

ten million dollars annually, noting this defrauded the state of lost revenue and further 

complaining that the cash trade blocked the paper trail of ownership (Florida House of 

Representatives, 1999, p.14). They further noted that seven or eight buyers, who are 

licensed and bonded as dealers in agricultural products, pay by check for lots over 15,000 

pounds and by doing this have created a paper trail (Florida House of Representatives, 

1999, p.14).   

 The Florida House of Representatives committee study (1999) distinguishes 

between harvesters and pickers, identifying harvesters as those individuals who lease land 

from land owners and who then hire crews to harvest the berries from those lands. 

Pickers are identified as primarily migrant workers from South Carolina, and the report 

states there are between 5,000 and 6,000 pickers picking ―on any given day during the 

season‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.10). This is the only reference in any 

public document about the scale of Latino/a participation in berry harvest but the source 

of this number is unstated and likely speculative. They also note that some of these 

‗pickers‘ pick as part of an organized harvest crew while others form their own crews and 

pick independently from private property on the side of roads and on roadsides Florida 

House of Representatives, 1999, p.11).  

 The language in the Senate bill did not specify that harvesters on the committee 

needed to be actual berry pickers, though it seemed to suggest it should be: ―Three 
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members who actively engage in harvesting or transporting saw palmetto berry‖ (Florida 

House of Representatives, 1999, p.2). Neither the Senate nor the Florida House of 

Representatives study committee appear to have understood the difference between 

pickers or transporters, or that the berry companies that lease land, then harvest and 

transport the berry are also the initial processors. The study committee could have had up 

to six company representatives on the committee without having the same weight of input 

from those who physically pick the berry or their representatives. 

 How the Florida House of Representatives committee understood the industry is 

clear from their description of berry buyers, and this is critical in understanding how it 

operated then and how it operates now, and so this portion of the study is quoted below 

(italics mine) from the study (1999): 

D. Buyers/Processors 

Of larger processing companies, each has its own buyer who purchases berries for 

the processing company. Many times these buyers will buy berries ―on the 

wheel‖; in other words, picked and hauled to the company‘s scales from 

harvesters with a land lease. These buyers deal only in large lots (in excess of 

15,000 pounds) and pay by check in order to maintain a paper trail. Other, smaller 

buyers buy small lots, on a cash basis, from individual pickers, sometimes 

accumulating a large enough lot to sell to buyers for the processing companies.  

Dealers in agricultural products are required by s. 604.17, F.S., to be licensed and 

bonded, with the exceptions of: 

 Farmers or groups of farmers who sell agricultural products they have 

grown themselves; 
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 All persons who buy for cash and pay at the time of purchase with United 

States currency; 

 A dealer in agricultural products who operates as a bonded licensee under 

the federal Packers and Stockyards Act; or  

 Dealers who operate exclusively on a retail basis and who purchase les 

than $1,000 worth of agricultural products from Florida producers or their 

agents or representatives during the peak month of such purchases within 

the calendar year.  

 Due to the exemptions listed above, mainly the second exemption, only 

seven or eight buyers/processors are licensed and bonded as dealers in 

agricultural products in Florida…It should also be pointed out that 

buyers/processors who buy berries that have been harvested illegally are 

contributing to the stolen market. 

 Another concern was the ―cash‖ aspect of the industry. Much of the 

business during the harvest season is done in cash. Not only does this practice 

block the paper trail of ownership of the berries, it also defrauds the state out 

of thousands of dollars in lost revenue on an estimated $8-10 million industry. 

In an effort to clean up the ―street market,‖ an auction, similar to those used 

for tobacco and other agricultural crops, was introduced. Because the auction 

was quickly put together and not adequately publicized, it failed to draw the 

support of a majority of the buyers. Although the initial effort was not well 

received, the basic principle seems sound. With some fine-tuning, the auction 
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has the potential to alleviate some of the problems voiced by the various 

members of the industry‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.12-15).  

It is clear that the Florida House of Representatives study committee (the study) 

viewed the industry as having two types of berry buyers and suppliers: the large buying 

and processing companies who maintained a paper trail by using checks and other, 

smaller buyers who consolidated small lots, paid cash, and delivered the lots to the 

processing companies. The study suggests that there  is a legitimate market and a ―stolen‖ 

―cash‖ market, and the study asserts that buyer/processors who buy illegally harvest 

berries contribute to the ―stolen market‖ (1999, p.13). The study groups the ‗stolen‘ and 

‗cash‘ market together, not recognizing that the ‗stolen‘ market is different from the 

―cash‖ market in that for a buyer to know whether or not berries have been harvested 

legitimately they must be certain that the berries came from a harvesting crew on leased 

land or from a harvester who had permission from a public or private landowner to 

harvest the berries on that property. The ―cash‖ or ―street‖ market identified in the study 

is that operated by smaller buyers who pay cash for small amounts of berries from 

harvesters, then consolidate these for sale to larger buyers. Large buyers apparently pay 

these consolidators by check, creating a paper trail, but when consolidators pay freelance 

harvesters in cash, there is no trace of where the berries came from or whether they were 

picked with permission or not.   

Bennett and Hicklin noted in 1998 that the ―major botanical exporters often 

establish contracts with large landowners for a fixed quantity of fruits at a fixed price‖ 

(1998, p.389), but also that ―seasonal workers, often Spanish-speaking immigrants, 

collect the unripe fruits and sell them to intermediaries…The intermediaries sell the fruits 
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to one of the several botanical companies located in the state‖ (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, 

p.389). From the study and the literature it becomes clear that the buying and processing 

companies, also referred to as the large or major botanical exporters by the study, are 

receiving berries from leased land using contracted crews, but possibly also from the 

smaller buyers or intermediaries who pay cash to harvesters, who are harvesting berries 

either with or without permission from public and/or private lands.  

Interviews with representatives of the established buying and processing 

companies (2012-2013) further clarify how these two berry streams, those harvested with 

permission and those harvested without permission, become one product. In order for 

berry processing companies to be profitable they must establish contracts for large 

amounts of berries and then be able to fulfill the contracts. To do so, some companies 

may set up their own buying sheds in and near agricultural communities. These buying 

sheds are usually operated by a middle-man who is contracted to the company to deliver 

the berries for a commission. The middle-man does not set the daily cash price, which is 

set by the company depending on supply and demand. If the berry season is a poor one 

with low fruiting, the cash price will rise rapidly as companies strive to meet their 

contracts (Berry company representative, personal communication, November 12, 2012)   

The companies that buy non-contracted berries delivered to their door are 

essentially buying berries from a freelance middle-man who has entered the market and 

pays cash to freelance harvesters, making his or her profit from consolidating these small 

lots into large ones. The provenance of these berries are difficult to track, and only 

possible if every shed operator asks the harvester for a document from the landowner 

showing all the supplied berries were harvested with permission. From observation, this 
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is not a practice that sheds engage in. Harvesters generally do not have such written 

documentation and they are also reluctant to even state where the berries came from for 

two reasons: they are often aware that it is illegal to harvest without permission and thus 

would not admit to doing so, and most have places they revisit frequently, much as 

fishermen often have favorite spots to fish. 

   Because the industry continues to operate both formally and informally, the 

legislative effort towards stopping unauthorized harvesting and trespassing on public and 

private lands failed to stop the activity. Its only effect was to formally label the harvesting 

of berries without permission a criminal act, thus making free-lance NTFP harvesters of 

saw palmetto berries criminals. Though the goal was to protect the established industry 

from new entrepreneurial competition, it did not eliminate new entrants to the market, 

prevent them from operating their own buying sheds, the buying and selling of berries at 

the Immokalee market, or the trade in berries picked without permission and sold to 

buying sheds throughout the state. This is in no small part because of the participation of 

some buying and processing companies in the informal cash market via buying sheds in 

agricultural communities. At least several companies operate one or more buying sheds 

of some size, depending upon the abundance or scarcity of berries, contract amounts, and 

amounts of berries in storage. If, as one industry representative suggests, only thirty 

percent of berries come from leased land (pers.comm. berry company representative  

2012), then industry wide as much as seventy percent of berries come from other lands, 

public or private, with or without permission.  

 All companies, established or not, rely on primarily Latino/a farmworkers who 

either work in a hired crew or as ‗freelancers‘ during the berry season, which coincides 
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with a lack of farm work in Florida from August through October. The evolution of the 

industry into a formal set of companies supplying an international botanical market 

continues to rely in some part on the informal harvest of berries on public and private 

lands, with and without permission for harvesting, much as it has in the past. 

Saw Palmetto Berry Demand 

 As stated earlier, the berry is in demand both domestically and internationally. In 

the United States it is sold as an herbal supplement, an industry that is growing as 

Americans become more aware of and interested in preventative health care and 

nutrition.  The overall supplement market was worth $5.6 billion dollars in the United 

States in 2012 and has been growing at a rate of five percent annually (Gavura, 2013). 

The saw palmetto berry industry, unlike that for ginseng or other high-priced herbal 

NTFPs, relies on selling large quantities of the berry for profits, or as one processer put it, 

their profits are ―only pennies on the pound‖ (Berry company representative,  personal 

communication, , 2013).   

 Berries are bought by national herbal firms for the domestic herbal supplement 

market and also by international pharmaceutical companies (in France, Italy, Spain, 

Germany, and India) for further processing and standardization for pharmaceutical use. 

Moerck of Valensa, one of two known extractors of lipids domestically, estimated the 

total value of these markets at $700 million annually for the industry, with $200 of this 

from the domestic market and $500 million from overseas (Moerck, 2010), the bulk of 

which are supplied by the buying and drying (processing) firms in Florida, though there 

are a number of small, informal buyers and processers that enter and leave the industry 

annually given the low entry costs and potential for high profits.  
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 Within the United States, the 1994 Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act 

(DSHEA) provides the regulatory framework for the supplement market, requiring 

manufacturers and firms that trade in these products to determine that the supplement it 

manufactures, holds, or distributes is safe and that any claims made by them are 

―substantiated by adequate evidence to show they are not false or misleading. This means 

that dietary supplements do not need approval from the Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) before they are marketed‖ (FDA, 2013).  The FDA only acts when a product 

makes false or misleading claims, when people are reported harmed, or when a product is 

discovered to be adulterated. A 2013 study found that of 44 herbal products tested with 

DNA technology, product substitution was found in 30 of these and a third of the 

products tested contained contamination or fillers undisclosed on labels. Only two of the 

twelve companies sampled had products without any substitution, fillers, or 

contamination (Newmaster, Grguric, Shanmughanaandhan, Ramalingam, & Ragupathy, 

2013).  

 Adulteration is always a concern because of the lack of regulation of these 

products, a concern shared by the nutraceutical and botanical industries and their 

associations. The AHPA, as noted previously, is a voluntary association of suppliers and 

producers of botanicals, herbs and herbal supplements. By joining members agree to 

adhere to Good Agricultural and Collection Practices and more, including non-

adulteration of products.  Members also self-report harvest quantities of several collected 

plants, including ginseng, black cohosh, and goldenseal, among others (AHPA, 2012).  

 Domestic sales of saw palmetto as an herbal supplement have grown over time, 

and in 2012 it was the third top-selling herbal supplement domestically, with retail sales 
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in the food, drug, and mass market channel worth $31,775,810, behind cranberry and 

garlic (ABC, 2013). Within the natural and health foods channel domestically it ranked 

eighth in sales worth $6,115,161 (ABC, 2013). Within the direct sales channel, which 

includes multi-level marketing companies such as Herbalife, Amway, and others, as well 

as mail order and internet sales companies, it ranked sixth in popularity with a value of 

$35,139,536. Saw palmetto berries have been identified as a product subject to 

intentional (economically motivated) adulteration by the ABC-AHP-NCNPR (American 

Botanical Council, the American Herbal Pharmacopoeia, and the University of 

Mississippi‘s National Center for Natural Products Research.) Botanical Adulterants 

Program, an industry supported ―international education campaign encouraging the 

integrity of the supply chain of the herb market‖ (ABC, 2012) through this joint program.  

 Using DNA barcode analysis, Little and Jeanson  (2013) found that out of 37 saw 

palmetto herbal supplements purchased at drug stores in the United States and tested 

amplifiable DNA was extracted only from 34 (37%) of these, though 29 (85%) did 

contain saw palmetto. More worrying is their finding that two samples (6%) contained 

―related species that cannot be legally sold as an herbal supplement in the U.S.‖ and that 

―three samples (9%) had ingredients that could not be identified‖ (Little & Jeanson, 2013, 

p.1). Their samples were ―purchased in retail stores or on-line and all were composed of 

dry, cut, and sifted plant materials‖ (Little & Jeanson, 2013, p.5). Given that consumers 

paid over $72 million dollars for this supplement in 2012 and that demand is likely to 

increase over time as the US baby boomer population ages and seeks alternative 

remedies, such as saw palmetto for BPH and other ailments (ABC, 2012), it is likely that 

adulteration of saw palmetto supplements in the United States will continue. It is not 
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known whether any berry processing companies who are members of the AHPA supplied 

the raw material that the study examined, but adulteration is of concern to the established 

companies, who point to new entrants in the market as those supplying sub-standard 

products, usually based on green berries which are not efficacious as a treatment for BPH 

or other ailments. Little and Jeanson note that the berry is often harvested before it is ripe 

and that ―a final product with a minimum of 10% mature (blue-black) and 60% partially 

ripened (yellow-orange) fruit is commercially acceptable‖ (2013, p.1), similar to findings 

by Bennett and Hicklin (1998), and observations during fieldwork (2012-2013). 

 Several berry buying company representatives explained during field work 

interviews that two market streams for berries exist: green berries that are destined 

primarily for domestic powder products while black berries are destined for the extract 

market, primarily international. Berries are green when unripe, then become yellow, 

orange, then dark blue/black in color later in the season. The black berries must have a 

minimum of 12-14 percent fatty acid content to be of value for extraction (Berry 

processer, personal communication, 2013), an assertion supported by Bennett and Hicklin 

(1998) who report that though a percentage of green fruits within a supply is acceptable, 

buyers prefer fully matured black or partially ripened orange fruits because of their 

higher oil content (1998, p.390).  

 The powder products derived from primarily green berries are sold to domestic 

and international consumers via the herbal supplement industry. These businesses may 

not be aware of the difference between green berry powders and ripe berry lipids in 

efficacy for treating BPH or other conditions. The herbal supplement industry sources 

green berries from established or new berry processing companies, large or small, who 
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collect and dry the berries throughout the berry season. The berries are then sold to either 

a herbal supplement company or upstream dealer middle-men who sell them to larger 

herbal supplement companies. They are then further processed and ground, encapsulated, 

and sold, or labeled and shipped to a consumer outlet such as CVS or Walgreens.  

 The ripened, black berries are those most in demand by the international market, 

primarily by pharmaceutical companies such as Euromed, Valensa, Mercola, and others. 

These companies extract the berry lipids and standardize the extract for use in hospitals 

and for sale in European pharmacies, though they also sell the encapsulated lipids back to 

the U.S. domestic market for sale as an herbal supplement.  

 It is unknown what the true scale of the international market is as the U.S. 

Customs agency uses the U.S. Census Schedule B classification codes. Within this, saw 

palmetto berries do not have their own classification but fall within the classification of 

code 12 ‗oil seeds and oleaginous fruits; miscellaneous grains, seeds and fruit; Industrial 

or other‘. 12.07 ‗other oil seeds and oleaginous fruits, whether or not broken‘; 1207.29 

‗other‘, though it could fall into 12.11 of ‗plants and parts of plants (including seeds and 

fruits), other. This classification system contains a category specifically for ginseng roots, 

a CITES protected plant (1211.20) but no special category for saw palmetto drupes exists 

despite the large scale of the industry.  The Harmonized Tariff Schedule is the same, and 

dried berries would likely be classified within 121190.20.00 ―plant parts crude or not 

manufactured‖. The NAICS (North American Industry Classification System) code 

would likely be 11133 ―non citrus fruits and tree nuts‖.  

 There is also no domestic tracking of this product, raw or processed. The industry 

continues to operate both informally based on cash payments for berries at buying sheds 



123 

 

or at the Immokalee market, and formally, sourcing berries from leased lands. All berry 

buying and processing companies are privately held and not liable to any agency or 

organization for mandatory reporting. 

 Interviews with representatives of established berry processing companies (n=4) 

clarified that these companies establish pre-season contracts with foreign pharmaceutical 

companies for a set quantity of berries, usually at a set price but variable depending on 

seasonal yield. These same companies also lease land from large land-holders, where 

land-holders were paid either a set amount before the season or more commonly a set 

price per pound of yield, about $0.05 cents a pound. One berry buying company 

representative reported that in one bumper year (2009) he was able to harvest 1.8 million 

pounds off one leased farm of 50,000 acres, with the land-holder earning $150,000 

dollars at $0.05 cents a pound. This landowner would not allow picking on their land in 

any following years, and went so far as to hire cowboys to patrol the land to ensure no 

berries were picked at all. He explained to the buyer that he had enough money and that it 

was not worth ―dealing with having all these people on my land‖ (Berry industry 

representative, personal communication, 2012-2014).  

 Stable lease arrangements are preferred as large buyers, especially foreign 

pharmaceutical companies who increasingly demand traceability within their supply 

chain (Berry industry representatives, personal communication, 2013). This can be 

difficult as yields are variable and in some years leased lands do not produce any berries, 

while those leasing the lands sometimes break their leases and refuse to continue to allow 

berry harvesting on their lands, as noted above. Established buying and processing 

companies strive for full traceability, and one company achieved this for two years, 
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acknowledging though that it is difficult because of the variability of the harvest yield 

and because there is no guarantee that leased lands will produce needed yields. 

 The established berry buying and processing companies compete and cooperate 

with each other to meet contracts, with those having excess berries selling to those 

without. Dried berries can be stored for two to three years depending on the storage 

conditions, and all established buying and processing companies have storage facilities, 

as do many international buyers. European pharmaceutical companies began stockpiling 

berries due to fluctuating supply and unpredictable prices, while berry companies in 

Florida did so to have a consistent supply and protect their ability to meet contracts 

during lower than average yield years. When asked whether this core of established 

processing companies had considered creating formal industry standards, none thought 

this necessary, primarily because there is already informal cooperation among them 

(Berry industry representatives, personal communication,  2012-2014). Asked about the 

informal cash trade in berries all noted the illegality of trespassing on public and private 

lands and all stated they would not buy berries harvested this way. Several added that 

newer entrants to the market were engaging in harvesting and buying practices that were 

not only illegal but also ―just plain wrong‖ (Berry industry representatives, personal 

communication, 2012-2014). 

 A final source of demand for berries is that of the growing niche market for the 

organic industry. One berry company representative suggested that a minimum lease 

period of three years was necessary to be worth getting the land certified  as organic and 

that variable yields, combined with dependence on leasing land from land owners, made 

supplying the organic market challenging, though organic berries do command premium 
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prices (Berry industry representative, personal communication,  2013). One organic 

buyer explained that he visited every domestic supplier to confirm certification and 

compliance with both social and environmental standards (B. Russell, personal 

communication, December 10, 2013). The organic buyer confirmed that the established 

berry buying and processing companies all sold organic berries (B. Russell, personal 

communication, December 10, 2013). That buyer bought between five and ten thousand 

pounds of the whole dried berry annually, paying about five dollars a pound for the 

berries. This organic company tests the berries in their own labs for lipid quality, then 

cuts and grinds the berries for sale either powdered and encapsulated or sold in bulk more 

than $10 a pound). They also extract lipids and sell these in tonic form (about $10.00 per 

ounce), and also mix the ground berries with other herbs for tea. These forms of 

packaging are common in the organic herbal supplement industry, and most on-line 

retailers offer these along with proprietary herbal blends in various forms.  

Buying Sheds 

 A company representative suggested that only thirty percent of berries come from 

leased lands and that the rest are sourced elsewhere, such as from buying sheds (Berry 

industry representatives, personal communication, , 2012). Some industry representatives 

discussed placing mobile buying sheds throughout the state to buy berries, recognizing 

that this removes traceability but still needing to meet contracts (Berry industry 

representatives, personal communication, 2012-2014). Buying sheds range in size, with 

some delivering pick-up truck loads to processing companies while others deliver forty-

two 750 or 1000 pound crates  every few days during the season (2012- 2013 pers. 

observation). At least one berry buying and processing company operates buying sheds of 
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some size, depending upon the abundance or scarcity of berries, contract amounts, and 

amounts of berries in storage. These buying sheds are located in small towns near 

agricultural areas, and these towns will often have more than two buying sheds 

competing with each other for berries. 

 Buying sheds operate informally on a cash basis and range in size from small 

sheds that deliver small loads of five hundred to a thousand pounds, to large, delivering 

42,000 pounds to buyers every few days. Most operate on a contract basis with a buyer 

who provides a scale, orange crates that when full weigh 1,000 pounds (sometimes 

smaller 750 pound crates are used by smaller operators). Sometimes the shed operator 

owns his or her own flatbed truck to deliver the crates of berries to the buyers, but 

sometimes the buyer provides the vehicle, and sometimes a vehicle to deliver the crates, 

as well as a lift to move the full crates from the scale onto the vehicle. Buying sheds are 

paid between $0.02 and $0.05 a pound for delivered berries (Berry industry 

representatives, personal communications, 2012-2014). Berries were brought to the 

sheds, sold for cash, and few questions were asked, if any, of the harvesters. 

 Sheds are competitive but several are operated by people who are related, offering 

different prices for the berries. One Latina buyer had been operating a buying shed 

independently for over twenty years. She is proud to be independent and to have her own 

equipment, which gives her the freedom to sell to anyone she chooses though she usually 

works with only one buying and processing company. For this, she receives a 

commission on delivery.  It was her involvement in the business and money earned from 

it that allowed some relatives to stop migrating for agricultural work around the country 
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and to settle in the community. The effect of this is best described in one of these family 

members own words:  

We were always traveling, moving, following the farm work. The children, we 

had to stay home and be quiet so no one could see us. We couldn‘t go to school. I 

couldn‘t get an education. Coming here we had a place…My parents would take 

us when we were little to pick berries. It was like going on a picnic. They would 

bring us the berries and we would pick them off the stalks and put them in the 

buckets. It wasn‘t like work. It was fun (Berry Harvester Interview, 2012).  

 Another shed operator is considering establishing their own drying facility and 

thus become a buying and processing company. A company representative supports this 

idea but suggests it would be difficult as the expenses are high, profits per pound are low, 

and dealing in berries requires knowing and networking with the large national and 

international buyers (Shed Buyer Interview, August 18, 2013). Other buying shed 

operators have similar aspirations, hoping for more independence and opportunities to 

profit from the industry (Shed Buyer Interview, September 21, 2013).    

 A new shed operator, established in 2013, contracted to a new entrepreneurial 

entrant into the market with a drying shed located in a coastal community nearby.  That 

shed is smaller, delivering eighteen crates or about 18,000 pounds every several days to 

the drying shed. Whatever price the established shed was paying, the new shed paid 

slightly more. This did not necessarily bring more business, nor did the established buyer 

feel threatened by the smaller shed. When contractors need more berries, they call the 

shed operators and raise the prices offered. This small shed operator, though, left the 

buying to others while he led a crew of harvesters every-day, consistently returning with 
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four to five hundred pounds of berries in the afternoon, where they would be paid the 

same rate at his own shed as any other harvester, thus profiting twice from berries (pers. 

obs. 2012-2013). His experience was different, though, than the other shed owner. He did 

not own any of his own equipment and could not set his own prices. He hopes to earn 

enough to buy his own scale and other equipment. He wants to find someone more 

established in the industry with whom he can work without taking orders from someone 

unfamiliar with the industry and harvesting practices and costs (Shed buyer interview, 

2013).  

Saw Palmetto Berry Markets 

 Three primary markets exist for saw palmetto berries, and these demand varying 

ripeness and quality of berries from the processing companies, explaining the continued 

existence of the informal cash market. International pharmaceutical companies, primarily 

European, demand ripe black berries for maximum lipid extraction and are increasingly 

asking for traceability, which the industry strives to meet but sometimes cannot due to 

seasonal variability in fruiting on leased lands. This market stream is the most formalized 

of the two commodity chains. The domestic organic market is also formal, demanding 

high-quality ripe berries as well as responsible production practices from certified leased 

land. The domestic market demand is less stringent, and accepts green berries. The 

amount of green berries that are acceptable in a lot depends on the company buying the 

product for domestic processing or resale.  

 Given the amount of adulteration found in final products discussed above, some 

herbal supplement manufacturers and/or sellers operate opportunistically to optimize 

profit regardless of the final products efficacy. It can be expected that reputable 
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manufacturers will demand a greater mix of ripe berries, but less scrupulous 

manufacturers or sellers will accept less ripe berries as these are priced lower than fully 

ripe berries, thus allowing a greater profit margin. A lack of demand in the domestic 

market for traceability suggests that much of the early season harvest, when berries are 

least ripe but available at low cost, finds its way into the domestic herbal supplement 

market in various outlets from small health food shops to large supplement chains such as 

CVS. A visit to any herbal supplement aisle shows the array of saw palmetto berry 

products available, from standardized extract to simple powdered berry. None 

distinguishes between green and black berries, but it is likely that the standardized extract 

comes from the higher quality berries available later in the season. A virtual shopping 

visit yields dozens of sellers of powdered and extracts of saw palmetto berry of varying 

prices, some located in the United States and some overseas in the United Kingdom, 

India, China, and more. 

 Beyond adulteration of the berry, established buyers and processers are 

increasingly concerned about counterfeit extracts where saw palmetto berry extract is 

substituted with palm, coconut, or canola oil and is sold on the internet and in stores in 

the United States (personal communication, . 2013). An internet search on Alibaba, a 

large online commerce company based in China and similar to the online retailer Amazon 

in the U.S., revealed 7,305 sellers of saw palmetto berry related products, with over 4,708 

claiming to sell berry extract. These sellers make various claims about their products, but 

it is unlikely many of these products are saw palmetto berries or a derivative. Some of the 

most ludicrous are those that claim to sell liquid extract which is presented as a yellow or 

white powder (Sybiotech, 2014). One Chinese firm describes the type of product sold as 
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an extract powder that is white to greenish white in color, suggests it is from India, and 

notes it has Halal certification in the ―Malaysia and Asia region‖ (Sybiotech, 2014). From 

the photos of coconuts and what appears to be palm oil in white containers, contradictory 

descriptions of a powder liquid, and because saw palmetto does not grow in China, many 

of these products are likely to be adulterated or counterfeit. 

 This variability of quality demanded by secondary buyers of dried saw palmetto 

berry explains the continued demand for berries on the cash market. Green berries are 

predominant at the beginning of the season and prices paid for green prices are low, 

hovering around $0.13 a pound. Prices range from $0.10 to $0.15 per pound, usually at 

the beginning of the season in August, then rising throughout the season, frequently 

reaching almost a dollar a pound depending on supply and demand (Bennett & Hicklin, 

1998; Shed buyer, personal communication, August 18, 2012; August 29, 2013). The 

2013 season saw cash prices paid rise from $0.35 at the start of the season at buying 

sheds to $0.92 - $1.00 a pound due to high demand and an average production season. 

Increased demand and harvest of green berries for the primarily domestic powdered 

supplement market results in fewer ripe berries later in the season for the international 

market, explaining the increase in prices paid at the buying shed. Established buying and 

processing companies with European supply contracts reject predominantly green berries 

because of their low quality, yet other buying and processing companies will process the 

green berries because they remain profitable in the domestic market.       

     The saw palmetto berry study committee noted that green berries have no 

medicinal value (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p.15), likely due to their low 

oil content, while Bennett and Hicklin noted that berry buying companies permit some 
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percentage of green berries but prefer semi-ripe and ripe berries (1998, p.390). The study 

also noted that despite green berries having little to no medicinal value, and in 1999 

―pharmaceutical companies contracted to buy the green berries anyway‖ (Florida House 

of Representatives, 1999, p. 15). They speculate whether the companies will extract sub-

standard oil and mix these with ripe berry extract, creating a less potent product, or if 

they will simply create a product entirely from green berries. They conclude that ―since 

other agricultural products have established maturity levels this may be a possible 

legislative issue‖ (Florida House of Representatives, 1999, p 15). As of 2014 ripeness 

remains unregulated.  

 European pharmaceutical companies have increased their traceability and quality 

demands since 1999 (Berry industry representative, personal communication, 2013). 

Since established berry buying and processing companies earn a larger profit from ripe 

black berries than from unripe green berries, the existence of a market for green berries 

suggests the existence of other berry buying and processing companies who are fulfilling 

that demand, probably for the domestic herbal supplement industry or the foreign 

supplement market. This increases overall competition for the berries among all berry 

buying companies, exacerbated during poor production seasons when all buyers compete 

for berries to meet their contracts.  

 As new entrepreneurs enter the market when berry prices rise, buyers already in 

the market and under pressure to produce berries have only three options to source the 

berries: the first is to offer higher prices to consolidators, thus driving up the prices that 

the competition must also pay; the second is to quickly identify additional land to lease 

and harvest; and third, to buy berries on the informal market or from competitors, set up 
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their own informal buying stands, or partner with other middle-men to set up stands to 

buy berries for cash. Refusing to participate in the third option may result in a buying and 

processing company not having enough berries to meet their contract with clients, which 

itself may result in losing clients and contracts in the future. Those that have stored 

berries from the previous seasons will have those to help meet demand, while that 

demand also depends on the quantity that the pharmaceutical companies also have stored. 

 The amount of competition and pressures to produce berries will vary depending 

on the fruiting of the saw palmetto. Years that fruit is abundant will not attract 

opportunistic entrepreneurs into the market as prices and profits will be low. Abundant 

fruit also suggests that companies with leased land are able to meet their contractual 

obligations and have no need to participate in the informal cash market, thus further 

depressing prices paid to freelance harvesters. Whether and to what degree any company 

engages in the informal cash industry is at least partially dependent on the scarcity or 

abundance of the berry, as well as the amount of leased land to supply contracts.  

 Any legislation attempting to regulate the industry must understand both the 

formal and informal market streams and how these relate and react to annual berry 

availability. It must also understand the differences in quality demanded by the domestic 

and international markets and how these differences affect the berry buying and 

processing companies, both established and new, operating from the informal to the 

formal. Not least, any legislation should also incorporate an understanding of the 

motivation of harvesters and accommodate their needs, as well.  
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Saw Palmetto Habitat and Estimated Saw Palmetto Berry Yields 

 The scale of the berry harvest worried Maehr and Layne in 1996, before it was 

classified as a protected agricultural crop by the Florida legislature in 1997. Bennett and 

Hicklin attempted to estimate the acreage of palmetto habitat that could be affected by the 

harvest, based on their findings of the scale of the industry harvest, assuming a ―static 

demand of 6,800,000 kg per year‖ (Bennett & Hicklin 1998:391). They found that a total 

of 68,000 hectares would be enough to supply the industry (p.391). As Maehr and Layne 

(1996) and Bennett and Hicklin (1998) noted, the effect of the harvest on black bears may 

have a localized effect on wildlife in some years. Since AHPA began inviting voluntary 

reporting of the harvest by buying and processing companies, it is possible to estimate at 

least part of the scale of the industry between 1997 and 2010, estimated earlier in this 

chapter.  

 Due to the fact that not all buying and processing companies report their harvests 

to the AHPA, the AHPA estimates that the harvest is under-reported by approximately 

thirty to fifty percent (AHPA, 2007; 2012). Doubling the amounts reported serves to 

incorporate the unreported harvest in an estimate of the scale of the harvest and the 

amount of acres needed to supply it, but it is impossible to be sure that these percentages 

are accurate . 

 Processers who voluntarily self-report to the industry are privately held 

companies and amounts harvested are done so in confidence for use within AHPA, its 

committees, and its members. The reports were shared with me by that organization 

which requested attribution for its insights. Though the AHPA reports contain the 

amounts harvested, this dissertation does not re-publish those amounts. Given the 
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competitiveness within the industry at all scales, the intersecting informal and formal 

industry practices, and the possible implications for berry buying and processing 

companies, this research only presents the highest estimate harvest and year, the lowest 

harvest and year, and the average harvest overall. Highest, lowest, and average allows for 

discussion of the scale of the harvest and implications related to this. It allows me to 

address concerns about the industry without sharing volunteered data.. All calculations, 

though, are based on actual data provided by the AHPA. This is a necessary first step 

toward understanding where any potential impacts of the harvest might occur.  

 As shown earlier in this chapter, saw palmetto habitat within the state of Florida 

was calculated as approximately 9,206,265 acres. Of this, prime habitat totals 1,988,496 

acres; secondary habitat equals 1,884,347 acres; and habitats likely to contain some saw 

palmetto totals 5,333,422 acres. Saw palmetto habitats were classified as belonging to a 

primarily saw palmetto habitat such as pine flatwoods, dry prairie, mesic hammock, and 

more, where saw palmetto is said to be abundant, generally consisting of over 75 percent 

of vegetation (Duever, 2011, p.20 citing Abrahamson, 1995). Within mesic flatwoods 

that have not been cut over, there can be as many as 14,000 ramets (an individual in a 

clonal colony) per acre (Duever, 2011, p.20 citing Abrahamson, 1995). Secondary habitat 

includes unimproved woodland pasture, shrub and brushland, prairie mesic hammock, 

and more, where saw palmetto is between 20 to 75 percent of the habitat (CLC, 2013; 

Duever, 2011). Habitat suitable for saw palmetto in low densities up to 20 percent of 

vegetation makes up the third category of habitat and includes scrub, sand hill, scrub 

wetland, and more (Bennett and Hicklin, 1998; CLC, 2013; Duever, 2011).  
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 In this analysis, unimproved woodland pasture was included as managed 

rangeland. Not all managed rangeland will be unimproved woodland pasture, so this 

habitat was assigned to the second category to avoid inflating potential yield from 

primary habitat, the first category. When in doubt of abundance, the habitat was classified 

at a lower scale to be conservative, thus estimates of yield are conservative. Layne and 

Abrahamson (2010) measured the range of palmetto fruit production over 24 and 27 year 

periods in sand hill, scrub, and scrubby flatwoods habitats. These habitats had less than 

20 percent of saw palmetto and produced between 0-26 kg/ha on average over the study 

period and so are assigned to the third category (Layne & Abrahamson, 2010, p.679). 

 Berry yields vary annually, some years the plants produce a bumper crop, while in 

others the flowers fail to fruit, or very few plants fruit. More research needs to be 

undertaken to understand the conditions within each habitat type and their impacts on 

fruiting, but this is outside of the scope of this research. Given that only limited 

knowledge exists, I estimated yields based on the existing literature (Bennett & Hicklin, 

1998; Carrington et al., 1997; Duever, 2011; Layne & Abrahamson, 2010) and interviews 

with berry companies who discussed yields on leased lands.  

 Bennett and Hicklin (1998) estimated berry abundance per hectare on managed 

rangeland, the preferred palmetto habitat for leasing for the berry harvest, at between 500 

and 3,000 kilograms per year, equal to 1,102 to 6,613 pounds per hectare. A berry 

middleman interviewed by a journalist stated that during a ‗good‘ season an acre can 

produce between 500 and 1,000 pounds per acre, but he did not state the habitat type for 

this yield (Stephens, 2007). These two sources share an approximate 1,000 pound per 

acre estimate, thus the first category uses 1,000 pounds as a high calculation for yield for 
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habitat 1 classification, while the second category uses 500 as a high calculation. The 

third category uses 250 pounds as a high. Average yields were calculated as half the 

possible high yields, while low was calculated at half of that, though zero yield is 

possible throughout all habitats and categories, it is unlikely that all palmettos will fail to 

produce throughout the state. Though Layne and Abrahamson (2010) found 0-26kg/ha on 

average for the above noted habitats, the density of saw palmetto ranged from one 

percent in scrub to fourteen percent per hectare on average in scrubby flatwoods, Other 

habitats with higher yields are included in the third category, justifying the range for that 

category from 25 pounds to 100 pounds per acre (Appendix A). Further, Duever (2011) 

reports that average yields are about 200 kg per hectare, or about 178 pounds an acre, but 

notes this can range ―from less than 100 kg/ha to more than 1,500 kg/ha‖ or 89 pounds an 

acre to 1,340 per acre (Duever, 2011, p.14 citing Carrington et al., 1997).   

 

Table 3:  Potential Saw Palmetto Habitat Yield Estimates for Calculations 

Potential Yield by Pound  per Acre High  Average Low 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 1,000 500 250 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 500 250 125 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 100 50 25 

Total 1,600 800 400 

 

 The goal of estimating habitat yield (Table 3, Table 4)) is to ascertain whether 

there are enough berries to supply the industry as well as meet wildlife, particularly 

Florida black bear, needs which are addressed in chapter eight. 
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Table 4:  Estimated Potential Berry Yields per Acre by Habitat Classification 

Estimated Potential Yield in Pounds   

 High Average Low 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 1,988,496,243 994,248,122 497,124,061 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 942,173,252 471,086,626 235,543,313 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 533,342,182 266,671,091 133,335,545 

Total 3,464,011,677 1,732,005,838 866,002,919 

   

Saw Palmetto Berry Industry Scale 

 Calculations in this section are based on tons of berries harvested voluntarily 

reported by individual berry harvesting companies to the American Herbal Products 

Association (AHPA 2012) At its peak in 2005 the industry harvested about 38,187,600 

pounds of berries (AHPA 2012). On average, though, the industry harvests only 

18,602,571 pounds annually, and in many years when the yield is low, such as in 2010, 

the industry may harvest as little as 9,662,400 pounds a year. At its peak, the industry 

demands less than a third of the berries available from the lowest yielding habitat during 

low production scenarios (Table 5). Factors that affect yield include natural disasters such 

as hurricanes (Duever, 2011, citing Cavalier, 2009) and anthracnose (Colletotrichum 

gloeosporioides), a type of fungus attributed to heavy spring rains when the plant is 

flowering (Duever, 2011p.15, citing Carrington et al., 2001). This fungus can affect large 

areas, but rarely, if ever, affect all saw palmetto palms throughout the state.  

 Harvesters have to travel further to find the berry, increasing their fuel and travel 

costs, though these are generally compensated at the point of sale where there is 

increased competition for the berry and an increase in price paid per pound. The largest 

impact of the fungus is on those berry companies that have leased rangeland, which if  
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that land is affected will impact their ability to meet their contracts. To offset that 

possibility, most established processing companies will lease lands throughout the state 

and further, will stockpile dried berries in warehouses where berries can be stored for up 

to two, sometimes three, years (Berry industry representative, personal communication, 

January 9, 2013).  

Concerns over the Scale of the Berry Harvest 

 In 1996 Maehr and Layne described harvesters as ―a new palmetto predator‖ 

(1996, p.10) noting these are unemployed immigrant farm workers who ―pick the berries 

for the pharmaceutical industry‖ (1996, p.10). They suggest that ―as much as 5,000 tons 

of palmetto fruits (enough to feed 10,000 bears for 90 days)‖ (1996, p.10) are picked and 

transported in one season to one berry buying and processing company in Felda. This 

suggests that one buyer processes 10,000,000 pounds of berries in one season. It also 

suggests that each black bear needs 1,000 pounds over 90 days, about 11 pounds of the 

fresh berry a day according to Maehr & Layne (1996, p.10). This is important later to 

understand whether the scale of the industry is affecting Florida black bear food 

availability. Maehr and Layne, (1996) further question the impact of the harvest on black 

bears: ―what impact does the annual disappearance of millions of pounds of a preferred 

food have on the wildlife species that depend on it?‖ (1996, p.10).  

 Bennett and Hicklin (1998) estimated the scale of the overall industry (if demand 

were static) at 6,800,000 kg or 14,991,433 pounds (Bennett & Hicklin 1998, p.391). They 

further went on to estimate the quantity of hectares needed by the industry to supply that 

amount of berries as 68,000 hectares or 168,031 acres. Their stated assumption is for a 

conservative harvest of 100 kg per hectare, or roughly 89 pounds per acre (1998, p.391). 
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Bennett and Hicklin (1998) acknowledge Maehr and Layne‘s concerns from 1996 over 

the effect of the harvest on wildlife species, especially black bears, and note that: 

 Because of its abundance and widespread distribution, existing harvest 

levels may have negligible effects on saw palmetto recruitment or the 

organisms that feed upon it. Maehr and Layne (1996), however, suggested 

that overharvesting in some regions may expose black bears to greater 

risks as they are forced to forage more widely. Except when prices are 

very high (e.g. the aberrant year 1995), collectors are unlikely to harvest 

all the fruits within a stand…Increasing prices also may amplify collection 

rates. Intensive harvesting when prices are high (and mast production is 

low) will have significant localized effects on wildlife and palmetto 

regeneration.‖ (Bennett &Hicklin, 1998, p.391).  

 Bennett and Hicklin (1998) further discuss recurring concerns over the berry 

harvest:  

it‘s potential negative effect on wildlife, particularly black bears who may be 

forced to range further to forage berries; the safety of harvesters who rarely 

harvest all fruits in a stand and would  rather find additional stands than enter a 

palmetto thicket and who likely prefer to harvest along roadsides and trails which 

is both easier and safer; the lack of regulation of harvesting on private lands or on 

the export of the dried berry; and the fact that increased prices may amplify 

collection resulting in localized impacts on public and other lands near 

buyers…collection is highly localized and the effects may be severe during years 

of low fruit production. (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, p.391).  
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Discussion  

 This analysis of current saw palmetto habitat and potential yields shows that the 

average harvests and scale of the industry has grown since Bennett and Hicklin attempted 

to estimate the scale of the industry in 1998. It also shows that though the quantity of 

habitat available is still roughly the amount available after the anonymous post-WWII 

estimate, the quality of prime saw palmetto habitat has likely decreased, potentially by 

half. Years when abundance is high will see larger harvests, such as in 2005, but when 

low the harvest will also decline. The market, the industry, and harvesters all react to this 

variability. The market pays little for the berries when they are abundant, but competes 

through price for the berries when they are not and stockpiles are low, thus further drives 

the harvest by pushing up prices paid per pound to harvesters. Those prices drive 

harvesters to increase their activity and the distance they are willing to travel for berries. 

Established berry buying and processing companies lease lands for the harvest, but face 

increased competition from new entrepreneurs who increase their profit by not investing 

in leases but instead buy berries on the informal market for cash, particularly during low 

yield years.  

 Spatial analysis of habitat shows that there is enough habitat and potential yield to 

supply the industry without harvesting all available berries. Yet the concerns expressed 

by Bennett and Hicklin (1998) and Maehr and Layne (1996) cannot be dismissed because 

the harvest is not equal spatially throughout the state but is instead highly variable and 

dependent on market forces. A later chapter assesses the potential effect of harvesting on 

sub-populations of Florida black bears, while the following chapter delves into the risks 

and benefits absorbed by the harvesters themselves, primarily unemployed Latino/a 
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migrant and immigrant farmworkers. The annual temporal and spatial variation of the 

harvest requires that any legislative efforts must understand the different supply streams. 

Though impossible to estimate, the harvest of green berries is of concern, not least 

because they are not known to have any benefits as a supplement. As the industry 

continues to evolve, demands for transparency will increase accountability within the 

industry as a whole and should reduce the number of new entrants into the market 

unwilling to invest in leases. 
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CHAPTER 5: SAW PALMETTO BERRY HARVESTING PRACTICES AND 

CONTRIBUTIONS TO LATINO/A LIVELIHOODS 

 

Non-Timber Forest Products 

As a plant with medicinal qualities, the saw palmetto is also a resource within the 

larger category of non-timber forest products. Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) are 

commonly defined as ―encompassing all biological materials other than timber which are 

extracted from forests for human use‖ (Bennett, 2002, p.293). Unlike other natural 

resources they are unique in being defined by what they are not, rather than by what they 

are (Belcher & Schreckenberg, 2007).  Though most frequently associated with forests, 

they are found in all other habitats as well (Shackleton et al., 2011). The association with 

forests derived from renewed interest in the developed world as they related to 

conservation and development tools in the developing world. Interest in these grew in the 

1980s with growing international concerns over the scale of clear-cutting occurring in the 

Brazilian Amazon (Sills, Shanley, Paumgarten, de Beer, & Pierce, 2011). This clearing 

was not only a threat to biodiversity in the region, but also to local cultures and 

livelihoods which were being decimated by the conversion of forests to cattle ranches and 

wastelands. The discourse was that of a ‗deforestation crisis‘ caused by the timber 

industry, leading to calls for boycotts of tropical timber imports in developed nations, or 

the ‗North‘ (Sills et al., 2011). As Sills et al. (2011) note, NTFPs and their critical 

contribution to local livelihoods in the ‗South‘ or developing nations was further brought 
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to international attention by Chico Mendes and the rubber-tappers movement emerging in 

the 1980s when Mendes, from Acre, Brazil, testified to the U.S. Congress in 1987 before 

his assassination in 1988 about the conditions that the rubber tappers faced (Sills et al., 

2011).  

Since then, Mendes and the National Council of Rubber Tappers have been a 

source of inspiration for those advocating access rights to resources, particularly NTFPs, 

for ―traditional forest-dependent people‖ (Sills et al.,2011, p.27). While Mendes 

continues to inspire environmentalists and labor organizers throughout the world, Cesar 

Chavez, founder of the United Farm Workers (UFW) in the United States, continues to 

inspire U.S. farmworker associations including in Florida. Tirso Morales, the founder and 

general coordinator of The Farm Worker Association of Florida (FWAF) founded this 

association after working with UFW. The FWAF represents and advocates for 

farmworkers on a range of social and environmental justice issues. Morales recognizes 

that NTFPs are important to Florida farm worker livelihoods, and he is particularly 

concerned about the risks that harvesters face, discussed later in this chapter. Recognition 

by farmworker advocates that NTFPs are important to livelihoods both abroad but also in 

the United States is key toward understanding current farmworker NTFP practices in 

Florida, discussed in this chapter.         

In 1987 the United Nations published the Report of the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED), commonly known as the Brundtland Report 

(Brundtland & WCED, 1987). This report defined sustainable development as that which 

ensures ―that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs‖ (Brundtland & WCED, 1987, p.12), explicitly 
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recognizing the need for sustained economic growth in developing countries to reduce 

poverty (1987, p.226). This definition of sustainable development has since been 

criticized for tying economic growth to environmental protection, a deeply conflicting 

agenda that has left many defining sustainable development as economic growth first and 

foremost, with little concern about the effects of that growth on the environment or issues 

of social justice as a cost of economic development (Peet, Robbins, & Watts, 2011).  In 

1992 the United Nations held its first Earth Summit in Brazil where Agenda 21, noted to 

be an unprecedented global plan of action for sustainable development (Peet, Robbins, & 

Watts, 2011) was adopted by most of the international community.  NTFPs were 

subsequently marketed to developed world residents as a lifestyle choice that could help 

save forests of the developing world and contribute to environmental conservation as 

well. As Belcher and Schreckenberg (2007) and Dove (1994) note, it was associated with 

the post-Rio 1990s in the form of ‗rainforest crunch‘ – the marketing of forest products 

from these at-risk (third world) places to the developed world in an effort toward global 

environmental stewardship through marketing and purchasing of developing world 

natural products in the global North.  

This renewal of interest by environmentalists and development professionals in 

NTFPs within the context of saving the rainforests explains the need to call these ‗non-

timber‘, emphasizing what they are not: a negatively extracted resource (timber), but 

rather ‗products‘ with an economic value that are presumed to be regenerating and 

therefore able to be extracted sustainably. As Sills et al. (2011) and others have noted 

since then, two seminal publications were published in the 1980s that became core texts 

for sustainable development based on extracting NTFPs: De Beer and McDermotts‘ The 
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Economic Value of Non-Timber Forest Products in Southeast Asia,  and Peters, Gengtru, 

and Mendelsohn (1989) Valuation of an Amazonian Rainforest in 1989.  De Beer and 

McDermott are credited with establishing NTFPs as a category (Sills et al., 2011, p.28), 

defining these by both material and scale: ―the key point of distinction between these 

materials and timber is that the latter is managed on an industrial scale by and for 

interests located well outside forest boundaries. While certain non-timber forest products 

may ultimately become inputs in to large-scale urban-based industries, all of them share 

the characteristic that they are extracted using simple technologies by rural people living 

in or near forests‖ (Sills et al., 2011, p.28). This argument provided impetus to include 

NTFP harvesting as a pro-poor development strategy and also to include rural NTFP 

gatherers within conservation projects.  

Peters et al. (1989, p.656) for the first time estimated the total market value of all 

non-wood resources from one hectare of Peruvian rainforest, and in so doing provided a 

economic argument against rainforest timber logging throughout the developing world. 

This analysis provided a foundation for sustainable development programs throughout the 

developing world, where environment and sustainable development were seen as being 

non-contradictory through the lens of localized NTFP collection for international 

markets. De Beer and McDermott (1989) incorporate scale and politics within their 

definition of NTFPs while Peter et al. (1989) show that sustainable development can 

occur within a globalizing economy, by substituting the export of NTFPs for timber.  

Since these two articles were published, much has been written about the 

successes and failures of projects based on community harvesting of NTFPs in 

developing countries (cf. Belcher, Ruiz-Perez & Achdiawan, 2003; Dove 1994; Godoy & 
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Bawa 1993). NTFPs are not the ‗silver bullet‘ answer to poverty but are recognized as a 

potential component within poverty reduction strategies (Belcher et al., 2003). It is now 

understood that issues of governance, resource access, regulation, politics, ecology, and 

more matter at all scales to the success of NTFPs in reducing poverty both in the 

developing and the developed world.  

Common definitions of NTFPs continue to exclude timber as a forest resource, 

though Wollenberg and Ingles (1998) specifically include timber if produced sustainably 

at a small-scale, arguing that forest products of any type should be viewed as 

contributions to local people‘s livelihoods instead of whether it is timber or not (1998, 

p.3). Shackleton et al. (2011) note that the idea of an NTFP is based on ―four other 

contested ideas, which…can be described as extractive scale, ecosystem value, forests, 

and domestication‖ (2011, p.6). The degree of extraction, type of environment an NTFP 

is found in, the notion that only forests produce these products, and that they are by 

definition wild, all are deconstructed by Shackleton et al. (2011). Who does the 

harvesting is also important – the original notion of NTFPs was predicated on the basis of 

local indigenous harvesters of forests in developing countries. Based on these 

understandings, Shackleton et al. use a broader working definition of NTFPs that still 

emphasizes local livelihood benefits (2011, p.7) but that expands on the widely used one 

by De Beer and McDermott (1989). Regardless of what any one particular definition 

asserts is or is not an NTFP, most do exclude commercial timber harvests and non-wild 

products. Most also seek to identify benefits of NTFP harvesting for improving local 

livelihoods, understanding that these may be based on natural habitat that is not forest, 

that local livelihoods may be urban, and more, resulting in a more nuanced understanding 
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of what NTFPs can be (McLain et al. 2014; Shackleton et al. 2011) . The emphasis on 

wild products, non-commercial timber, and livelihoods does serve to focus the lens of 

NTFP inquiry on natural resource dependent communities and poverty alleviation via the 

harvesting of wild products from natural areas, both in the developing and developed 

world.  

Many Americans happily bought, and continue to buy, NTFP products marketed 

toward saving the rainforest or endangered megafauna (orangutans, gorillas, etc), but 

marketing has evolved from saving the rainforest to a more global message of ethical 

environmental consumption, or green consumerism. Green consumerism ―encourages 

people to pay more for products that are cultivated or harvested in ecologically sensitive 

ways‖, products often marked by certification (Hardner & Rice 2002). Certification is 

criteria-based and can include ethical and environmental categories such as organic 

(pollution free), not tested on animals (animal rights), fair labor (food justice certified), 

and much more (Hardner & Rice 2002). Overall the emphasis is on the global 

environment as a whole, rather than on a set of remote endangered rainforests, and for 

consumers to be conscious of their impact (footprint) on the environment and for 

consumers to be willing to pay more to save it, thus promoting more ethical, practices.  

As Sills et al. (2011) note, the message has evolved from not only saving remote 

habitats and people but saving the global and local world from the effects of climate 

change. Forests are not only valuable for their timber and NTFPs, but also as carbon 

sinks ready to be incorporated into Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Degradation (REDD) projects within the United Nations REDD+ Program. The ‗+‘ 

signifies that these projects go beyond reducing deforestation and degradation, including 
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conservation and the sustainable management of forests and the enhancement of forest 

carbon stocks. Most NTFP researchers agree that NTFPs are far from being a  miracle 

cure that can lift the poor out of poverty and protect the environment, finding instead that 

the impact of NTFP programming is likely to be highly variable and contextual 

(Shackleton et al., 2011).   

The evolution of understanding the variety of NTFPs and the habitats in which 

they occur, and who benefits from their collection has been helped by research in the 

developed North. NTFPs are increasingly recognized and studied by scholars since the 

1990s in several parts of North America, mostly in the Pacific Northwest and 

Appalachian regions of the United States (Chamberlain et al. 2002; Jones & Lynch 2007; 

Jones, McLain, & Weigand 2002;), though Emery  (2002) and Emery and Pierce‘s (2005) 

work in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan has been invaluable to the field, as has the 

NTFP research done by Hurley and others in South Carolina  (Halfacre, Hurley, & 

Grabbatin, 2010; Hurley & Halfacre, 2011;), and Florida (Watson 2010).  

Though relatively little has been written about NTFPs in the Southeastern United 

States compared to other areas (but see Barron & Emery, 2009;  Chamberlain,  2006; 

Vaughan et al., 2013) there are still fewer studies specifically focused on NTFPs in 

Florida (but see Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Watson, 2010).  With the overall evolution of 

scholarly work on NTFPs and the increase in understanding of the factors that influence 

collection practices (Ginger et al., 2012; Shackleton et al., 2011), there is increasing 

interest in how these natural wild products are accessed, by who, for what purpose 

(whether for household or market), and whether regulation is needed and of what type to 
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protect the plants, their habitats, and the wildlife species that rely on them. Of central 

concern is how collection supports livelihoods (Shackleton et al., 2011).  

NTFP studies in the U.S. have evolved to consider more nuanced explanations of 

who harvests, where, and why, and have contributed to the global NTFP literature these 

more nuanced understandings of who collects and why. What is clear from the overall 

body of research in the United States (Emery, 1998, Emery & Pierce, 2005; Jones et al., 

2002) is that NTFPs are harvested not only by local, indigenous populations but by a 

diversity of residents everywhere that NTFPs are found. Latino/as are now the primary 

harvesters of galax in Appalachia as local residents lose interest in its harvest, leading to 

a loss of traditional environmental knowledge though not the practice of collecting 

(Emery et al.,2011). Not all local residents, though, have lost interest in harvesting 

NTFPs. Hurley and Halfacre (2011) show that traditional sweet grass harvesting is 

integral to the Gullah culture of South Carolina.  

One early defining characteristic of NTFPs includes rural people living near 

forests in developing countries (DeBeer & McDermott, 1989) and in the United States, 

the saw palmetto berry harvest contributes to rural livelihoods in rural Florida. 

Harvesting of the berry is done, though, primarily by immigrants from developing nations 

(primarily from South America) who bring with them their own cultural traditions and 

concepts, including that of the ejido commons from Mexico.  NTFP concepts have 

evolved to include the global North, urban areas, and recognition that many rural and 

urban residents in both the North and the South harvest for a variety of reasons 

(Shackleton et al., 2011).  
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In Florida, Bennett and Hicklin (1998) noted that most saw palmetto drupes 

(berries) are picked by Latino/as in Florida, and during the course of this research it was 

noted that Haitians, African-Americans, and many others participate as well. This 

research focuses on the Latino/a experience not only because they do the most of the 

formal and informal harvesting, but also because they are the predominate target in the 

media which often represents them negatively, discussed in a later chapter. Latino/a 

migrants and immigrants are also the group that carries the higher risk of facing 

deportation if caught with berries and without a permit or documentation, a risk not borne 

by most other ethnicities and classes of harvesters. 

As noted earlier, NTFP marketing has evolved from ‗rainforest crunch‘ to green 

consumerism, encouraging the purchase of a wide variety of products that support 

multiple ecological goods (Shackleton et al., 2011). Some of these goods include NTFPs 

harvested in support of reducing poverty in developing countries, and as Shackleton et 

al., (2011) note, some of these projects fail to reduce poverty for many reasons. Within 

the United States and in Florida, governments rarely discuss reducing poverty in the same 

way that international development organizations do, as a phenomena that needs pro-poor 

program development. Instead, rural poverty is seen as one that demands a primarily 

economic fix via investment in local economies. This in turn should result in increased 

employment opportunities, municipal investment in infrastructure, and growth in the 

local economy. Sustainable growth in this context often means sustainable economic 

growth.  
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A Florida NTFP: Saw Palmetto Berries  

The invisibility of the informal saw palmetto berry industry in Florida and the 

counties they operate in results in a one-dimensional conceptualization of marginalized 

Latino/a migrants and immigrants. They are defined by the visible work they do as farm 

workers and their place is firmly fixed on the farm. Their poverty is attributed to their 

work as farm workers, but this is a narrow understanding of what migrant and immigrant 

Latino/farm workers do for a living and where they do it. This perspective considers farm 

workers as objects and does not recognize them as agents, striving to improve their own 

possibilities and potentials through acting to improve their livelihoods.  

This objectification leads to an understanding of their poverty being the result of 

poor wages and working conditions, resulting in advocacy toward improving wages and 

conditions. It does not address the greater structural and regulatory processes that act to 

keep farm workers poor and on the farm, nor does it allow opportunities available to farm 

workers to change their conditions to be recognized. When berry harvesting is recognized 

as an activity it is usually within the explanatory context of people needing to harvest to 

replace lost farm wages, inherently assuming that is the work that harvesters do, and that 

they want to go back to. Compounding this fixation, harvesting as an activity is 

condemned because it is illegal, without questioning why it is illegal – as the result of 

competition as new entrants into a growing industry based on the collection of the 

common saw palmetto berry from the commons, as discussed in the previous chapter.  

 

 

 



152 

 

Framework and Field Methods 

Toward a more nuanced understanding of why Latino/a migrants and immigrants 

engage in the formal and informal harvest berries, a sustainable livelihoods approach is 

borrowed from the field of international development and its literature based on the work 

of Chambers and Conway (1992). Pro-poor development efforts by scholars, international 

development agencies, and organizations have long sought to alleviate developing world 

poverty but have struggled with how to do so. Chambers and Conway (1992) introduced 

a framework toward poverty reduction that incorporated capability, equity, and 

sustainability as the foundations for promoting sustainable livelihoods. They recognized 

that shocks, access to resources, and regulations, along with other factors, were critical to 

sustainable livelihoods. They define access as ―the opportunity in practice to use a 

resource, store or service, or to obtain information, material, technology, employment, 

food or income‖ while assets are defined as  ―resources and stores (tangible assets), and 

claims and access (intangible assets), which a person or household commands and can 

use towards a livelihood (1992, p.25).  Livelihood is ―a means of living, and the 

capabilities, assets and activities required for it (1992, p.25).  

Building on this and other research, Scoones (1998) developed the livelihoods 

framework currently used today by the United Kingdom‘s Department for International 

Development (DFID) and others (Ashley & Carney, 1999). This framework contributed 

the notion of variable ‗capitals‘ necessary for resilient livelihoods, including natural, 

economic/financial, human, and social capitals. A commonly accepted definition of 

livelihood is:  
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A livelihood compromises the capabilities, assets (including both material and 

social resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is 

sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain 

or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not undermining the natural resource 

base‖ (Scoones, 1998, p.5).  

The framework incorporates contexts, conditions and trends, livelihood resources, 

institutional processes, organizational structures, and livelihood strategies all interacting 

to create livelihood outcomes. Scoones also introduces the importance to livelihood 

analysis of the ―range of formal and informal organizational and institutional factors that 

influence sustainable livelihoods outcomes‖ (Scoones, 1998, p.2).  Others researching 

livelihoods and poverty highlight various aspects of these capitals for their importance 

but always argue for the importance of access to resources for reducing poverty 

(Bebbington, 1997; 1999).   

The capitals, or assets, are usually presented as a point on a pentagon for 

livelihood asset, and these are influenced by their vulnerability context of shocks, trends, 

and seasonality, while access is also determined by structures and processes that include 

government and the private sector, laws, policies, culture, and institutions, all operating at 

multiple temporal and spatial scales. The context, assets, and informing structures and 

processes determine livelihood strategies that are dynamic in determining livelihood 

outcomes such as increased income and well-being, reduced vulnerability, and increased 

capacity to cope with shock, or resiliency.  

This framework provides context for explaining why berry harvesters engage in 

the practice, where and when they do so, how long, and more. It also explains the 
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disjuncture between harvesters understanding of where they are allowed to harvest or not, 

and why they may do so illicitly anyway. A livelihoods approach helps to explain more 

fully the contributions that harvesting makes to their livelihoods beyond the money they 

are paid at the end of the day. 

Qualitative research methods, primarily informal and semi-structured interviews 

with berry harvesters, were conducted in rural agricultural communities (Fellsmere and 

Immokalee) with active berry buying sheds, identified through the literature, newspaper 

articles, and several interviews with representatives from community-based 

organizations. Four representatives from the Farmworker Association of Florida (FWAF) 

were interviewed about farmworker livelihood practices, farmworker incomes, and 

alternative income practices. Though a survey was initially prepared to administer to 

harvesters, it became readily apparent in the field that paper surveys were off-putting for 

harvesters. Likewise, I was asked specifically to not bring an outside translator with me, 

instead I initially met with a doctoral candidate from the University of Florida who was 

familiar with the Fellsmere farmworker community. He introduced me to many 

harvesters in the community, and invited me to several homes of his friends celebrating 

various events, where I was able to make contact with and interview harvesters.  These 

led to snowball identification of other harvesters over the course of field research during 

berry seasons in 2012 and 2013.  Informal interviews were conducted with 42 harvesters 

over the course of two seasons in Immokalee and Fellsmere (2012, 2013). Interviews 

ranged from just several minutes to over 90 minutes at community celebrations, buying 

sheds, and at harvester homes.  
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Informal interviews contain content that helps explain the various strategic 

pathways that lead an individual to pick berries, and to understand the extent to which the 

income from this activity contributes to livelihood security. This type of qualitative 

methodology is consistent with other North American studies of NTFP collection 

(Chamberlain et al. 2002; Doble & Emery, 2001; Emery 2002; Hurley et al., 2008; Jones 

& Lynch, 2007; McLain & Emery,  2001 ). Participant observation is an invaluable tool 

in qualitative research (Bernard, 2011), and as one interviewee pointed out, to understand 

something you have to do it. I visited several palmetto stands with long-term harvesters 

to experience the physical environment in which people harvest. I visited berry buying 

sheds, spending time observing the exchange of berries and developing trust and rapport 

with harvester sellers and middle-men buyers. Some harvesters agreed to be interviewed 

informally, and I was able to have in-depth discussions with both harvesters and buyers. 

The shed buyers also helped facilitate interviews with harvesters as they knew some of 

them individually. Once trust was established, harvesters would discuss their harvest 

practices, yields, and amounts earned.  Language barriers were little to non-existent, as 

most harvesters spoke some English, and many were fluent. Some spoke little Spanish, 

being born and raised in farming communities. Those working to weigh the berries spoke 

both English and Spanish and were trusted translators for those not able or unwilling to 

speak English. On several occasions I was able to bring a community member identified 

through the FWAF along to translate but this was rarely necessary.  

Saw Palmetto Berry Harvester Experiences 

Harvesters are reluctant to state where they go to find berries since they return to 

the same areas annually, though many noted that they would frequently fail to find 
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berries in areas harvested the previous year. Instead of asking where they harvest, they 

were asked if they harvested on public or private land that day and overall, asked how far 

they would travel, then asked them to draw a line on a map with measured distance 

circles how far they would travel from the town, in the center of the map, to harvest 

berries (Appendix E). Harvesters determined how far they would travel based on berry 

prices, the cost of fuel, their immigration status, the availability of permits for picking 

and friends to harvest with, and alternative earning opportunities, such as working as day 

labor (if opportunities were available). 

Latino/a Berry Harvesters and Livelihoods 

Observations and interviews of berry harvesters during the berry season from 

2012 through 2013 in the towns of Immokalee, site of the open informal berry market, 

and Fellsmere, a primarily Latino/a farmworker town west of Vero Beach, Florida, reveal 

that who harvests berries, where, and why is as nuanced as the industry itself. Farm work 

draws both documented and undocumented immigrants from South America, as well as 

Haiti and other Caribbean nations, though Latino/as are the primary workers on farms 

and harvesters of saw palmetto berries during the off-season when farm work is scarce. 

Caucasians harvest too, from low-income to middle class property owners with several 

acres of habitat behind their homes. Observation and interviews at berry buying sheds 

revealed one group of people (Caucasian) who drove down from Georgia annually to 

engage in the berry harvest.  See Appendix D for informal interview questions. 

Migrant workers, who travel throughout the United States following harvests, 

may find themselves out of work in Florida during the agricultural low season, at the 

same time that the berry season is starting. Georgia, the state directly north of Florida, has 
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passed legislation (Georgia House Bill 87, 2011; Georgia Senate Bill 458, 2011) that 

encourages police to ask for proof of documentation, increasing the risk of travelling 

through that state for undocumented migrants seeking to follow the harvests north on the 

east coast (Sabia, 2010). Undocumented migrants are faced with the choice of hazarding 

the journey north following the harvests, or remaining in place and looking for other 

income. Many find themselves in rural Florida at the end of the agricultural season 

without transportation or money for fuel, without work, and without money for rent or 

food. Without alternative work, which is difficult for undocumented persons to access, 

many are compelled by circumstance to harvest berries, called ‗la bolita‘ in Spanish and 

‗the product‘ in English by seasoned harvesters.  

Prices paid for berries at the beginning of the season in July and August are low, 

as little as $0.10 a pound because the berries are more green and unripe than later in the 

season, and the formal industry is still waiting for the ripe, black berries. The portion of 

the industry that supplies powdered berries, often green, is less discriminatory and takes 

advantage of the availability of the cheaper green berries. The early season, despite low 

prices, draws those most in need of work and cash: unemployed, often undocumented, 

migrants, primarily single and male in their 20s and 30s, seeking any work available. 

Joining them are un-employed immigrant farm workers lacking day labor work often 

found in the construction or landscaping industries.  

These early season harvesters are more likely to be undocumented. Further 

compounding their vulnerability, migrants who are newly arrived or have not had the 

opportunity to learn English tend to have poor English skills (USDL, 2011). Lacking 

English speaking ability and documentation, those farmworkers are the most 
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disadvantaged and vulnerable group harvesting berries. This group is more likely to have 

weak social networks than are their counterparts with roots in local communities, and less 

likely to have transportation. Overall they know they can be arrested for picking berries 

without permission but they do not know where it is possible to get permission or how to 

ask private landowners for permission.  

Complicating this is the familiarity some harvesters have with the Mexican ejido 

system of communal land use. Communal land uses in this system usually allow 

members access to resources such as NTFPs on communal land for personal use or to sell 

(Perramond, 2008; Winders, 2011). Familiarity with the ejido system can cause 

bewilderment when faced with an official insisting that gathering berries is not allowed, 

and that the person  is trespassing. This confusion can increase when faced with the wide 

variety of types of protected lands in the United States. As one journalist noted, citing a 

large ranch‘s security officer ―A lot of them don‘t understand. Any property the berries 

are on is the same to them. They just go where the money is‖ (Kridel, 2005). A harvester 

responded ―We‘re poor, I‘m really poor. But what are you going to do? You‘re going to 

work…we‘re not doing anything. We‘re just working. Why don‘t they let us pick the 

plants?‖ (Kridel, 2005).  Interviews with land managers and harvesters confirm that these 

conflicting perceptions continue, with one harvester noting that he and his friends do not 

stop and pick where they are visible on the side of the road, even if there are visible 

berries, because they are afraid of the police or other officials stopping them. Instead they 

drive past and look for an area further from the road where they can park out of sight. 

Alternatively, harvesters are dropped off at a known saw palmetto stand and then call to 

be picked up once they are finished with the area.  
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One harvester asked what the difference was between different parks and public 

areas, and why they couldn‘t pick in a local nearby park, actually a preserve, 

underscoring the confusion between different land management systems, though all 

understood the difference between public and private lands as a whole. Another harvester 

found ludicrous the notion that berries are a protected agricultural crop and that it was 

illegal to harvest from all public and private lands without permission. He wondered how 

it could be an agricultural crop since it grows wild everywhere and is so abundant, like a 

weed.  

Several Florida Federal and State forests did allow berry harvesting with a permit 

issued by the district ranger, but no harvesters in Fellsmere knew of forest permits being 

available, though they were available at several forests. One Fellsmere harvester knew of 

a municipality several hours away that gave day permits to harvest for a modest fee of ten 

dollars, and he restricted all of his harvesting activity to this area, driving up and camping 

nearby until his vehicle was full. Near Immokalee, some harvesters were aware of 

permits available from two nearby state forests and sought to pick legitimately by 

purchasing $10 daily permits, buying more than 2,000 day permits during 2012 (Ferrand, 

2013).  

Others not near state or federal forests allowing harvesting sought to work on 

crews or get permission individually from large land-owners. Some private land-owners 

who allow harvesting do not charge harvesters, but others charge between $20 and $50 a 

day per person.  One undocumented migrant interviewed stated that though it was hard to 

pay the fee it was better than risking being cited or arrested and possibly deported, and he 

simply picked longer into the day to pick more berries to make the fee worthwhile. He 
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had friends who had been deported after being arrested for harvesting berries, and he was 

very careful. Another harvester, a Latina, said she refused to pay fifty dollars a day to 

harvest and looked elsewhere. Some undocumented harvesters mentioned that they felt 

safer picking on private property with permission, because property owners do not ask 

about their status or ask for any identification. 

Harvesting berries is hazardous, but undocumented harvesters face the additional 

threat of deportation. One harvester shared that he had a total of ten friends caught 

harvesting berries in one season (2011) and all were arrested and deported. The friends 

had trespassed: ―when it‘s private property, and they saw a lot of crop, they go inside, 

and then there comes the police, and the police call immigration, and they take them 

away…they just took them away‖ (Harvester interview, 2012). Lacking transportation, 

migrants frequently limit harvesting to the natural areas near the migrant camps or the 

agricultural communities they temporarily live in. Some of these are near protected 

conservation areas, and it is there that migrants are most likely to encounter authorities 

such as a Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FFWCC) employee or 

other law enforcement, particularly if harvesters are picking in a visible area such as on 

the side of a road. Individual employees of the various management agencies have 

different enforcement practices when encountering trespassers, but some FFWCC and 

other enforcement officers interviewed were sympathetic toward harvesters and stated 

that they will warn them and possibly confiscate their berries, before taking further steps.   

As the berries ripen and prices rise to over $0.35, more people are drawn to 

harvesting berries for the cash. Out of work farmworkers who are more likely to be 

documented and have access to a vehicle begin to form crews and go out in search of 
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berries. One interviewee explained that it was not worth the hazards and the back-

breaking labor to bother picking for less than that price when he could do landscaping or 

find other casual work for more than $35 a day. Both 2012 and 2013 berry seasons were 

years of low to average yields. Demand in 2012 for berries was low due to stockpiling by 

European pharmaceutical companies as well as local berry buying and drying companies 

(Industry representative, personal communication, , 2013). This resulted in low prices 

paid for berries in 2012, reaching a high of about $0.75 at buying sheds, while in 2013 

when stockpiles were running out the price paid at sheds reached about $1.00 a pound by 

the third month of the season as buyers bid up the price to meet demand and reach 

enough profits to allow them to remain in the market. In 2013 there were rumors at the 

beginning of the season that it would be a short, low-yield season due to earlier heavy 

rains and the possibility of berries dropping off the plant before ripe (caused by a fungus). 

This drove prices at buying sheds up from $0.35 in the first week of August to over $0.75 

in the last week of August. Fears of a short-season turned out to be unfounded, and the 

season continued into October.  

Some harvesters pick alone, but most harvesters prefer to pick with friends in 

groups of four or five that they know from farm work, often working together year round 

in crews. These groups typically harvest four to five hundred pounds a day, starting early 

in the morning and delivering the berries in the afternoon and evening to the nearest 

buying shed. When prices reached over $0.75 in September of 2013, more people entered 

the harvest, including one group (Caucasian, two males and a female) who took time off 

work in Georgia to drive to central Florida to harvest berries every year. This group 

brought just over three hundred pounds of berries a day to a buying shed while they were 
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in the area. They were celebratory every day they delivered, and explained they came to 

Florida to harvest berries every year the prices were good, and followed the harvest back 

up to Georgia. Young, Caucasian males also began showing up occasionally with berries, 

though when several tattooed young men showed up at one buying shed, all the Latinos 

there became silent, only nodding or speaking to each other in Spanish when necessary. 

The two men delivered their berries silently and left. The Latinos visibly relaxed, with 

one young man commenting that ―those guys were scary‖.  Asked why he thought that 

(and the others concurred), he responded: ―because they‘re thugs, you can see that, it‘s 

obvious.‖ (Shed buyer interview, 2013).  

That incident points to the fact that though Latino/a farm workers are stereotyped 

and marginalized in Florida, they themselves understand and negotiate identity very 

much the same way that the larger non-Latino community does in which they live in. The 

Latino/a population is large with all the sameness and differences as in other 

communities. Even as many Florida sees Latinos as all the same, they are not. They, in 

turn, see these differences in the larger population of Caucasians. The differences among 

Latino/a farmworkers are large and dependent on many factors, not least their standing 

within their communities. Someone behaving or appearing outside of the norm, however 

a community defines it, is someone that challenges the status-quo. Those that appear 

dangerous to others because of life-style choices or age, regardless of ethnicity, can be 

perceived as ‗scary‘. Latinos and Latinas view differences among other groups even 

though others may not see differences among them as a group.  In this instance, this 

researcher felt the same discomfort with the young men selling berries. They were 
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uncomfortable, silent, and somewhat intimidating, with their demeanor, clothing, and 

tattoos, very much the opposite of the celebratory Caucasian picking crew from Georgia.  

Commenting on the differences and similarities between how different ethnicities 

pick, one young Latino said that ―white people tend to pick around the edges‖ of a dense 

stand of saw palmetto, while ―Mexicans tend to try to get all the berries‖ and use their 

machetes to get into the stand. But he also said ―you never get all the berries, though‖ 

(Interview, 2013). He does not go out to harvest as much as he used too, but he went for 

six days in 2012 and made between $300 and $400 doing so. He goes when the price is 

higher than $0.50 and if he does not have anything else to do. He notes that the work is 

hard and that he doesn‘t mind unless he can find something else that pays. Some of the 

older pickers at the buying shed corrected him, though, about the density of stands they 

would pick and how far they would go. An elderly (56) Mexican immigrant interviewed 

about harvest practices stated that they never take all the berries and don‘t like to go into 

the middle of the thickets because it is dangerous (Interview, 2013), a point made by 

others and noted also by Bennett and Hicklin (1998).  

He stated he and his friends much preferred to pick on the side of the road along 

the edges of the thickets but that even then they frequently encountered bees and snakes. 

When encountering snakes they leave them alone and go elsewhere. A group of 

harvesters explained that they went every year to a privately owned area with permission, 

but that ―last year, we were picking and a snake was right there on the ground! I almost 

didn‘t see it and almost step on it! We left, and when we came back the next day, we 

didn‘t see it, but were careful. They are so hard to see.‖(Harvester interview, 2012). Two 

buyers at sheds did mention that sometimes they are brought dead snakes, but it was 
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uncommon. No harvesters bringing snakes were witnessed during time spent at the 

buying sheds, nor when questioned had any interviewed harvesters killed or brought a 

snake to show to the buyer. The general consensus was that snakes were avoided, not 

gone after, because almost every harvester interviewed was worried about snakebites, and 

most knew someone who had been bit. 

One Caucasian landowner with five acres delivered about a hundred pounds of 

berries to a shed and shared that he always gives people permission to pick without 

charging them. He had one person he knew who came every year and harvested with his 

permission. This year (2013) he thought he would try it himself and see what he could 

make since it was over eighty cents a pound (in mid-September 2013). On that day he 

made about eighty dollars and said that since he had no vacation plans and a week off he 

was just picking his own property. He was happy with the money, and would continue 

picking on his property. After his vacation he would give permission to the other person 

to pick the remainder of the season.  

Another older non-Latino harvester delivering his berries in the afternoon shared 

that he became overheated after three and a half hours harvesting. He had started 

vomiting, highlighting the hazards of harvesting in humid central Florida during summer 

temperatures easily reaching almost a hundred degrees Fahrenheit. He gave up for the 

day  but was happy that the price had gone up $0.16 overnight and that he and his friend 

had 410 pounds to deliver. Though it took them two days to harvest that quantity, they 

earned $0.78 a pound in early September 2013. He enthusiastically shared that he called 

the shed operator in the mornings, and he was especially thrilled that day that the price 

went up instead of down, which he said he had also experienced before.   
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This underscores the uncertainty that harvesters face with daily price fluctuations. 

Harvesters cannot count on the price going up daily, but they can count on it going up 

over the season in general despite fluctuations. Since berries have to be processed within 

a day or two of being harvested, a harvester must take the days given price, or bet on the 

price rising the next day, when it could actually go down. Buying sheds can refuse over-

ripe fruit, and later in the season may also refuse bags that contain too much green fruit.   

Social networks are reinforced during berry season, as small groups of three to 

five Latino men who work together in agriculture in crews go out together to harvest 

berries. Often the crew leader at the farm serves as the organizer and crew leader during 

berry harvesting. Crew leaders interviewed tended to have a good understanding of the 

‗product‘ and what the industry needs, as well as what is worth the most to buyers in 

terms of color and condition. This motivates many crews to harvest those worth the most 

– the ripest berries, which become harder to find after early season harvesting.  

Harvesting is not restricted by gender, though, and groups of women also go out 

to harvest together. One group of women would pick when they judged the price was 

enough to justify the efforts. Another Latina woman interviewed had no functioning air-

conditioning or screened windows and had no vehicle or work, but had three small 

children. When asked about berry harvesting she explained that she was afraid of wasps 

and snakes and did not have access to a vehicle. Sometimes she went with friends but all 

of the saw palmetto nearby had already been picked over.  She also had no one to watch 

her three young children who she did not want to bring with because of the hazards. 

Though she had friends she could pick with, concern for her children and lack of child-
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care meant she was unable to harvest and earn needed income at a time when berries 

were fetching over $0.50 a pound.  

Other women had fewer restraints and got together with friends regularly to 

harvest berries, happy for the additional income to help pay for electric bills, food, and 

clothing. Late in the season when prices neared a dollar a pound some women (and men 

also) who had full-time jobs took vacation time at the end of the berry season to harvest 

berries. Others would take a few hours off work whenever they could to go out and 

harvest, again, because no matter how much they could pick they earned more than they 

did at work. Others just picked in the evenings after work or on weekends, for extra 

spending money and /or as a social occasion. 

Harvesting berries is not only done in groups of friends as a social practice, but is 

also done in family units. Many described learning how to find and harvest the berries as 

young children, when their parents would take them along to harvest berries. Parents 

would hang a tarp between trees for shade, and a blanket put on the ground for children to 

sit on. A basket of food and drinks is brought, along with buckets and sacks. One or both 

parents would go to find and cut the stalks the berries grow on and bring these to the 

children, who then strip the berries from the stalks into buckets. By the end of the day, a 

large mound of plant debris, sometimes over a yard high, would accumulate next to the 

picnic area. The berries were then sold at a shed, with some children getting some portion 

of the proceeds for their help.  

For other children, the money would go to school clothes and supplies that 

families otherwise would not have been able to afford. One woman said ―it was like a 

picnic in the woods, every single day. It was fun, especially when you go and sell it and 
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you have three hundred dollars, and you don‘t have to worry about school clothes, and 

supplies…it was great‖.  A young Latino male pointed out that he had shown his cousin 

how to harvest the berries, but that he himself does not go out much anymore as he is 

able to find better work most of the time.  

After growing up many of those who went as children still go out harvesting when 

the price is high enough or they just want to earn some money, even if they have other 

work – which all interviewed did. All talk about the practice of finding and harvesting the 

berries as ‗addictive‘ and several described how they simply follow the scent of the 

berries into the woods. People do sometimes become disoriented and get lost in the 

process. The peculiar and strong scent of the berries is part of what they say makes 

harvesting addictive, but the act of finding and picking the berries is described as one in 

which time disappears ―I just lose track of time and suddenly it is night and I have to 

hurry to find my way back‖ (female berry harvester, 2013). She describes once becoming 

completely lost until her husband found her after dark.   

Several interviewees described how families or couples harvesting berries had 

been able to save enough money over time to purchase their own homes. Others 

purchased equipment to start their own landscaping businesses, and thus were able to 

leave farm and field work altogether, though they continue to harvest berries because ―it 

is fun and the money is good‖. These are the people who usually only harvest when the 

price reaches a certain point because they do not feel it is worthwhile to participate when 

prices are low.  

Some will harvest regardless of the price, seeing it as an opportunity like a regular 

job. One Latino male interviewed drove several hours to another town where he had 
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permission to harvest, going alone every day to harvest berries. He had earned enough 

over several years to marry his girlfriend and put a deposit on a home. In his view, 

harvesting berries is a job and as long as there are berries he will pick every day, 

regardless of what they are paying at the buying shed. He also travels further than many 

to find berries since he knows of some towns, a little further away from where others go, 

where berry permits are available. Within his community he is regarded as the most 

determined berry harvester and is admired for his work ethic. He is proud that he receives 

recognition from his community and of his achievements. On visiting his home in 

September 2013, he had just returned at dusk from harvesting two hours away. Stacked 

neatly on his porch were six hundred-pound bags of berries, waiting to be sold in the 

morning.  

Harvesting berries as a practice is a sentimental one for many that have been 

involved in the harvest for years or even generations. Berries are seen as a natural 

resource that provides opportunity to step up the ladder of the American dream through 

land ownership or starting their own business. Certainly for many migrants it is a way to 

get through the lean season where other work is not available but for these harvesters also 

it is not only an opportunity to earn income but provides the possibility of not having to 

travel through immigrant unfriendly states such as Georgia. For non-migrant farm 

workers, it is also a practice that generates many economic and social possibilities and 

alternative futures outside of farm work. Regardless of the benefits, all harvesters 

recognize the hazards and risks inherent in harvesting, particularly without permission.  
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Hazards and Risks Experienced by Harvesters 

Harvesting berries is hazardous for those who pick. Environmental hazards 

include the possibility of eye injuries, not uncommon from being poked in the eye by the 

edge of a palmetto frond (also a common injury among orange orchard workers). Wasps 

tend to build nests within the saw palmetto palm, and it is not uncommon to be stung 

multiple times. One harvester recalled that when he was a teenager out picking, he was 

stung by wasps and had to go to the hospital because he was allergic to their stings. He 

rarely harvests anymore because of this, but always carries epinephrine when he does. 

One woman shared that her husband, who harvests every day, is frequently stung by 

wasps: ―just yesterday he came home with twenty stings!‖  (Interview,  2013).  

Feral hogs may surprise a picker, who may be forced to run from them. 

Rattlesnakes coil in the center of the palm where harvesters reach to cut the stem, 

resulting in an unknown number of bites every year, which not all survive. Wildlife can 

be frightening for harvesters, including the Florida panther, with one group of harvesters 

recalling a year when they were picking oranges in central Florida and a panther came 

through the grove. Bears are also a concern, with harvesters expressing concern about 

where they are, how they behave, and what to do if they encounter one. Several asked if 

there was a map that showed where the bears were so that they could avoid those areas. 

None admitted to encountering a bear but it is likely that those harvesting in State forests 

near the Everglades would sooner or later encounter a bear given the density of bears in 

the Big Cypress Preserve and that sub-populations propensity to travel outside of their 

range. Harvesting near Ocala National Forest would carry the same risk of a bear 

encounter. 
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Dehydration and sunstroke are additional hazards as berries peak at the hottest 

time of the year in Florida, as mentioned by one harvester earlier who experienced 

dizziness and vomiting. Harvesters have to cover their bodies and wear heavy clothing to 

protect themselves from the sun and insects but this practice increases their risk as they 

move about in mid-summer Florida heat and humidity. They bring along ice and water 

but this alone is not always enough to protect themselves from this hazard.  Death and 

near death by drowning has also been reported, and one interviewee spoke about how a 

cousin had almost drowned in a canal because he tried to cross the water with a sack of  

berries (about 100 pounds) and could not swim, but was rescued by friends.    

The greatest danger many expressed is the fear of being caught, given a fine or 

arrested, and possibly deported if undocumented. State and federal forests rangers will 

usually confiscate berries from trespassers the first time they are caught, but will call law 

enforcement if the same person or group is caught again. Private land managers generally 

do the same, with one noting that to do otherwise they would be calling law enforcement 

every day, especially during a busy berry season. Others hire security patrols to guard 

their land from trespassers. Harvesters in general know trespassing or picking without 

permission is not allowed, but explain that there are so few permitted places to pick and 

so many berries available that it is worth the risk of trespass. They also explain that they 

do not understand where they can or cannot pick berries on public lands. 

One woman described harvesting several years earlier with her husband in a 

preserve (which she called a local park) near her hometown when suddenly a helicopter 

appeared and landed nearby, with men jumping out with guns and ordering them to put 

their hands up. They confiscated all of the berries, about two hundred pounds, and 
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dumped them on the ground ―for the wildlife‖. They were then told to leave and not to 

come back. She rarely goes back there.  She now laughs about the incident but was very 

afraid at the time, and even years later during our interview (2013) is still upset about 

losing the berries to wildlife. She states that there is little wildlife in that small preserve 

and that the berries are never picked to the point where there are none left. She says it is 

impossible because of the thickness of the palmetto stands. She does not comprehend the 

statement that harvesting could take away berries available for wildlife made by the 

authorities landing in the helicopter, pointing out during a field visit to the area all of the 

berries lying on the ground, rotting. She wonders why wildlife needs would be put ahead 

of human needs when there seem to be enough for both (Interview, 2013).  

Others note that berries are a renewable resource and a ―godsend‖ for them to get 

by during the harvest. Undocumented migrants and immigrants face the greatest penalty, 

arrest and deportation. When someone is caught with berries the best that can happen is a 

warning and maybe confiscation and banishment from the area, but if caught by law 

enforcement they can receive $500 citations and face arrest. If asked for documentation 

during this process and found wanting, US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 

may be called and the person may be deported. One undocumented immigrant, as 

mentioned above, said he knew ten friends in his town who had been deported in one 

year, and it was not worth the risk for him to harvest anymore without permission.  

Many Latino/a harvesters interviewed asked for clearer explanations of where 

they could harvest legally. All found the citation penalty (usually $500) to be an unfair 

amount, given that their berries were also confiscated. None understood how the law 
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allowed people to be arrested for harvesting berries, and found both the penalty and 

possibility of deportation unjust and extreme.   

One interviewee had found himself accruing cumulative fines because of the law 

against unpermitted berry picking. He had been pulled over on a secondary road in his 

pick-up truck, the bed of which contained berry sacks (thus it was impossible for anyone 

to determine where they were harvested from). Allegedly pulled over for a tail-light 

problem, he was asked for proof of harvesting with permission, which he did not have 

and could not possibly have had (there is no formal document for people to carry and to 

get signed for permission). His berries were confiscated. Further, he had to provide his 

driver‘s license and was arrested for a minor outstanding citation of some sort. His family 

paid a bondsman to get him out of jail, but his license was suspended for six months. The 

bondsman was slow to repay the family the bond money after his court date, and the 

young man had no other way to earn money than to go out and harvest again, this time 

with a suspended license and the possibility of greater penalties, though he was lucky 

because he has formal residency documentation. His solution was to have a friend drive 

his vehicle and attempt to access berries legitimately, which they found difficult. He also 

only went out in groups to places where they thought there would be little law 

enforcement, such as empty lots in suburban subdivisions.  

Such spaces are not uncommon after the real estate market crashed in Florida 

during the recent economic recession (2008). The recession caused many second-home 

owners to abandon their homes as market values decreased to less than what they had 

paid for those vacation properties.   
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Discussion 

In sum, berries are harvested by many people, but primarily Latino/as, both 

migrants and immigrants, many unemployed during the lull in agricultural employment in 

Florida. All harvest as either a means of getting by during that lack of seasonal work in 

agriculture, and/or as an opportunity to supplement other work. For some it is a means to 

simply earn enough for food and rent until farm work is available, and for others an 

opportunity to save for homeownership, purchase a vehicle, or start their own businesses 

and move out of farm work and toward the American dream, which would be better 

called the Nuevo Americano/a dream.   

For migrants and immigrants both, the harvest presents opportunity but also great 

risk. It is also a practice that unintentionally subsidizes the formal agricultural sector as 

farmworkers make up for low seasonal pay by harvesting berries. Low pay from seasonal 

employment on farms is thus further normalized as an industry standard as workers 

engage in the informal saw palmetto berry industry. The portion of the industry that 

operates informally on a cash basis provides opportunity for those willing to assume 

many risks, particularly the environmental or legal risks, inherent in picking, especially 

informally. These harvesters may be invisible on the landscape, except when reported 

arrested for harvesting berries, but as human beings, as people with inherent human rights 

they want their needs to be understood and their voices to be heard. The vast majority see 

themselves as good citizens, staying out of trouble and doing nothing they understand as 

wrong in society and when harvesting. The overall challenges faced by this community is 

best expressed by a member of that community - as one Latino berry harvester who 
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moved from working in agriculture to owning his own business by harvesting berries 

(and still harvests berries) explains:  

I don‘t care if you make $5 or $500 a week, but I want to have a union so we can 

have child care…farm workers work hard in the fields and everything. In 

Washington they had health clinics but here there is nothing. We don‘t get 

medical, we don‘t qualify for Medicaid, for hospital, for nothing. These people 

when they get sick they don‘t have nobody to see them, they stay home and they 

get better or they don‘t. Nobody looks for these kind of people. We‘re not allowed 

to have Medicaid, though we are the manpower. It is kind of hard to believe that 

these people work so hard and nobody works for them. They‘ve been left on the 

side. Nobody cares about them. In Washington State it was a different story. They 

had a farmworkers clinic where they could be treated; they had day care so you 

could leave your babies there. I think they deserve more.  

 Especially when they get sick. Last year I had three guys sick, one had a 

thorn in his eye. Another had a big purple thing. I took them to the hospital; I paid 

the clinic and everything. They have this clinic over here, you don‘t want to go in 

there, no. They charge you for this, for that, it‘s not one of those places where you 

go in and they charge you twenty, forty, fifty bucks and that‘s it. Oh no, it‘s 

terrible, no good. Other places they give you a payment plan but not these guys. If 

you don‘t have money they don‘t want to see you, they don‘t even want you 

around. It‘s unbelievable, amazing, they don‘t do nothing for people and they 

don‘t have nothing. If they get caught driving, they give them a ticket, they can 

send them back. One day we are going to have nobody. 



175 

 

 I work hard every day, I feel good when I get home and my kid has a 

gallon of milk, food on the table. I provide food for myself, my family. We don‘t 

do nothing wrong to nobody, we just work hard. I‘ve been working all my life 

since I was nine years old on farms. We know how to farm and everything. And I 

see these people coming in; they work so hard you just can‘t believe it. I‘m 

amazed sometimes.  Right now its berries, later on it will be something else. We 

look for something to do every day. I‘m always looking for something for these 

guys to do, keep them busy. Nobody looks for work for them, cares for them. We 

do a lot of stuff, we do everything. Hopefully one day they will be recognized for 

who they are, and what they do. All they need is a little card to go and see their 

family and come back and work again. They don‘t need much. (Harvester 

interview, August 18, 2013)  

 

The berry, like other income producing NTFPs in America and abroad, presents 

an opportunity for unemployed Latino/a farmworkers that is difficult to resist despite the 

legal prohibition of unpermitted harvesting, particularly when other work is not available 

in or out of the fields. The berry harvest takes advantage of a natural and renewable 

resource with little if any impact on the plants or the surrounding environment. Buying 

supplements off the shelf or by prescription not only supports the berry industry, but 

provides an opportunity for marginalized and vulnerable populations in Florida, like 

elsewhere in the United States and abroad, to earn income and improve their economic 

security. American buyers of herbal supplements made out of saw palmetto berry and 

European doctors who prescribe the lipids are unaware that these purchases support not 
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only the growing saw palmetto berry industry but also the livelihoods of those that 

harvest the berry.  Increasing the amount of spaces with legitimate access to the berry 

would not only support harvesters but can be a platform for marketing the berry as a 

Florida commodity.  

More than being an activity to earn income, it enhances social networks among 

harvesters and strengthens family relationships. Beyond purchasing food and paying bills, 

it allows families to provide new school clothes and supplies for their children thus 

reducing the stigmas associated with poverty that farm worker children face at school. 

Income earned from berries allows people to pay electric and water bills so that they can 

refrigerate and cook food and drink clean water. Having utilities improves overall living 

conditions for themselves and their families. Not only do the families in Florida benefit, 

so do dependents in home countries where migrants and immigrants come from when 

remittances are sent home.  

For some migrants, the harvest represents a chance to stop migrating and establish 

a residence in a community, enhancing feelings of belonging and concrete benefits of 

being an established community member: attending church services and having access to 

community food banks and other support, including reuniting with other family members 

already settled in the community. Families with children who had been migrating are able 

to settle in a community and send their children to school, giving them opportunities in 

the future to do work other than farm work. Children also benefit from learning English, 

becoming bilingual and better able to navigate in American society. Participating in the 

harvest enhances all facets of Latino/a migrant and immigrant farmworker overall well-

being and livelihoods: economic, cultural, physical, environmental, and more. Tangible 
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and intangible assets enhance livelihood security and the capacity of individuals and 

households to cope with shocks of all kinds including the annual lack of farm work.    

Ribot and Peluso (2003) theorized access and argued ―socially and legally 

forbidden acts can also shape who benefits from things‖ (2003, p.156). Further: ―legal 

means are not the only rights-based way of gaining, controlling or maintaining benefits 

from resources‖ (2003, p.:164). They delineate the difference between property rights as 

the right to benefit from a thing, and rights to access as the ability to benefit from a thing 

(2003, p.160). Further Ribot and Peluso (2003) note that ―rights defined by law, custom, 

and convention are mechanisms that shape who controls and who maintains access‖ 

(2003, p.160). Access may be forbidden by law, but the practice of harvesting berries 

without a permit from public lands or without permission from private lands can be 

understood as sanctioned by both custom and convention, not least the fact that buyers 

visibly exist who pay cash for the berries, regardless of where they are harvested and 

whether the harvest is sanctioned or not by law. 

Placing the practice of harvesting within a livelihood framework illuminates the 

structures and processes within which Latino harvesters attempt to improve their 

livelihoods by engaging in berry harvesting. Shocks, trends, and seasonality create the 

context in which Latino/a harvester vulnerabilities affect livelihood opportunities. Annual 

seasonal unemployment, low farm incomes, compromised ability to do farm work due to 

poor health, and more all push farmworkers into the berry harvest. A drought or other 

environmental disaster can reduce demand for farm workers and further pressure the 

unemployed into finding a means to make a living. Lacking documentation further 

increases harvester vulnerabilities and affects the type of livelihood assets he or she can 
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draw on, such as access to health care, food stamps, and other benefits those with 

documentation can access.  

Laws and enforcement policies that determine who has access to the berry and 

where are not simple to navigate or understand by the Latino/a harvesting community but 

nonetheless further increase the risk of being caught and deported for those lacking 

documentation. Latino farmworker unions, religious and charitable institutions, and 

cultural norms serve to mitigate some vulnerability for some harvesters. Social networks 

developed in the fields and the communities further enhance livelihood assets and 

provide support for both migrants and immigrants in a myriad of ways, not least to reduce 

the physical and legal risks of berry harvesting. The practice of harvesting berries 

improves livelihood outcomes by strengthening individual and household livelihood 

assets. Though the berry is protected by the state it provides too much opportunity for 

those seeking to improve their situations for people to stop harvesting, with or without 

permission. The common saw palmetto palm and its berries form the foundation of a 

livelihood strategy that liberates farmworkers from farm work. It allows them to reframe 

and reclaim their own individual identities, moving from migrant or immigrant Latino 

farmworker to the possibility of becoming Pedro, owner of Pedro‘s Fruit and Vegetable 

market, or Paulina, independent proprietor of her own berry buying business, Paulina‘s 

berries. The only limitation to the possibility of transformed lives is access to the 

palmetto berry. 

Harvesting is an activity that Latino/a farmworkers of all ages rely on for income 

to get by and improve their livelihood outcomes and opportunities in the future. Though 

many are farmworkers, they do not intend to work in the fields forever. Farm work 
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provides a living, not a livelihood, and it is only the first step up the economic ladder 

toward better lives and livelihoods. Without permitted access to berries, though, many 

face the possibility of citation, arrest, and even deportation. The plant is common 

throughout the landscape but regulations governing access on public lands does not 

distinguish between someone harvesting on the side of the road at a rest-stop off a 

highway and someone harvesting in a state park that contains species of concern to the 

state. Chapter six examines discourses surrounding the harvesters and the berry harvest 

and discusses the implications of these discourses. Chapter seven addresses policies of 

access on public land, with special attention paid to Federal and State forests. 
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CHAPTER 6: DECONSTRUCTING A DISCOURSE OF SCARCITY: CONTENT 

AND TEXT ANALYSIS OF NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF SAW PALMETTO 

BERRY HARVESTING  

 

 This chapter explores a discourse of scarcity and conflict between Florida‘s public 

land managers and the collection of saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) berries for the berry 

industry by unemployed Latino/a farmworkers. A discourse surrounding the berry harvest 

has evolved over time from celebrating the economic potential of the industry to one that 

suggests there are not enough berries for the industry and wildlife. The effect of this 

discourse of berry scarcity, competition, and conflict has been amplified in the media 

over the years.  

 Headlines such as ―Farmers see gold in pesky shrub‖ (Hauserman, 1997) and ―A 

hope for the prostrate among the rattlesnakes‖ (Burney, 2003) celebrate the berry but 

over time headlines have changed in tone and topic toward a negative depiction of the 

harvest and harvesters. More recent headlines assert: ―Migrants cashing in on wild berry 

harvest; Saw palmetto berry pickers say they‘re trying to make a living, but others say 

they‘re stealing‖ (Kridel, 2005); ―Poachers harvest berries from Florida‘s protected 

palmetto plants‖(Fooksman, 2006) and ―Berry thefts threaten area‘s wildlife‖ (Neill, 

2011).  Classifying harvesters and their activities as poaching and as detrimental to the 

wellbeing of wildlife has the potential to affect berry harvest permits on public lands 

within Florida if land managers believe that the berry harvest has a negative impact on 
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wildlife, including the Florida black bear (Ursus americanus floridanus) (henceforth 

simply bear or bears).  Maehr and Brady noted the reliance of bears on saw palmetto 

berries in 1982, and Maehr and Layne speculated in 1996 about the impact the berry 

harvest was having on bears (Maehr & Brady, 1996; Maehr & Layne, 1982). Bennett and 

Hicklin (1998) acknowledged this concern, and stated that during a year of poor fruiting 

and high demand resulting in high prices that it was possible that there could be localized 

scarcity that could affect the plant and wildlife (1998, p.391).  Yet there have been no 

studies to date that clearly show general or localized impacts. An unpublished experiment 

in the early 1990s on leased land by an established berry buying and processing company 

suggests that there may not be serious effects on wildlife, though it is unknown where 

and exactly when this experiment occurred in Florida. The company hired a crew of 

harvesters to harvest every berry from 100 acres of leased rangeland every day of the 

berry season. Weekly site visits showed that the harvesters were unable to harvest every 

berry, and they noted that at the end of the season berries were all over the ground, 

uneaten by wildlife (Berry industry representative, personal communication, 2013).  

 This is anecdotal but is supported by Bennett and Hicklin (1998) who observed 

that harvesters avoid going into the middle of thickets, preferring to pick easily accessible 

berries, and that they preferred to do this on the sides of roads and trails for ease and 

safety (1998, p.391). This is confirmed by interviews with harvesters, discussed in 

chapter five. Bennett and Hicklin (1998) noted that ―researchers have yet to estimate 

sustainable harvest levels of palmetto fruits and the effects of harvest on wildlife‖ (1998, 

p.391). This gap remains to be researched, but the assumption that there is an impact 

(albeit unknown) continues to inform media reports. Harvesting with permission on 
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public and private lands may be affected by a discourse that represents harvesters 

negatively and imputes that they are directly harming wildlife. This chapter assesses first, 

whether there is a discourse surrounding harvesting; second, the tone of the discourse; 

and finally, the possible sources of this discourse.  

Text and Content Analysis 

  Content analysis is described by Bernard (2011) as a ―set of methods for 

systematically coding and analyzing data…to explore explicit and covert meanings in 

text…and for testing hypotheses about texts‖ (2011, p.443). Further, ―whether these 

analyses are exploratory or confirmatory depends on the stage of inquiry, but usually is 

done using quantitative analysis‖ (Bernard, 2011, 243).  

 An initial analysis, presented below, is exploratory and was undertaken to identify 

patterns that would indicate a discourse exists and that it is not by chance. Jacobson et al. 

(2012) justified a content analysis of Florida panther newspaper coverage in part because 

it is known that ―mass-media coverage can influence public understanding, perception, 

and potentially, action (p.172). Further the news media ―help establish parameters for 

public discourse‖ (Jacobson, 2012, p.172) and as such how they report on a topic can 

affect how the public thinks about a topic. How the public perceives an issue can affect 

the degree of political and economical support given to any one topic, in their example 

Florida panther conservation efforts (Jacobson 2012, p.172). If people in Florida read 

negative headlines and articles about Latino/a berry harvesters, they are more likely to be 

against allowing harvesting on their private lands, and less likely to support access to 

public lands for this practice. Public land managers may also be influenced by headlines 

and articles that suggest harvesting has an adverse impact on the environment and 
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wildlife. The possibility of the media influencing public and private land access thus 

makes it important to identify first whether there is a discourse surrounding the harvest or 

harvesters, and second, to identify the tone of the discourse. This is important to 

understanding the larger issues within which the scale of the saw palmetto berry industry 

is framed.  

 As discussed in previous chapters, Florida is home to a growing multi-million 

dollar industry based on the berry of the saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) palm. As the 

berry industry grows, wildlife biologists and public land managers have grown 

increasingly concerned with berry harvesters accessing public lands to harvest these 

berries (Duever 2011; Maehr & Layne, 1996). Concerns center on the possibility that 

berry harvesters are depleting the berry supply relied on for food by Florida black bears, 

and subsequently harming habitat used by bears and other wildlife (FFWCC, 2012).  

 Permits for berry collection in Florida state forests were temporarily withdrawn in 

2012 until more information on the plant‘s ecology and the berry industry could be 

collected and analyzed by the Florida Forest Service (FFS). One district ranger explained 

that Florida bears relied on the berry and the harvest could affect the bears. New 

information gathered would allow the FFS to determine policies of appropriate permit 

fees for the collection of saw palmetto berries as a non-timber forest product (NTFP) as 

well as determine which areas are most appropriate for harvesting. Some permits were 

available in 2012 and were available again in 2013. In 2014 the FFS included saw 

palmetto drupe permits on its webpage. Yet while some Florida Federal and State forests 

allow berry harvesting, other public lands do not, sometimes citing the impact of 
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harvesting on wildlife and that the nature of the activity contradicts the park or preserves 

mandate.  

 Yet until the 1990s saw palmetto, a common plant throughout Florida and the 

Southeastern United States, was considered a weed and a nuisance and most research 

centered on how to best eradicate this plant (Bennett and Hicklin 1998). It is still a 

common plant throughout Florida, found in a variety of habitats ranging from shrub to 

pinelands, and common along roadsides, Figure 2.  Since the 1997 Florida legislation 

when the state banned the harvest of berries without permission (F.S.L. 35 § 605:15, 

1997), there have been newspaper reports during berry season of people being cited or 

arrested for trespassing on public lands to harvest the berries. These articles connect 

trespassing with wildlife needs, creating a discourse of competition and scarcity.  

 While some reporters are sympathetic toward the need for harvesters to earn 

money, they are often privilege the food needs of bears and other wildlife. Interviews 

with wildlife biologists (n=2) specializing in Florida black bears echoes this trend of 

connecting the harvest of berries to bear well-being, with both referencing general 

preferred food sources of bears, general studies on black bears in Florida, and early 

studies by Maehr and Brady (1982) and Maehr and Layne (1996), in particular.  

 Overall biologists favored the state policy of not allowing harvesting on public 

land except with permission, but discussion revealed additional reasons for this. Though 

biologists worried about the potential of the scale of the harvest to create a scarcity of 

berries for some bear sub-populations, there was also concern about potential negative 

interactions with wildlife. Concerns included that people might scare the bears, people 

could be harmed by bears, people might kill snakes if they stumbled across them, and that 
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they might take other species, such as gopher tortoises, as well as berries. Biologists 

acknowledged the importance of the harvest for harvester livelihoods, but because of the 

potential that some localized areas could reduce food availability for some sub-

populations of bears, some thought harvesting should be discouraged overall within bear 

ranges, or explicitly forbidden in conservation areas within bear sub-population primary 

and secondary ranges (which it is, except for Federal and State forests).  

 Given the extent of saw palmetto throughout the landscape, this restriction on 

harvesting should not have an impact on the industry or harvesters, if harvesters knew 

where black bear subpopulations were as well as their primary and secondary ranges, 

which they do not overall. One of the primary dangers facing bears are the roads that cut 

through their ranges. If local berries become scarce and bears are forced to travel further 

to search for berries they may become injured or die from being hit by a vehicle (Maehr 

& Layne 1996). Toward understanding the impact of the harvest on some black bears, 

chapter eight addresses the potential harvest within the primary and secondary ranges of a 

sub-population of black bears (Glades/Highland). First it is necessary to understand 

where a negative discourse originates so that future dialogue between these agents and 

the industry can inform each other.  

Discourse Analysis 

 To understand this emerging discourse toward harvesting, two analyses were 

conducted. The first is a textual analysis to determine word frequency and connections 

between positive or negative words and harvesting and harvesters, and wildlife. The 

second is a content analysis of all news article quotes to determine which kind of land 

managers contribute to positive or negative discourses of harvesting.  
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 Two techniques were used for discourse analysis. The first used software QDA 

miner and WordStat to get an overall picture of the number of times certain words were 

used and whether these were overall negative or positive to harvesters, wildlife such as 

bears, and the berry industry. The second analysis consists of content analysis based on a 

method used by Jacobsen et al (2012) in which they conducted content analysis of 

newspaper coverage of the Florida panther to determine how coverage and portrayal of 

the presence and risk to people and property represented public opinion about 

conservation efforts and management policies. This chapter concludes with a discussion 

of the evolution of discourse surrounding berry harvesting and harvesters. It identifies 

sources that are cited in the media to identify where discourses of perceived berry 

scarcity or competition stem from or are perpetuated, and discusses land manager 

perceptions of harvesting and the harvest. 

Text Analysis 

To determine perceptions of harvesting and wildlife, particularly black bears, this 

chapter first explores the discourse of berry harvesting in the media through a content 

analysis of all newspaper articles between 1980 and August, 2013 within the 

Lexus/Nexus database. A search on August 1st, 2013 of the database using ―saw 

palmetto‖ resulted in 651 articles from all possible sources. Searching within this for all 

references to ―berr!‖ resulted in 162 article returns. Each article was reviewed to 

determine whether there was reference to the harvesting of saw palmetto berries as 

opposed to a discussion of other types of berries being picked, or discussions of the plants 

use in the herbal supplement or pharmaceutical industries.  
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 Forty-eight articles directly referenced saw palmetto berry picking, collecting, or 

harvesting. These were downloaded into word documents and classified by year, from 

1995 through August, 2013. Two articles were repeated in other news media and these 

were included in each instance for two reasons: first, it is easy to remove the additional 

articles from analysis if necessary; second, the fact that an article was repeated in national 

and state news papers suggests an amplification of the impact the article may have on the 

increased number of readers, as well as on future reporters. The 48 articles form the 

discursive baseline to define change over time in the way harvesters are represented in 

the media. 

  The software QDA miner was used to preliminary code the content of each 

article. Wordstat 6.1.16 (Provalis Research) was used to generate a normative data file of 

key words based on the frequency of individual words within the 48 articles. WordStat 

was run to remove words that appeared less than three times and include those that 

occurred more than five times. Five was chosen to assure that ‗bear‘ would be included as 

well as ‗bears‘ for category inclusion, resulting in 535 key words identified through 

keyword frequency. These were reduced to 242 key words based on both relevance and 

frequency. A 10 cluster dendogram was created based on words occurring in the same 

sentence, using Jaccards‘s coefficient (occurrence) for indexing, with co-occurrence in 

the first order.  Key words were reduced to 132 words to be potentially included within 

seven categories within the four themes of: Wildlife; Characterization of people who 

harvest; Consequences for harvesters; and Characterization of the activity. Each key word 

was checked for context using the key word in context (KWIC) function for both 
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sentence and paragraph, resulting in a further reduction of key words to forty-seven. 

Seven categories were then established within which the key words would fall:  

1)  Wildlife: Is there a correlation between the mention of wildlife and harvesting or 

harvesters? Key words in this category include: bear, bears, food, species, 

threatened, wildlife, conservation, protected. 

2)  Positive People: people who pick berries are referred to neutrally or positively. 

Key words are: families, group, picker, pickers, workers. 

3)  Negative People: people referred to in a way that is derogative. Key words 

include: Immokalee, migrant, poachers, thieves, Mexico. Though Immokalee is a 

place, it references the town which is more than 75%Latino (U.S. Census, 2013). 

Most residents work in agriculture, thus it can be understood as referencing that 

population of farmworkers negatively. Migrant can also be understood as a 

neutral word, but in the context in which it is primarily used to refer to 

farmworkers in the articles it is not neutral. At least one informant explained that 

‗we may be immigrants but that doesn‘t mean we are migrants‘. Mexico is also 

included in the negative category as it refers to origin and race, and in context is 

negative in tone, such as descriptions of origin as Mexico when an article reports 

an arrest.   

4)  Positive Activity: The act of berry picking is represented in key words of: crop, 

harvest, harvested, harvesting, permission, permits. Harvest and similar suggest 

people working to help bring in a crop, a positive activity. Crop itself suggests 

that the berry is viewed as a commercial product, akin to tomatoes or citrus. 
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Permission suggests the activity takes place in a setting where consent is given, 

and the key word permits suggest active seeking of consent. 

5)  Neutral Activity: berries are pick, picked, picking, work, working. People are 

simply picking berries, without associated judgment. Work and working are 

included here because the KWIC content analysis in sentences and paragraphs 

suggests these categories are neutral. 

6)  Negative Activity: This category includes key words of: poaching, taking, theft, 

trespassing, leave, illegally, entered, illegal. Entered is included here because it is 

used in the context of entering protected areas, such as State Parks, to harvest 

berries without permission.  

7)  Consequences: Key words included here represent the consequences people 

harvesting berries face from engaging in the activity. Some of these words 

suggest a sympathetic framing of the activity, while others simply describe a 

consequence. Key words include: arrest, arrested, booked, caught, charged, 

charges, cited, heat, jail, killed, misdemeanor, rattlesnakes, possession.  

Excel was then used to count the frequency of key words in each category over time 

(Table 5). Analysis shows several spikes that appear to correlate with one another. 

Specifically, as the mention of wildlife increases, so does the mention of negative activity 

and negative people, including an increase in calling harvesters‘ poachers and thieves. A 

simple line display of the number of mentions per category illustrates this trend between 

the years 1995 and 2012 (note there was no Neutral People category derived from 

keywords).  

 



190 

 

 

 

Figure 5:  Key Word Frequencies all Categories 1999-2012 

 

 

Figure 6:  Perceptions of Harvesting as an Activity and Wildlife 1995-2012 
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Figure 7:  Perceptions of Harvesters and Wildlife 1995-2012  

 

Table 5:  Key Word Occurrences by Category 
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represented by bears. Negative perception of harvesters and berry harvesting increase 

along with the frequency that wildlife is mentioned over time. This shows an initial 

correlation between these categories but does not shed light on who might be contributing 

to a negative discourse of harvesting and harvesters. 

Content Analysis 

 This analysis is based on methodology used by Jacobsen et al. (2012) to 

determine how newspaper coverage represented Florida panthers and how this reflected 

public opinion of them. Public opinion can affect panther management policies while the 

media itself reflects public opinion. The media can also be used as an outlet by 

management agencies to share information and influence public opinion (Jacobsen et al., 

2012, p.171). Maintaining panther and bear populations are a responsibility of Federal 

and State of Florida wildlife management agencies (Jacobsen et al., 2012). The 

challenges faced by the two species are similar: decreased habitat due to development, 

lack of robust and connected gene pools, the urgent need for increased protected habitat 

to thrive in through the connection of sub-populations. In addition, both are charismatic 

megafauna in the popular imagination, though both can be dangerous or frightening to 

encounter in the spaces they are forced to share with people resident or working in areas 

inhabited by these species.  

 This dichotomous nature of romantic charisma and realistic danger, lends itself to 

a multiplicity of representations by journalists in the media, depending on whether they 

are reporting on threats to wildlife or people and who they are writing for – local, 

regional, or national audiences. In the case of the Florida black bear, there appears to be a 

discourse that suggests that the practice of berry harvesting is in conflict with bear food 
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needs. This suggests a discourse of competition over berries. This suggestion of a and a 

scarcity of berries implies that not enough exist to supply both the industry and bear 

needs. To further establish whether what appears to be a discourse of scarcity or conflict, 

a content analysis based on the methodology used by Jacobsen et al. (2012) was 

conducted. To determine where there might be competition over berries, spatial analysis 

was applied to publicly available Florida black bear nuisance call data (FFWCC, 2012), 

presented later in chapter eight. 

 This analysis seeks to quantify patterns found and reject the null hypothesis that 

there is no negative discourse surrounding berry harvesting in conjunction with wildlife, 

particularly black bears. The previous key word analysis shows that a possible discourse 

exists that is negative toward berry harvesters, primarily when discussed within the 

context of wildlife (bears), but it does not illuminate whether any correlation in words 

used signifies the existence of a discourse privileging wildlife over harvesters, nor if it 

exists, where it may derive from. The following analysis is toward determining whether 

there is a trend from any one type of public land management agency toward this 

negative discourse. It seeks to quantify found patterns and confirm the working 

hypothesis that a discourse exists that is negative toward berry harvesters when they are 

discussed within the context of wildlife foraging habits and needs.  

 This is important to clarify if this discourse may influence or be engaged in by 

biologists, conservationists, land managers, and law enforcement personnel who are 

employed by state agencies. One such agency is the Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission (FFWCC), whose mandate and primary concern is with 

habitat and species conservation, thus they naturally privilege wildlife needs over human 
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desires to harvest berries. Though the Florida black bear is no longer listed by the state as 

a threatened species, management agencies and conservationists continue to strive to 

assure the population not only survives but thrives. Interviews with public land managers 

and wildlife biologists suggest a common perception that the sheer volume of the annual 

berry harvest may affect the amount of food available to some sub-populations of bears, 

though there has not yet been a study to determine whether bears, or other wildlife 

individually or as a whole, have been affected by the industry. Nonetheless, it is a 

perception that can affect management policies practices on various public lands.  

 As noted previously, a Lexus/Nexus query found 48 articles directly related to 

saw palmetto berries and berry picking. These form the media article sample for this 

analysis. Two separate sets of data are derived from these: the tone and content of each 

article, along with its reach in terms of the scale of the paper, representing the number of 

potential readers; and quotes from each article. These are analyzed separately.  

Reach of readership 

 Out of 48 articles, 2% were published in an international paper, and also in a 

state-wide paper, 8% were published in local papers, 25% were published in National 

papers, and 62% were published in regional papers such as the Palm Beach Post. The 

degree, or amount of coverage is determined by the number of primary versus secondary 

articles (Jacobsen, et al., 2012). Primary articles are those that specifically reference 

berries and harvesting or picking, and these accounted for 67% of the total articles 

published (International n=1, 2.1%; Local n=4, 8.3%; National n=12, 25%; Regional 

n=30, 62.5 %; State n=1, 2.1%). Regional papers published significantly more primary 

articles (n=22; 68.8%) than any other type of paper (International n=0; Local n=3, 9.4%; 
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National n=7, 21.9%; Regional n=22, 68.8 %; State n=0). The mean number of words in 

regional primary articles (532 [SD 426]) was less than that for national papers (647 [SD 

739]) and more than local primary papers (321 [SD 241]).  

Content and tone of coverage 

 Frames, episodic or thematic (describing an event or overall phenomena or 

theme), were evenly distributed within paper outlets ranging from local to international 

with little variation and so are statistically insignificant. When the frame valence (tone) is 

coded as positive or negative overall, and compared to whether harvesters are mentioned 

in the headline in a positive or negative tone, twenty out of twenty-seven headlines are 

negative toward harvesters (74%). Only three negative headlines portray harvesters 

(called pickers) within the text positively, while three positive headlines portray 

harvesters within the text positively, with only one positive headline portraying them 

negatively.  Pearson chi-square shows correlation (χ
2 

=7.568, p=.006; Fisher‘s p=.025). 

Out of twenty-seven headline mentions of harvesters, twenty-one portrayed them 

negatively and only six were positive. Only three positive frame valences mentioned 

harvesters positively, identifying them as marginally neutral pickers, as opposed to 

poachers or other outright detrimental or negative titles.  

 Seven headlines mentioned wildlife, most often bears (n=7; 14.6%). Pickers were 

mentioned in headlines 27 times, 21 times negatively (77.8%), (χ2
 
=.001). Where they 

co-occurred with wildlife in headlines (n=5), harvesters were mentioned one hundred 

percent negatively in relation to wildlife. Where wildlife did not occur in the headline, 

harvesters were mentioned positively 27% (n=6) of frequency, and negatively 72%(n=16) 
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out of 27 cases, though χ
2 

 was not significant at 0.185, primarily due to the low numbers 

(<6) in three out of four cells in the 2x2 analysis.  

Quote Analysis 

 Headlines tell part of the story and make up the general tone of the discourse or 

context. What journalists report is the content of the story, and quotes from reputable 

sources are an important part of the content, giving authority to the story. These are of 

interest because who says what about harvesters and the practice of harvesting and in 

what way defines the tone of the discourse. Analysis of these quotes makes visible the 

various statements that as a whole create a discourse of conflict that asserts that the scale 

of the industry is impacting wildlife, especially bears, negatively, and further that the 

cause of this scarcity are those who pick the berries.  

 The units of analysis within the texts are each quote within each article, though 

Jacobson et al. (2012) collected over five hundred articles and used only the first and 

second quotes in each article, based on an analysis technique suggested by Riffe et al. 

(1998). Each quote in each article is numbered and ranked accordingly. This is done for 

two reasons: there is a significant difference in the length of the shortest and longest 

articles, and using only the first two quotes would not accurately represent reporting in 

the longer articles; secondly, by ranking each quote within each article, the order of 

quotes is preserved for further or future analysis.  

 Quotes are individually attributed to either an employee of a state land 

management agency; law enforcement; berry industry representatives; berry harvesters; 

or other, including doctors or authors. Each quote is assigned a valence, or tone, which is 

positive, neutral, or negative. Further, the object of each valence is noted as being 
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harvesting, harvesters or any derivative of these (picking, pickers), the industry, ranchers, 

bears, and the plant itself.  Each quote is assigned to a category of emphasis: positive, 

negative, or neutral.  This produces a text by theme matrix (Bernard 2011, p.446) that can 

be quantitatively analyzed using descriptive statistics. Data was accumulated and coded 

in Microsoft Access 2007, then imported into Excel spreadsheets for cleaning and 

preparation for import into SPSS for data analysis.   

  Analysis of 48 articles identified a total of 265 individual quotes. The authority 

of the quotes (which public agency they represent, such as the FFWCC) were categorized 

when available into seven categories: Academic (including range scientists familiar with 

the industry); Protected Lands Managers (all those involved in managing and policing 

protected lands, including law enforcement specific to apprehending trespassers such as 

berry harvesters); Berry Industry Representatives (including company representatives, 

berry buyers, and shed buyers or middlemen); Community Organization (generally 

speaking for harvesters as part of the farmworker community, such as the Coalition of 

Immokalee Workers); Pickers (harvesters), and Ranchers. The frequency that each is 

quoted is presented in Table 6. Protected land managers are quoted more than twice as 

often (n=118; 44.5%) as the next category of quotes from berry industry experts (n=53; 

20%).  
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Table 6:  Sources of Quotes and Case Processing Summary 

 

Table 7:  Valence of Quotes Overall 

 

The overall tone of the quotes creates a discourse that is positive (n=110), negative 

(n=104), or neutral (n=51) (Table 7). There are slightly more positive quotes than 

negative quotes but they are overall approximately equal in number. Differences between 

authorities quoted and their valence, or tone, can be identified in a frequency distribution 

of these tones (null hypotheses: there is no relationship between who is quoted and the 

tone of their quote as positive, neutral, or negative).  

 

 

 

 

Who is quoted

22 8.3 8.3 8.3

118 44.5 44.5 52.8

53 20.0 20.0 72.8

13 4.9 4.9 77.7
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Table 8:  Valence Cross-tabulation for Sources of Quotes 

 

Table 8 reveals that protected lands managers account for over half of the total of 

negative quotes (n=63), while industry representatives account for 35% of positive quotes 

(n=39) and protected land managers provide 29% of positive quotes (n=32), with a 

measured significance of χ
2 

= 53.528 (df =12), p =.001; G = .001. This suggests a 

relationship that between who speaks and the tone of their words are related to the 

category of expert that they represent, disproving the null hypothesis. Further, a negative 

quote is most likely to come from protected land managers, though what they are 

negative toward is not precisely clear. Though there is a relationship between who speaks 

and in what way, the strength of this relationship is unclear without further analysis.  

Who is quoted * Valence Crosstabulation

5 8 9 22

9.1 4.2 8.6 22.0

22.7% 36.4% 40.9% 100.0%

32 23 63 118

49.0 22.7 46.3 118.0

27.1% 19.5% 53.4% 100.0%

39 9 5 53
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8 2 3 13

5.4 2.5 5.1 13.0
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3 0 4 7
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 Quotes were next categorized based on repeated areas of emphasis: 1) industry 

operations, including the informal market and how it operates; 2) industry growth, 

including the economics of the industry and earnings; 3) harvesters socio-economic 

profile, where the quote referenced income, race, immigration status, place of origin, 

living location; 4) risk of harm to harvesters; 5) benefits to harvesters from the activity; 

6) law and policy enforcement, including mentions of it being illegal to trespass or pick 

on protected lands; 7) effect on environment, including impact on wildlife; 8)berry health 

benefits, which are quotes that discuss the reputed benefits of the berry as a supplement; 

9) history of the use of berry, 10) characterization of picking, where the quote discusses 

the activity, 11) other. Two categories, that of Rancher and Plant which had included 

quotes of impacts on ranchers (n=5) and simple discussion of the botany of the plant 

(n=5) were incorporated into effect on environment (ranchers) while plant botany was 

incorporated into the category of history and use of berry.  

 Protected land managers accounted for 118 quotes out of the total (n=258). 

Twenty-seven percent (n=32) were positive, 19.5% (n=23) were neutral, and 53.4% 

(n=63) were negative, with a χ
2  

of 76.312, df of 18, and p =.001.  The tone of quotes 

examined by area of emphasis reveals that 39.8% of quotes emphasize law and policy 

enforcement (n=47) with 41 of these being negative, χ
2  

of 76.312, df of 18, and p =.001. 

Because of the way quotes were coded, this reflects being negative toward the activity of 

harvesting on protected lands and the need to enforce the law. The second greatest 

number of quotes at 23.7% (n=28) emphasize the effect that harvesting has on the 

environment.  
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 To better understand these results, the category of protected land managers was 

disaggregated and separated into two categories, one for park managers and another for 

law enforcement in order to assess whether there are similar or different perspectives of 

harvesting and harvesters by role in management. The number of quotes total 118 with 

the balance of 147 being categorized as a separate group of responses. Note that in all 

analysis quotes from a conservation biologist are included in the category park manager 

because of his association with the Archbold Research Station and the University of 

Florida. That researcher specializes in Florida black bears, and because his quotes refer 

directly to management policies on protected lands, they were coded to fall under the 

auspices of speaking for protected land management and conservation policy, instead of 

academia.  

 Cross-tabulation results for park manager quotes (n=66) show the most frequent 

object of quotes relate to the effect on the environment (n=22, 33%) and the second most 

frequent relate to law and policy enforcement (n=20, 30%). Within effect on environment 

the tone was primarily negative (n=10, 45%) though there were six quotes each that were 

positive or neutral (27% each for this emphasis category). Twenty quotes referring to law 

enforcement were uniformly negative and made up 30% of the total quotes attributed to 

this group. Seven quotes (10.6% of the total) were positive within the harvester socio-

economic profile, reflecting that harvesters were identified by race, place of residence, or 

economic class, not that the speaker felt positively about them.  

 Other of interest categories include: one that references the risk that harvesters 

take (neutral); four neutral quotes regarding benefits harvesters receive (such as income 

from the berries); two positive quotes of industry operations with none neutral or 
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negative; and one positive quote referencing industry growth. References to harvesters as 

poachers or the activity of poaching was included in the category law policy enforcement 

as a negative reference, thus instances of negative labeling of harvesters explain quotes 

from park managers referring to law enforcement and why that category is overall 

negative, χ
2  

= 70.940, df 18, and p =.001.  Examples of quotes (emphasis mine) 

regarding harvesting effects on the environment include:   

They're trampling through the preserve where there are not any kind of trails. 

They're knocking down fences. They're leaving trash," Brill [Park Manager] said. 

"We're finding plastic jugs and wrappers from food, things that normally wouldn't 

be out in the middle of a preserve like that. (Shoichet, 2007).  

 

Trespassing berry poachers are proving to be a detriment to bears and 

occasionally gopher tortoises," Allison said. "They are also an annoying 

distraction for hunters. Poachers cut down fences and leave behind litter. We also 

have found gopher tortoises hidden in the bottom of bags full of ill-gotten berries. 

Chassahowitzka WMA manager Chad Allison FFWCC, 2010). 

 

Randall Sleister, land manager for the county [Volusia], said he and his staff 

considered issuing permits in a meeting last week, but decided against it because 

deer and bears rely on them for food (Knox, 2011).  

 

Refuge [Chassahowitzka WMA] manager Chad Allison said that for many species 

of wildlife, palmetto berries are the only viable food available this time of year. 
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―It‘s a very important food source,‖ Allison said. ―And when it‘s threatened, the 

population of those species are threatened as well‖ (Neill, 2011).   

 

The man who was arrested spoke broken English and produced a passport from 

Guatemala, the FFWCC reported. Four other people had no identification 

(Victoria, 2012). 

 

  Cross-tabulation results for law enforcement personnel quotes (n=52) show the 

most frequent object of quotes relate to law enforcement (n=27; 50% of total) while the 

two categories mentioned secondarily relate to harvester risk of harm and effect on 

environment (n= 6; 11.5% of total each). Related to law enforcement, four statements 

were positive, two neutral, and twenty-one negative, reflecting concern with harvesters 

trespassing onto protected lands. 

 Within effect on environment (n=6) the tone was primarily negative (n=4) with 

two positive statements. Picker risk of harm (n=6) was primarily positive (n=3) with two 

neutral and one negative quote. Positive risk of harm reflects law enforcement personnel 

concerns with the physical risks associated with harvesting such as heat stroke, bee 

stings, and death, while negative concerns of the effect on environment reflects 

knowledge of the negative practices sometimes associated with trespassing such as the 

cutting of fences, cattle wandering on roads, and trash left behind.  

 Other of interest quotes include: one that references the industry negatively, two 

positive and three negative quotes related to harvesters socio-economic profile (9.6% of 

total), two positive quotes related to harvester benefits, acknowledging that the earning of 
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cash is a strong motivation for harvesters; and one negative characterization of harvesting 

(χ
2  

= 27.606, df 14, and p =.016). Chi-square results are insignificant likely due to 92% 

of cells with counts less than 5, indicating an insufficient number of cases and likely 

inflating χ
2
.  Goodman and Kruskal‘s tau non-parametric directional measures gives an 

approximate significance of .002 for area of emphasis as the dependent variable, though 

again, this is likely insignificant because of the small number of cases within each cell. 

The most that can be said from these results is that if law enforcement personnel are 

discussing berry harvesting, they are concerned with trespass on public lands and are 

aware of, and sometimes sympathetic toward, the hazards faced by harvesters in their 

search for income.  

 References to harvesters as poachers or the activity of poaching was included in 

the category of law policy enforcement as a negative reference, thus instances of negative 

labeling of harvesters explain quotes from law enforcement personnel referring to pickers 

and why that category is overwhelmingly negative. Examples of quotes (emphasis mine) 

by law enforcement personnel include:   

Last September, FWC and Hernando sheriff's authorities discovered the body of 

an Immokalee man presumed to be a berry picker inside the wildlife management 

area. Authorities said the man died from heat stroke (Neill, 2011). 

 

People aren't allowed to take anything, not even sticks and rocks, off state land, 

said Wichrowski. "It's public property. You're stealing from the public when you 

do that." (Kridel, 2005) 
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According to Morse, the problem of berry theft inside the 33,000-acre refuge has 

risen greatly in recent years. Despite their relative abundance, the loss of palmetto 

berries can create a hardship for native wildlife, especially the threatened Florida 

black bear, about 30 of which live inside the Chassahowitzka (Neill, 2011). 

 

From the Big Cypress National Preserve on the edge of Broward County to 

Jonathan Dickinson State Park along the coast in Martin County, the trespassers 

are damaging unspoiled pine forests and wetlands and harming the deer, bears, 

hogs and raccoons that depend on the berries for food, police said. The problems 

are only going to worsen as the global demand for the oil extracted from the 

berries grows (Lewin, 2006). 

 

Deputy Robinson considers the migrants the industry's victims. They make very 

little money for toiling in the sun and they are usually the ones caught trespassing, 

he said. Robinson hopes to increase his department's intelligence on the trade and 

arrest the thieves' organizers (Lewin, 2006). 

 

Berry patrol, [Deputy] Robinson says wistfully, "reminds me of my tactical days, 

when you'd sit and sit and sit, doing surveillance on a bad guy for hours, and then 

--  BAM!  --  pounce!" (Fooksman, 2006). 

 



206 

 

Robinson [says]. If a picker gets a private landowner's permission to harvest 

berries, "that's one thing. But if they're doing it on protected natural areas, we're 

going to have to enforce the laws." (Fooksman, 2006). 

 

Harvester Representations in the Media 

 Berry harvesters quoted spoke of the risk of harm twelve times (41.4% of total 

n=29) and eleven times of the benefits of harvesting (37.9% of total). All cases of risk 

were negative, while when speaking of benefits these were mentioned positively nine 

times, but twice negatively. Both negative cases mentioned both the need for income and 

lack of other work, as well as worries about the way the law criminalizes them. If these 

quotes were classified as related to law enforcement it would raise the total times this is 

mentioned to only five ( χ
2  

= 47.982, df 8, and p =.001). 

 Harvester quotes in the media generally reflect fear of authorities and 

bewilderment about why it is against the law to pick berries. 

[Garcia] "A friend of mine last year got arrested and had to pay $200 for picking 

berries. Why was that? I don't think of myself as a thief. All I'm doing is picking 

God's produce, trying to make a little extra to send to my wife and two little boys 

in Mexico." (Lewin, 2006)  

 

Bernabe Morales, 26, a native of Chiapas, Mexico, has picked saw palmetto for 

three years. To him, it makes little sense that so much time and money is spent on 

protecting berries from people who are trying to make an honest living. "There's a 
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lot of laws here in America that I probably don't know about," he says, "but I do 

know there's no law anywhere that says a man has to starve." (Lewin, 2006). 

Discussion  

 Descriptive analysis of 48 news articles using SPSS shows that when harvesters 

or harvesting (pickers or picking) are mentioned negatively it is likely that this is by 

protected land managers, both park managers and law enforcement. Direct quotes suggest 

that while law enforcement personnel are aware of the hazards inherent in harvesting, and 

why harvesters might take these risks, their focus is on enforcing the laws that forbid 

trespassing on public lands. Public land managers, while also concerned with ensuring 

that trespassing laws are enforced, are uniformly negative toward the activity of 

harvesting(n=20 negative, 0 neutral, 0 positive),  but are also unaware of or not 

concerned with risks or benefits to harvesters, reflected by zero quotes in these categories 

from these managers, either positive or neutral.  

 The quote analysis reflects that personnel associated with  protected area 

management with the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FFWCC) that 

were not law enforcement supplied 27 out of a total of 66 quotes, representing nearly half 

of all protected land managers‘ quotes. The FFWCC is authorized by the Florida 

Constitution to enact rules and regulations regarding the state‘s fish and wildlife 

resources. The FFWCC mission, as stated on their website, is to manage fish and wildlife 

resources both for their long-term well-being and the benefit of the people (FFWCC, 

2013). The primary activities it tracks include hunting, fishing, and wildlife watching. 

Managed species include the Bald Eagle, Florida black bear, Gopher Tortoise, Manatee, 

and Florida Panther. To manage these and other species the FFWCC employs and 



208 

 

consults with conservation biologists, including employing a conservation biologist at the 

state level. FFWCC attitudes towards berry harvesting and harvesters can be traced to 

assertions by wildlife biologists who suggested that the scale of the industry could not 

support both the industry and wildlife (Maehr & Brady 1982). Wildlife biologists 

contribute to FFWCC management and policies, yet these do not explicitly forbid the 

harvest of berries on their lands, though in practice it is disallowed on all state land 

managed by the FFWCC. A report commissioned by the FFWCC recommended that this 

policy be continued (Duever, 2011). The FFWCC policy is reflected in a statement issued 

by the FFWCC in 2011:  

Saw palmetto berries are critical to the survival of many native wildlife species, 

but none more so than the threatened Florida black bear. But before the bears and 

other wildlife can take full advantage of the fall crop, some people, seeking easy 

profit, illegally harvest the berries from wildlife management areas (WMAs). 

Unaware of the berries' source, drug companies pay high prices for the berries, 

which they use in making medicines. (FFWCC, 2011). 

  

 While some state agencies issue permits for harvesting saw palmetto berries on 

lands they manage, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FFWCC) 

generally forbids the practice on its lands, because of the critical relationship of berries to 

wildlife, illustrated in this quote (emphasis mine):  

Chassahowitzka Wildlife Management Area (WMA), in Hernando County, has 

been hit particularly hard by berry poachers this year, which concerns 

Chassahowitzka manager Chad Allison. "Trespassing berry poachers are proving 
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to be a detriment to bears and occasionally gopher tortoises," Allison said. "They 

are also an annoying distraction for hunters. Poachers cut down fences and leave 

behind litter. We also have found gopher tortoises hidden in the bottom of bags 

full of ill-gotten berries." (FFWCC, 2011). 

  

 The media has portrayed berry harvesting and those who pick berries in a less 

than positive tone since 1995, the year that the berry industry experienced a major boom 

in activity and first became highly visible in the media and on the cultural landscape. 

Interviews with Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission biologists and land 

managers (n=5) echoes this trend, with most biologists and other managers favoring a 

state policy of disallowing harvesting on all public lands, primarily because of the 

potential for this activity to create a scarcity of berries for bears, and potential negative 

interaction with wildlife. These preferences are echoed in the literature concerning black 

bears, and has influenced if, how, and when permits are offered on public lands managed 

by the FFWCC in Florida.  

 Further, this discourse is engaged in primarily by biologists, conservationists, land 

managers, and law enforcement personnel who are employed by state agencies, such as 

the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, whose primary concern is with 

habitat and species conservation. Though the Florida black bear is no longer listed by the 

state as a threatened species, management agencies and conservationists continue to 

strive to assure the population not only survives but thrives. Interviews with state 

biologists confirm that there is a common notion that the sheer volume of the annual 

berry harvest may affect the amount of food available to some sub-populations of bears, 
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though there has not yet been a study to determine whether bears have been affected by 

the industry. Nonetheless, it appears to be a working assumption that bears are at risk 

from the berry harvest and this perception can affect management policies practices on 

state lands. 

 The orthodoxy that berries are critical to many species, black bears in particular, 

may not be shared by all within the FFWCC, nor by all Federal and State protected land 

managers, but it is suggested that the mandate and vision of any one agency will 

influence employee‘s understanding of harvesting impacts on that land. This in turn can 

affect policy and impact how aggressively any one agency pursues those trespassing to 

harvest NTFPs, particularly saw palmetto berries, in Florida.   

 Given that it is unlikely that berry harvesters will cease collecting the berries from 

public lands, and the concern that wildlife biologists and conservationists have shown 

over the scale of the industry, the chapter eight looks at the spatial overlap of bears and 

berry harvesting activities to determine both hot-spots, where the two may overlap or 

compete for resources, and also where there is no competition, on the premise that to 

relieve what may be competition for a resource in one space it may be appropriate to 

encourage this practice in spaces away from areas deemed critical wildlife habitat.
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CHAPTER 7: CONSERVATION PLANNING AND NTFP ACCESS POLICIES IN 

FLORIDA 

 

This chapter summarizes the evolution of American public lands and how they 

have been conceptualized and debated over time. How forests are thought of and defined 

has changed over time and within different regions in America, including Florida. 

Conceptualizations of what public protected lands are, and what appropriate uses they 

support, are encoded in legislation and implemented through policy. These policies and 

how they are interpreted by land managers, such as district rangers and others, are 

variable across forests and other public land management agencies. Florida Federal and 

State forest management plans are analyzed for types of uses supported and whether non-

timber forest products (NTFPs), specifically saw palmetto berry harvesting, are included 

as an acceptable use. Plans are also assessed to determine whether the forest hosts known 

bear populations, as well as whether hunting is allowed, since several hunting seasons 

overlap with the berry harvest.  This chapter concludes with a discussion of current and 

future policy effects on saw palmetto NTFP industries and harvesters in Florida with the 

goal of providing insight into more equitable forest resource access directions for all 

people.

Conservation Ideologies 

John Muir and Gifford Pinchot are often posited as representative of two 

dissimilar perspectives of how public lands, particularly forests and parks, should be 
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managed and what appropriate human activities within them are. Often, current 

arguments over management and use of public lands engage the extremes of their 

personal perspectives at the expense of a fuller and more nuanced understanding of their 

positions which were shaped by their times and the spaces in which they clashed.  When 

conservation models that promote the concept that biodiversity is best protected by 

excluding humans inhabitants and associated activities is taken to the extreme of 

removing people from conservation areas and severely limiting who can access these 

areas and for what, it is commonly referred to as fortress conservation. This approach to 

conservation is also called a ‗fences and fines‘ approach and, at its most extreme, creates 

areas for protection by removing local inhabitants and denying them access to the natural 

resources within those areas that they have traditionally relied on. This approach to 

conservation derives from the Yellowstone model, which evicted local Native American 

populations when it became a park (Spence, 1999).  

Yellowstone National Park was the world‘s first national park, established in 

1872.  The bill, as introduced to the 42
nd

 Congress states: 

 ―[Yellowstone] is hereby reserved and withdrawn from settlement, occupancy, or 

sale…and dedicated and set apart as a public park or pleasuring ground for the 

benefit and enjoyment of the people; and all persons who shall locate or settle 

upon or occupy the same, or any part thereof, except as hereinafter provided, shall 

be considered trespassers and removed there from‖ (Yellowstone National Park 

Act, 1872).  

Spence (1999) describes the process of Native American evictions from the park 

by the U.S. military as one that was meant to both protect tourists and ―finally become 
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the non-Indian wilderness it was always intended to be‖ (Spence, 1999, p.69). Native 

Americans were blamed for the destruction of both wilderness and game, and their 

eviction was considered necessary to create a wilderness park, safe for tourists and 

concessionaires (Spence, 1999).  This fortress conservation model continues to be used as 

a template for conservation practices around the world. The practice of keeping local, 

indigenous people out of parks was adopted in early policies of the United States 

National Park Service, and John Muir is held as the founding father for his role in 

establishing the agency through his advocacy (Spence, 1999).   

Muir‘s advocacy for the protection of  the core landscape that become Yosemite 

National Park in 1890 was a response to increasing development in the area, logging of 

the redwoods and Sequoias, and overgrazing of meadows by sheep (Nash, 2001).  To 

preserve the area from loggers, grazers, and others who would destroy the character of 

the area for profit, he (Muir) became active in seeking its protection as a national park, 

which he achieved, but consequently failed to protect the nearby Hetch Hetchy Valley. 

He founded the Sierra Club in 1892, an organization that has long been influential in 

policy making in the United States. It was instrumental in the establishment of National 

Forests, drawn from their idea of ‗national forest reservations‘ (Nash, 2001).  

Gifford Pinchot was the first head of the U.S. Forest Service and was an important 

figure in early conservation movements, along with Muir (Nash, 2001). Muir became 

distressed by his colleague Pinchot‘s utilitarian view of nature, writing that ―any fool can 

destroy trees…God has cared for these trees, saved them from drought, disease and more; 

but he cannot save them from fools – only Uncle Sam can do that‖ (1897, in Callicott 
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1996, p.61), while Pinchot is reputed to have stated repeatedly that ―there are two things 

on this material earth, people and natural resources‖ (Callicott, 1996, p.587).   

A closer reading of both men‘s writings reveals that though the two disagreed 

greatly over natural area management, their disagreements centered upon the degree that 

natural protected areas should be used – not whether they should be used at all. Further, 

both opposed the gross abuse of land such as the large-scale clear cutting of forests. Muir 

understood that forests provided needed timber, while Pinchot did not advocate landscape 

destruction, but rather asserted that land should be used at its highest possible use. His 

advocacy for damming the Hetch Hetchy and his support for allowing grazing in forests 

set the two men in opposition and led to the two contrary perspectives of conservation 

which continues to be debated today.  

Muir and Pinchot‘s differing philosophies of the value of the natural world can be 

summed up as preservationist versus conservationist, no-use versus utilitarian, wilderness 

versus wise-use, fences and fines versus people in parks. Many trees have been sacrificed 

since that time to support environmental philosophers continuing to debate the merits of 

one or the other arguments. This is important to understand because the debate continues 

today and its discourse has impacts upon the way nature is managed in the United States. 

David Foreman, the founder of Earth First! and a board member of the Sierra Club 

continues to argue for the preservation of Wilderness for its inherent value (Foreman, 

1992), while William Cronon famously published his essay ―The Trouble with 

Wilderness‖ in the Sunday New York Times in 1995.  

The 1990s were a time of great tension between loggers and conservationists over 

the threatened spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina)in the Pacific Northwest, presented 
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at each extreme by the Earth First! and the Wise Use movement. Earth First! sought to 

stop logging to protect the spotted owl and the old-growth forests of the Pacific 

Northwest, while  the Wise-Use movement placed  economic development and forestry 

related jobs above protecting spotted owl habitat.  

The very concept of wilderness continues to be a subject of debate. The modern 

definition of wilderness is attributed to the writings by founders and members of the 

Wilderness Society (1934) such as Aldo Leopold, Bob Marshall, and Robert Sterling 

Yard, all of whom defined Wilderness as roadlessness (Wilhelm, 2013, p.154).  This 

definition has been revived in a subtle protectionist discourse within large regional-scale 

conservation projects (Noss & Harris, 1986).  

Large, regional scale conservation projects towards the protection of biodiversity, 

habitats, and the preservation of ecosystems, has in one extreme conceptualization been 

named rewilding by David Forman and others. Conceptually, advocates of rewilding 

accept that people might visit these spaces, but human settlements in these spaces are at 

the least frowned upon (cf. Forman, 2004).  The evolution of environmental philosophies 

of wilderness and rewilding is of interest in part because of the fact that to many early 

members of the Wilderness Society, ―wilderness was valued and preserved for people‖ 

(Wilhelm, 2013, p.154, citing Nash, 2001). These sorts of movements for preserving the 

environment can be seen as a return to fortress conservation through the adoption of 

neoliberal conservation strategies as these large projects depend on the willingness of 

private landowners to agree to incorporate their land within the project and manage it for 

conservation – as defined by the project, which often means excluding or severely 

limiting human use, especially by non-land owners, such as NTFP harvesters.  
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Muir‘s and Pinchot‘s conceptualization of nature continues to inform 

conservation debates over the appropriate use of natural areas by people.  These two 

men‘s differences, rather than their commonalities, continue to resonate within the 

discourse of nature protection, though proponents of one or the other extreme continue to 

neglect what they did agree on: that some use of natural resources by people was 

acceptable, and use need not be large-scale nor harmful to the long-term integrity of the 

landscape. Muir (1901) stated: 

Let them be as free to pick gold and gems from the hills, to cut and hew, dig and 

plant, for homes and bread, as the birds are to pick berries from the wild bushes, 

and moss and leaves for nests…Nor will the woods be the worse for this use, or 

their benign influences be diminished any more than the sun is diminished by 

shining‖ (Muir, 1901 reproduced in Caldicott, 1998, p. 61). 

This suggests that some uses, particularly those that would not harm the overall integrity 

of the landscape in the short or long term, were acceptable uses to Muir.  

Muir and Pinchot‘s philosophies, and interpretations of them, continue to 

influence many private organizations as well as federal and state agencies, especially the 

two that were founded because of efforts by these men, The United States Park Service in 

1916 (Muir), and the United States Forest Service in 1905 (Pinchot).  

Muir and Pinchot  conceptualizations of nature and how humans should use it 

both informed these agencies creation (and funding sources) and defined the continuing 

divergent uses by humans allowed in these spaces. These discourses of the proper use of 

nature by humans continue to be relevant because they are still the basis of management 

decisions for conserved spaces throughout the nation and in Florida. Conservation and 
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public land managers‘ understandings of nature, what and who it is for, informs how they 

implement their agencies visions, made operable within their management plans. 

Representations of the two men‘s ideologies influence policies directly relevant to who 

has access to State and Federal parks and forests, and who does not, and why.  

Ongoing representations and discourses of nature are embedded in current 

management practices of protected lands, though it is rarely directly acknowledged or 

expressed. What is Nature for? This is the underlying question of the discourse, and one 

that is far from being settled, if ever it can be. Nonetheless, the two opposing 

philosophies are embedded in how nature is managed  throughout the United States, 

including Florida, and nowhere are these discourses better discovered than by asking  

who gets to use nature and for what purposes? What or who does policy privilege, what 

or who does it disallow through enforcement or neglect?  

Since the Florida legislature included the saw palmetto berry as a protected 

agricultural crop in 1997, the only Federal and State managed public lands where berry 

harvesting is allowed via a permit system is within Federal and Florida State Forests. 

Associated legislation and management plans point to why harvesting is allowed in these 

spaces but not in other public spaces such as National and State parks, preserves, 

reserves, or wildlife management areas.   

The Evolution of Conservation in Florida 

Florida is unique from other states in its history of settlement and how it has 

evolved in protecting its natural landscape. Before the advent of Flagler‘s railroad, 

snaking down the east coast of the state all the way to Key West in the 1920s, the 

population of Florida was relatively small. It grew from an estimated half a million 
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people living primarily in coastal areas or near the Georgia border, to over 1 million in 

1925 (Wilhelm, 2013). Today, it is poised to become the third most populous state, 

overtaking New York State itself (U.S. Census, 2013).  Before the Everglades were 

protected as a national park, hunting, logging, and plant collecting was common in that 

part of the State (Wilhelm, 2013). The scale of these activities worried local scientists, 

biologists, and others, and there emerged out of the National Park Service and the Florida 

Society for Natural History reports and arguments for the creation of the park (Wilhelm, 

2013).  

Several central figures identified by Wilhelm (2013) during the 1920s included 

Ernest Coe, George Wright, and Daniel Beard, among others, all prominent in 

environmental issues in Florida at the time. Concern for the Everglades evolved 

alongside the emergence of the national debate over what constituted wilderness, a 

concept promoted by members of the Wilderness Society (Wilhelm, 2013, p.153).  As 

often noted in the literature, wilderness has had as its core definition a place without 

roads (Callicott, 1998; Nash, 2001). As Wilhelm notes, the ―individuals who formed the 

Wilderness Society in 1934 all saw wilderness as a recreational resource that had 

spiritual, aesthetic, physical, and psychological value to humans. To these activists and to 

later members of the Wilderness Society like Howard Zahniser [who wrote the legal 

definition of wilderness for the United States], wilderness was valued and preserved for 

the people‖ (Wilhelm, 2013, p.153).  These values led to the creation of Forests and 

Parks across the nation for their vistas, their uniqueness, and more. As Wilhelm and 

others have noted, many of the spaces protected are in the American west. They contain 
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grand mountains and scenic vistas, and are overall spaces preserved that ―are terrestrial, 

temperate mountains and forests‖ (Wilhelm, 2013, p.163).   

As Wilhelm (2013, p.164) notes, those who sought to preserve the Everglades 

thus had to convince the American government that the swamp had value and was worth 

preserving. Robert Sterling Yard, who had worked in the National Park Service and was a 

founder of both the Wilderness Society and the National Parks Association, claimed that 

an Everglades National Park would be a ―local boondoggle‖ (Wilhelm, 2013, p.158). 

Further, after talking with colleagues who had visited the park, he [Yard] stated it was 

―composed of ‗flat uninteresting swamps‘ which were ‗melancholy and depressing‘ and 

‗disconsolate‘‖ (Wilhelm, 2013, p.158). He thought that the area was not scenically 

valuable and that its protection should not be as a park but as a botanic reservation or 

national monument (Wilhelm, 2013, p.158).  

In contrast, the landscape designer and naturalist Ernest Coe lobbied for the park 

and in addition wanted to include land above the Tamiami Trail road within the park. 

Yard, though, was concerned with what the road meant for the wilderness – a trail of 

tourists and all the negative things that roads bring to wilderness- and opposed including 

the trail or lands north of it within the park (Wilhelm, 2013).  Wilhelm notes that defining 

wilderness by the absence of roads is a definition that cannot be applied in the 

Everglades, which is primarily an aquatic environment best traversed by boat or canoe 

(Wilhelm, 2013). He further notes that roads were not the greatest problem for the 

Everglades, but rather it was the canals that have disrupted the entire system (Wilhelm, 

2013).  The Everglades Park was finally established in 1934, bounded by the Tamiami 

Trail in the north (as a compromise), and was the first park established for biotic reasons 
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as opposed to ―wilderness as recreational, aesthetic, and a spiritual resource‖ (Wilhelm, 

2013, p.153).  

Definitions of wilderness, though, became important again in the movement to 

protect the Big Cyprus area, which was designated the nation‘s first preserve in 1974, but 

not without a fight when developers attempted to build a jetport in that area. One of the 

primary environmental activists involved in stopping the planned Jetport within the Big 

Cyprus and the subsequent establishment of the Preserve was Floridian Nathanial Reed, 

who testified before Congress for the acquisition of those lands. Recognizing that people 

already lived within the proposed preserve and wanting to avoid the problems that 

evicting settlers from the Everglades Park had created (following the established U.S. 

park model), he advocated for allowing specific uses such as sport hunting and recreation  

while ―protecting unique areas without damaging its resources. It was important that the 

permitted uses conformed to the traditional uses by the Miccosukee Indians who had 

‗rights‘ that were ethically superior to any other use‖ (Reed, 2010).   

Fifty years later on the anniversary of the Big Cyprus Preserve‘s creation, he 

noted: ―I leave you with one admonition: I know that there will always be debates over 

usage. Compromises are difficult to maintain. It is up to us and our future visitors and 

users to make use concessions without damaging the integrity of the watershed‖ (Reed, 

2010). Reed recognized that some uses, primarily low impact, must be tolerated, as did 

Muir in 1901. 

Florida Governor Martinez created the Commission on the Future of Florida‘s 

Environment in 1988, chaired by Reed and consisting of twenty-seven members, 

including Marjorie Carr (president of Florida Defenders of the Environment), Tom 
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Pelham (secretary of the Florida Department of Community Affairs), Jim Webb (regional 

director of The Wilderness Society), and others representing real estate, state agencies, 

cattle ranchers, and citrus farmers (Martinez, 1988).  Before Reed served on the 

Governor‘s Committee he was President Nixon‘s conservation advisor and in this role 

insisted on the banning of DDT as well as poison 1080 (used to kill wolves in the 

American West), explaining in an archival interview that he was influenced by Rachel 

Carson‘s ‗Silent Spring‘ (Reed, 2000).  At the time, Reed sat on the South Florida Water 

Management District board served as president of 1000 Friends of Florida, and was a 

founding member of the Everglades Foundation. 

The Commission was charged to submit a report of findings and 

recommendations to protect Florida‘s environment. Governor Martinez stated that:  

We can‘t afford to view Florida‘s environment as a collection of individual 

resources scattered throughout our state. It‘s time we begin seeing it as a single 

system, where activities in one part of the state have a direct bearing on the 

environmental resources in another part. Protecting Florida‘s environment for the 

future has to be our highest priority. We can‘t afford to let it be diminished 

because we failed to properly care for it. (Martinez, 1988, p.1).   

It was Reed‘s and others work on the committee that eventually became the 

blueprint for the state‘s Florida Preservation 2000 initiative and which has evolved into 

the current Florida Forever project that uses state funds to identify and conserve 

important public lands in the State. The commission‘s recommendations led directly to 

the creation of a land preservation fund by the state legislature in 1990, Preservation 

2000. This is the funding basis for Florida Forever projects to acquire land for 
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conservation, particularly those designated as critical. The governors commission 

(Martinez, 1988) and their vision of Florida‘s nature as a whole system rather than 

scattered parcels and resources reflects an evolution in ecological theories of the time 

coming out of the new field of conservation biology that viewed the larger environment 

as a system best understood and protected at a regional scale (cf. Noss 1987; Martinez, 

1988).  

Preservation 2000 was also precursor to another current project, the Florida 2060 

initiative, sponsored by 1000 Friends of Florida and concerned with the projected 

increase of Florida‘s population to 36 million people and the expected doubling of 

urbanized land at the expense of seven million acres of rural land.  Their report promotes 

three particular economic strategies that include: ―embrace the market by identifying 

multiple layers of value for rural lands and developing strategies for compensation for 

protecting those values; support agriculture; promote compatible rural economic 

development‖ (FDEP, 2007, p.7).  The report explains that rural and agricultural lands 

must be seen as more than holding areas for inevitable development and that protection of 

these lands and practices are critical to a sustainable, yet growing, Florida. Further, 

―agricultural lands can and do play a primary role in mitigating development impacts by 

providing a critical buffer between developed and natural lands‖ (FDEP, 2007, p.7) while 

interpreting agricultural land as not being of the highest or best use of the land must 

change. Discussing the benefits of Florida‘s Rural Land Stewardship Program, the report 

contains an image of a bear standing in front of saw palmetto (FDEP, 2007, p.11).  

Alderson and Pennington (2010) introduce their report for 1000 Friends of 

Florida, ―Florida‘s Evolving Large-scale Ecological Greenways System‖, with the 
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description of a female adult bear in the Osceola National Forest sniffing the air, catching 

a whiff of an unfamiliar black bear who had wandered in from the Ocala National Forest. 

Their mating and eventual offspring ―help affirm the reconnection between two of 

Florida‘s major black bear populations, forming the basis for a proposed ecological 

greenway connecting two large conservation areas‖ (Alderson & Pennington, 2010, p.1).  

The connection between Florida‘s black bears and the need for a corridor system of 

conservation through the state is not a new one, nor is the idea of critical wildlife 

corridors or ecological greenways – concepts that first began being discussed in the 

United States in the 1930s and 40s (Alderson & Pennington, 2010, p. 1).  As they point 

out, Florida researchers, including Harris and Noss, began exploring these concepts in the 

1980s.  

Inherent in this type of large-scale conservation planning is the use of corridors to 

link ‗nodes‘ or conserved spaces (Forman & Godron, 1986; Harris, 1984; Noss, 1987). 

This type of conservation planning is in part a reaction to the increased fragmentation of 

landscapes throughout America, much of it due to sprawl, with conservationists 

attempting to link critical areas, usually for an umbrella species such as the Florida black 

bear, so that all species can benefit from increased space and access to diverse habitats 

and niches.  Noss‘ (1986) seminal conference paper ‗Protecting Natural Areas in 

Fragmented Landscapes‘ suggested bold linkages throughout Florida with corridors 

connecting core preserves with buffer areas surrounding both and stretching the length of 

the state. Noss writes (1987) that:  

Many of Florida‘s managed areas are relatively isolated from one another, and 

most of the largest areas [including the Big Cypress National Reserve and the 
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large Federal Forests] are not managed with protection of species and ecosystems 

as a major objective. Large, wide-ranging mammals (which serve as ―flagship 

species‖ and ―umbrella species‖ for major conservation efforts) are not faring 

well under the current state-wide patter of habitat fragmentation and road 

construction (Noss, 1987).  

Further, Noss notes that the Florida black bear is threatened in the state (Brady & 

Maehr 1985; Williams, 1978) and [that] the Florida Panther is one of the most 

endangered animals in the world‖ ( Noss, 1986, p.8).  He proposes an integrated 

conservation strategy that would: 1) acquire more natural lands with habitat for rare and 

endangered species; 2) include more ―protective management of existing public lands, 

including wilderness recovery for the largest areas… and 3) close unnecessary roads, and 

4) develop a system of broad habitat corridors and buffer zones to connect reserves 

(Noss, 1986, p.9).   

This approach to conservation reflects debated definitions of wilderness in its 

search to remove roads, create ‗bigness‘ for reserve areas, and create levels of buffer 

zones in which detrimental activities are zoned and managed, such as low-density 

housing, grazing, and agriculture (Noss, 1987, p.6).  Humans are not explicitly removed 

from these newly protected landscapes, but are managed in buffer zones. This may be 

possible in areas where reserves can be established where land already exists in its natural 

state without human settlement, but how are humans to be accounted for in highly 

fragmented landscapes where settlements, such as Immokalee, already exist with 

accompanying livelihoods and roads?  What human activities should be allowed in the 

various core and buffer areas, and what should not? Noss mentions in 1987 that ―A 
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gradation of buffer zones around reserves can insulate natural areas from problems. 

Zoning also provides for the multiple uses stipulated by laws such as the National Forest 

Management Act and desired by planners without the folly of trying to accommodate 

every use everywhere‖ (Noss, 1986, p.7-8). He also acknowledges the complexity of 

zoning uses at varying scales. At local scales restoration ecology techniques can be used 

by communities but ―at the scale of large reserves such as national forests, wildlife 

refuges, parks, and some state areas, more ambitious strategy is called for. Roads must be 

closed, structures and settlements removed; natural disturbances and hydrological 

processes restored; and extirpated species reintroduced (Noss, 1987, p.7).  This is 

essentially a wilderness recovery strategy that appears to aim at least partially toward 

rewilding as presented by Foreman (2004). 

Florida Greenways 

Governor Lawton Chiles established the Florida Greenways Commission in 1993 

with a mission to develop coordinated greenways through programs such as Preservation 

2000 (which Reed was instrumental in creating under Governor Martinez discussed 

earlier), which became the State funded Florida Forever program in 1999 under Governor 

Jeb Bush. All of these rely on cooperation from private land owners (Alderson & 

Pennington, 2010, p.3).  Thus, just as Reed was crafting Preservation 2000 and advising 

on related policy, Noss and others had inspired the greenway corridor program for 

Florida. Both were adopted, funded, and finally planned by the state.  The first greenway 

was the conversion of the Cross Florida Barge Canal in 1991 into the 110 mile Cross 

Florida Greenway from Palatka to Ingless, on the Gulf of Mexico and covering over 

80,000 acres (Alderson &Pennington, 2010, p.3), later renamed the Marjorie Harris Carr 
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Cross Florida Greenway (who had served on Governor Martinez‘ commission with Reed 

(cf. Martinez, 1988).   

Soule and Wilcox (1980), Harris (1984), Forman and Godron (1986), and Noss 

(1987), are form a core body of thinkers among those who developed and brought 

corridor planning into the conservation planning mainstream and toolbox, especially in 

Florida. This group of scholars, among others, has had an influence on current 

conservation activities in Florida. Several work with state agencies to identify 

conservation priority lands from the Florida Natural Areas Inventory and other data sets 

(cf. Hoctor et al., 2000). Harris is an acknowledged influence on the work of Hoctor and 

on his students, some of whom work now in Florida black bear biology and more broadly 

in conservation, with some developing the private initiative of the Florida Wildlife 

Corridor. Harris, Hoctor, Noss, Reed, Maehr, and their students have all been active in 

designing policies and planning programs for conservation and wildlife, and their 

significant body of work helps to inform state agencies, not least the Florida Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation Commission. They are influential voices working to ensure that 

Florida does not become engulfed in sprawl and that natural areas and wildlife are 

preserved, now and in the future.   

The Florida Wildlife Corridor and the Florida Forever Project 

The Florida Wildlife Corridor is a private organization whose mission is to reach 

out to the public to increase awareness of the need to protect critical lands that will serve 

as a bridge, or corridor for wildlife, primarily bears as a keystone species, to move from 

one population area to another (The Florida Wildlife Corridor, n.d.). It was formed by 

Carlton Ward Jr. and Thomas Hoctor, in January 2010, according to their website, The 
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Florida Wildlife Corridor, (n.d).  Hoctor was also a member of the Technical Assistance 

Group (TAG) that had input into the current bear management plan for Florida (FFWCC, 

2012, p.ii).  He is currently (early 2014) the Director of the Center for Landscape 

Conservation Planning and a Research Associate of the GeoPlan Center at the University 

of Florida. The GeoPlan center works with the state of Florida to provide some of its GIS 

products for the Florida Geographic Data Library (FGDL), where most state GIS data is 

housed.  One of the projects completed by the GeoPlan Center was the updating of the 

Florida Ecological Greenways Network (FEGN). It incorporates a variety of existing 

state GIS data of public and private lands to produce ―a series of hubs, or core areas…and 

a network of corridors connecting the hubs into a statewide ecological greenways 

system‖ (FEGN, 2013). The Florida Wildlife Corridor (for which no GIS data is 

publically available) loosely follows the FEGN (Figure 8), when compared to their 

website map.  

Of the lands identified as critical to be incorporated into the state FEGN many are 

identified as Priority 1 Critical Linkages, Figure 8, below.  
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Figure 8:  Florida Ecological Greenways Network Highlighting Identified Level 1 

Critical Linkages (based on FEGN v. 3.3. 2013) 
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Florida Federal and State Public Lands and NTFP Management Plans 

Definitions of Use 

National Parks are defined by the Organic Act of 1916, passed by the 42
nd

 

Congress of the United States, and are managed by the United States Department of the 

Interior. Their fundamental purpose is to ―conserve the scenery and the natural and 

historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in 

such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of 

future generations‖ (Organic Act, 1916 ).  Hunting, commercial fishing, livestock 

grazing, mining, and logging are strictly prohibited, as is human habitation, though 

Congress may provide exceptions in some areas and has, for example allowing hunting in 

some parks. Close reading of the current enabling legislation suggests that Park 

superintendents have great authority in determining park use, and the superintendent may 

―designate certain fruits, berries, nuts, or unoccupied seashells which may be gathered by 

hand for personal use or consumption upon written determination that the gathering or 

consumption will not adversely affect park wildlife, the reproductive potential of a plant 

species, or otherwise adversely affect park resources.‖ (Organic Act, 1916). The personal 

gathering or consumption of non-timber forest products are thus not strictly prohibited 

from National Parks, and should likewise not be prohibited in State Parks. Commercial 

harvesting of NTFPs is not an allowable use, and no Florida parks allow commercial 

harvest of plants or their parts, including saw palmetto berries. 

The National Forest Service is managed by the US Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) and it defines Special Forest Products as:  
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Products collected from National Forest System lands that include, but are not 

limited to, bark, berries, boughs, bryophytes, bulbs, burls, Christmas trees, cones , 

ferns, firewood, forbs, fungi (including mushrooms), grasses, mosses, nuts, pine 

straw, roots, sedges, seeds, transplants, tree sap, wildflowers, fence material, mine 

props, posts and poles, shingle and shake bolts, and rails. Special forest products 

do not include saw timber, pulpwood, non-saw log material removed in log form, 

cull logs, small roundwood, house logs, telephone poles, derrick poles, minerals, 

animals, animal parts, insects, worms, rocks, water, and soil. (U.S. Forest Service, 

2001).  

The Chief of the Forest Service determines the cost for the sale of these forest 

products, though all harvests must be determined by the responsible forest officer to be 

sustainable. These officers may consider factors such as year to year and site to site 

variability, climate, weather change, and more, and may consul with appropriate parties 

and users. Harvests must be monitored at least every three years for sustainability (U.S. 

Forest Service, 2001).  

The National Forest Service definition of Forest Botanical Products is slightly 

narrower: Forest botanical products are:  

Naturally occurring special forest products, including, but not limited to, bark, 

berries, boughs, bryophytes, bulbs, burls, cones, ferns, fungi (including 

mushrooms), forbs, grasses, mosses, nuts, pine straw, roots, sedges, seeds, shrubs, 

transplants, tree sap, and wildflowers. Forest botanical products are not animals, 

animal parts, Christmas trees, fence material, firewood, insects, mine props, 
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minerals, posts and poles, rails, rocks, shingle and shake bolts, water, worms, and 

soil‖ (U.S. Forest Service, 2001).  

 Section H for botanical products was added to Title 36 2000 to create a pilot 

program towards developing a system for monitoring the harvest of special forest 

products and the potential of these to generate fees for the National Forests. It is set to 

expire at the end of 2014 (U.S. Forest Service (2001). This pilot program was put in place 

for all National Forests, yet some have not yet fully implemented programs for NTFP 

harvesting, monitoring and more, while others have. Fees for NTFPs were to be put into a 

special fund and returned to the specific forests for administering the pilot programs. Fees 

were to cover the costs of inventories, monitoring, and determining sustainable yields for 

NTFPs.  

Florida National Forests Allowing Saw Palmetto Berry Harvesting 

There are three National forests in Florida, with the Federal forest service also 

responsible for managing the 1,400 mile Florida Trail. Data on NTFPs or special 

products as referred to by the Federal Forests, is hard to find for Federal or State forests 

in Florida. Forest products that are allowed to be commercially harvested with a permit 

include: Christmas trees, deer moss, palmetto fronds, turkey oak tips, crooked wood 

(dragon wood), lightered wood, and firewood.  Saw palmetto drupes, or berries, were 

added in late 2013 to the State Forests‘ website. Restrictions on where these can be 

accessed are in place and determined annually by the district ranger who determines the 

number of permits and the season for activity.  Saw palmetto drupes, or berries, are 

mentioned within forest management documents, and interviews with both the Ocala and 

Osceola district rangers (the only two forests permitting berry harvesting before 2012) 
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confirms that berry picking is an allowed activity. Permits cost $10 a day, and harvesters 

may pick as much as they can carry. No weighing of the harvest is done as there are no 

scales, and forest personnel overall feel it would be near impossible to monitor saw 

palmetto berry harvest amounts. Harvesters are sometimes given a map, for example the 

Okaloacoochee Slough State Forest provides maps to harvesters that show the areas 

where they may harvest. Issues sometimes arise when harvesters stray out of the allowed 

harvesting area. A 2008 monitoring and evaluation report of the national forests in 

Florida suggests that the quantities of berries removed are not thought to be significant, 

however the Ocala National Forest had initiated an environmental analysis toward 

considering an increase in permit costs (USDA, 2008, p.93).  

The February 1999 record of decision for the revised land and resource 

management plan for national forests in Florida (RLRMP) (USDA, 1999) specifically 

addresses the collection of natural products from the forests, requiring all permits to be 

administered by the district ranger who is responsible for restrictions on quantity and 

locations. Further, it notes a standard was developed for commercial harvesting and that 

these will be monitored closely (USDA, 1999, p.22).  Aspects of the RLRMP were 

challenged by appellants that included Wildlaw, Biodiversity Legal Foundation, Florida 

Biodiversity Project, and the Florida Chapter of the Sierra Club (USDA, 2003). Their suit 

focused on wildlife management in the RLRMP, with particular concern for the Florida 

black bear (USDA, 2003). The suit claimed that socio-economic uses of the forests could 

create disturbances for wildlife, and it asserted that allowable special uses of the forests 

were unclear.  
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The final legal decision in June of 2003 found that the RLRMP provided for the 

appropriate management of wildlife species, including bears, and further that allowing 

the collection of special forest products is addressed adequately in the RLRMP. 

Language in the appeal is of interest because it links saw palmetto berries with bear 

forage: ―the appellant specifically contends that there should be a standard that identifies 

the conditions under which palmetto berries and other bear forage may be commercially 

permitted‖ (USDA, 2003, p.17). The decision points out that the forests have standards 

and have identified conditions under which berries may be collected, and that all special 

forest products are prohibited from collection on the Apalachicola Forest and within ten 

management areas in the other forests. The decision further notes that forest plans include 

multiple-use goals and that socio-economic use of the forest is well within the scope of 

forest management (USDA, 2003, p.17).  

Florida State Forests Allowing Harvesting of Saw Palmetto Berries 

Florida State forests are managed by the Florida Department of Agriculture and 

Consumer Services (FDAC). Its stated primary mission is to ―protect and maintain the 

biological diversity of the many ecosystems found in and around the state forests while 

integrating public use of the resources‖. (FDAC, n.d.-a) More specifically, under their 

resource management plans page within the land planning and administration section of 

their website, it is stated that beyond managing: 

…using a stewardship ethic that assures these resources will be available for the 

benefit and enjoyment of all people of the state, both present and future. All 

management strategies, where feasible and consistent with the goals of protection 

and conservation of natural resources, shall: Integrate human use through a 
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multiple-use concept, not emphasizing any particular use over the others. (FDAC, 

n.d.-a)  

Examination of the state forests enabling legislation confirms that the collection 

of renewable natural resources may be allowed when compatible with primary 

management objectives, and that within the multiple-use potential of all state forest 

management plans the potential to generate revenues to enhance forest management is to 

be detailed (Florida State Legislature 18:253.036, 2013). This is reiterated in the 2009 

adopted rule 18-2.021 of the Florida Administrative Code which asserts that forest plans 

must include the potential revenue generating activities possible in their management 

plans, and if these do not interfere with the primary management objective of the land, 

such as harvesting timber, then these activities are not disallowed. There is no legislative 

basis for not permitting the commercial collection of NTFPs from Florida State forests 

overall. 

Florida forests are grouped into four regions and consist of 35 state forests that 

total over a million acres. Each state forest management plan‘s content was analyzed for: 

mention of special products (NTFPs), saw palmetto habitat, the specific mention of saw 

palmetto berry harvesting potential or allowed activity, permit costs, activities allowed 

such as hunting, and the presence of bears.  

State forest plans that mention the collection of NTFPs, usually as miscellaneous 

Forest Products within the section of the plan described as Multiple-Use Potential: 

Income Producing Activities, all use the same or similar language, with only the product 

names changed depending on the forest. The plans that mention the possibility of 

generating income from NTFPs usually do so thus: ―Miscellaneous Forest Products- 
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There is the potential for minor income for the sale of miscellaneous forest products such 

as palmetto fronds and berries, pine cones, pine straw, and oak leaves.‖ (cf. FDAC 2008, 

p.36).  

Only four out of thirty-five Florida forest management plans mention selling 

permits for saw palmetto berry collection: Cary, Goethe, Okaloacoochee Slough, and 

Picayune Strand State Forests, Table 9 and Figure 9.  Of these, only one forest (Goethe 

State Forest) reports revenue generated from these sales in the past. Goethe reported 

revenue of $22,200 dollars of permits sold for twenty dollars, thus they sold 1,110 

permits during berry season in 2011.  Since then, they have sold 110 permits in 2012 and 

100 in 2013 (FDAC, 2013). The Okaloacoochee Slough plan suggests they will sell 

$1,000 a year in permits for saw palmetto berry collection at ten dollars each but only as 

conditions permit. This forest management plan‘s exhibits include comments from a 

public meeting on its ten year plan, and within this meeting  concerns were expressed that 

too many palmetto berries could be removed and that this would affect food sources for 

deer or bears (FDAC, 2013). These concerns were addressed by explaining that only ten 

percent of the forest was open to berry harvesting, thus allowing multiple uses as 

mandated. The area open to harvesting was rotated annually and monitored to ensure 

harvesters stayed within the delineated areas (FDAC, 2013). The meeting was held in 

July of 2012 in Labelle, Florida, and reflects the discourse and perceptions surrounding 

harvester access to saw palmetto berries on public forest lands in Florida.  
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Table 9:  Federal and State Forest Management Plans in Florida Permitting Saw 

Palmetto Berry Harvesting 

  

 

The Florida State Forest website has been updated since 2012 and where 

previously it did not mention saw palmetto berries explicitly, they now include fees for 

permits (under recreation) explicitly for the collection of palmetto drupes (FDAC, n.d,b.). 

In addition to this, they list other allowed NTFP activities, including the gathering of 

Florida Forest

Management 

Plan Date

Special 

Products In 

Mgmt. Plan

Saw 

Palmetto 

Habitat

Allows Berry 

Harvest by 

Permit**

Has 

Bears

Blackwater River  December, 2013 X Yes Yes

Cottage Hill  February, 2010 little No

Lake Talquin  February, 2011 X Yes No

Pine Log  April, 2010 X No No

Point Washington April, 2002 X likely No

Tate's Hell June, 2007 X Yes Yes

Wakulla June, 2005  ? No

Belmore October, 2008 X Yes Potential Yes

Big Shoals Public Lands  February, 2005 Yes No

Blue Springs Longleaf Tract October, 2004  Yes No

Carl Duval Moore  February, 2010 X Yes Potential Yes

Cary  June 2010 X Yes Yes No

Etoniah Creek  December 2004 X Yes Potential Yes

Four Creeks  Februrary 2010 Yes Potential Yes

Goethe  June 2013 X Yes Yes Yes

Indian lake  February, 2011 X Yes Yes

John M Bethea  December, 2004 X Yes Yes

Jennings  October 2007 X Yes Potential No

Ralph E Simmons  August, 2001  Yes

Ross Prairie  August 2006 X Yes Potential Yes

Twin Rivers  2005 Yes  

Welaka April, 2002 X Yes Yes

Charles H. Bronson December, 2010 X Yes Yes

Deep Creek State Forest October, 2012 Yes Yes

Holopaw  May, 2010  Yes* No

Lake George  October, 2004 Yes Potential Yes

Lake Wales Ridge December, 2006  Yes Yes

Little Big Econ  September 2010 X Yes No Yes

Matazas  October 2007 Yes No No

SemiNole  December 2011 X Yes* Potential Yes

Tiger Bay October 2010 X Yes Potential Yes

Watson Island  July, 2010 X Yes* nearby

Withlacoochee June, 2005  X Yes Yes

Okalaocoochee Slough  December 2012 X Yes Yes Yes

Picayune Strand  August 2008 X Yes Yes Yes

Osceola Federal Forest

1999, subsequent 

amendments X Yes Yes Yes

Ocala Federal Forest

1999, subsequent 

amendments X Yes Yes Yes

* Trying to Clear Saw Palmetto

** Recognizes the potential of allowing permitted harvest for forest income

Note: Data derived from analysis of all publicly available Florida Management Plans

Forests without saw palmetto habitat are excluded from this analysis.
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fuelwood, pine straw, worm harvesting (called grunting), apiaries, grazing, and harvest of 

sand pine Christmas trees. Each forest determines its own policies though, and it is up to 

the discretion of the district ranger what activities are allowed and any associated 

conditions such as when and where these can take place in the forest.  

 In following up with each State forest‘s district ranger where the harvesting of 

saw palmetto berries is allowed, it became clear that two forests, the Okaloacoochee 

Slough and Picayune Strand Forests have allowed harvesting since at least 2008, while 

Cary and Goethe have begun issuing permits more recently, since 2010 or 2011, 

suggesting more forests are opening up to saw palmetto berry harvesting as a permitted 

activity.  
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Figure 9:  Federal and State Forests in Florida Allowing Saw Palmetto Berry 

Harvesting 
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Though these four forests allow berry harvesting, two of these forests, the 

Okaloacoochee Slough, and the Picayune Strand foresters and district rangers expressed 

concerns about the berry harvest and harvesting practices, while the other two forest 

representatives did not. This may be in part because of their locations, with the 

Okaloacoochee and the Picayune being near both Immokalee and the Big Cypress 

Preserve. The most common expressed concern was littering by harvesters. They also 

expressed concerns that harvesters did not always follow directions on where they were 

permitted to harvest in forests (Okaloacoochee), and sometimes wandered out of the 

allowed area. Wandering out of the forest itself and onto private lands was a concern for 

the Goethe State Forest. Of all four forests, all disallowed harvesting during various 

hunting seasons except Goethe State Forest, which had not experienced any problems 

with concurrent uses, primarily because there were few harvesters seeking permits there.  

The Okaloacoochee Slough State Forest district forester communicated in 

October of 2013 that that area could handle about 100 harvesters per day during the 

season. The season is not ninety days but is slotted between various hunting seasons.  In 

2013, 100 permits per day were issued for a two week period, totaling 1,400 permits. A 

map is provided to harvesters showing the location where they can harvest, and the 

permits are issued in both English and Spanish, as are the attached rules for the activity. 

The areas that can be picked are rotated within the mesic flatwoods area where palmetto 

is abundant.  One helpful employee sent two documents about bear and wildlife food 

needs and mentioned the need to limit the harvest of berries so that wildlife would not be 

unduly affected. These two documents were Maehr and Brady‘s 1984 study of Food 

Habits of Florida Black Bears (Maehr & Brady, 1984), and the FFWCC study by Duever 
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(2011), (Ferrand, personal communication,  2013). In 2011 there were a total of 1,798 

permits sold by the Picayune Strand State Forest (Ferrand, personal communication, , 

2013).  In 2012 the Picayune Strand did not issue permits until September, and in this 

email communication the forester noted that the southern half of that forest is reserved for 

resource collection by native Americans only.  2011 was the last bumper year and since 

that time berries have less abundant for the 2012 and 2013 seasons (H. Ferrand, Personal 

Communication, September, 2013).  

Though state forests are increasingly allowing saw palmetto berry harvesting 

within their permit system, there are few spaces collectively in the state to harvest 

through permits on public conservation lands. Though two federal and four state forests 

allow berry harvesting, a spatial analysis shows few and far between spaces for legal 

harvesting (Figure 9). In Figure 9, those permitted spaces are illustrated in dark green 

with red borders, as are all public and private lands under conservation. Saw palmetto 

berry associated places are shown in proximity. To understand why there are so few 

permitted spaces, it is useful to consider how conservation has evolved in Florida. 

Discussion 

The Florida Ecological Greenways Network and the Florida Wildlife Corridor are 

clearly ambitious projects seeking to build a large, state-wide system of corridors and 

nodes. Often missing from these maps and from discussion, though, is how these 

potential corridors will incorporate human settlements – towns like Immokalee, the center 

of the informal saw palmetto berry market and an established farmworker town.  

Immokalee is within primary bear range, frequently visited by bears, and within the area 

identified as critical space by FEGN (Figure 8).  The town has a population of almost 
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20,000 (U.S. Census, 2013), many of whom are Latino/a farmworkers who work most of 

the year in agriculture. Given the scale of agricultural production in the area and the 

populations of this town and similar small towns, incorporating them into planning for 

wildlife protection and resource access on public lands is critically important, especially 

if private land where the harvesting of saw palmetto berries is currently allowed comes 

into conservation and harvesting is no longer allowed depending on the management 

agency and private conservation easement agreements.   

That this is a possibility is reflected in the study commissioned by the FFWCC on 

saw palmetto ecology and management (Duever, 2011). Only three out of fifty-nine 

pages of the report discuss berry harvesting and harvesters. Duever recommends that the 

use of machetes while harvesting berries be prohibited: ―prohibit berry pickers from 

carrying weapons that could be used to kill snakes‖ (machetes) (Duever, 2011, p.51).  

Further: ―[the] commercial harvest of palmetto berries from conservation lands should be 

prohibited until such time as regional berry crop monitoring programs have been 

developed and implemented. After that, harvesting from public lands should be permitted 

only when and where fruit crops can be proven more than adequate to meet wildlife 

needs. Extreme care should be taken to protect ample berries in bear habitat, even in 

places they are only rumored to pass through sporadically‖ (Duever, 2011, p.52, 

emphasis mine). This is problematic not least because as bear nuisance calls from 1980-

2012 show, bears range outside of their primary and secondary ranges, and have been 

spotted in and around Immokalee and other small towns (chapter eight).  

Further, restricting the type of tools carried by berry harvesters seems unlikely to 

be successful. Instead, education and outreach toward harvesters may be more effective. 
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More problematic is the recommendation that berries be protected in areas that bears 

might, maybe be rumored to use. Data derived from black bear nuisance calls discussed 

in chapter eight, shows that bear movements are extensive and frequent outside both 

primary and secondary black bear ranges. Bear primary and secondary range, as well as 

the areas they traverse, are so extensive as to make it impossible to exclude berry 

harvesters from these areas. Bears are increasingly coming into conflict with people in 

rural and exurban areas as they wander into garages and through back yards. Determining 

whether berry harvests  impact wildlife deserves much more study than exists now, and 

would need to involve a long-term study of all saw palmetto habitat types, species 

dependence on the berry crop, and yields for all habitat types throughout the state, along 

with studies of wildlife foraging of berries as well as alternative forage utilized.   

Yet proposals to close roads, remove structures and settlements, and reintroduce 

species, are not only the re-creation of pre-human wilderness for wildlife, but subtly 

promote wildlife and wilderness needs over that of humans, at least within some 

conservation planning arenas. Many conservationists overlook socio-economic factors 

not because they necessarily value bears over people, but because their object of study 

are bears (or other wildlife species) and not people. Conservationists who plan corridors, 

networks, buffers and such are planning for umbrella species and increasing gene pools 

and spaces, a project which naturally places wild nature as a priority over people, but 

how are these natural spaces to be managed, and what will be allowable uses by humans? 

Would hunting be allowed, as it currently is in many protected areas, while disallowing 

NTFP harvesting, as is currently the situation in many of these protected spaces? Would 

these conservation planners necessarily be opposed to allowing people to live in or access 
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newly created protected areas? If so, these areas are likely to be managed through a 

preservationist approach that uses a ‗fences and fines‘ model as a management tool.  

Some, such as Soule, have been openly critical of what they call ―new conservation‖, 

explained by Soule (2013) as ‗humanitarian-driven‘, concerned that this type of 

conservation ―will, if implemented, hasten ecological collapse globally‖ (2013, p.896). 

He points to organizations like the Nature Conservancy as an example of one of these 

types of new conservation organizations. He explains that ―The key assertion of the new 

conservation is that affection for nature will grow in step with income growth‖ (Soule, 

2013, p.895). This kind of discourse furthers the notion of a people versus parks 

dichotomy, suggesting that any human use of natural protected areas must be at the 

expense of wildlife (Foreman, 2004; Soule, 2013).  

Organizations that trace their visions to those of Muir‘s and subsequently promote 

preservation (fences and fines) over Pinchot and the U.S. Forest Service‘s multiple-use 

mandate of conservation (people and parks) should recall that Muir himself was not 

adamantly against the use of natural lands and wilderness by people, nor would he likely 

be worried about the collection of non-timber forest products from natural lands though 

he would be concerned about the scale of harvest. Just as Reed recognized that some 

protected spaces would have some human uses, such as within the Big Cypress Preserve, 

so advocates of large scale conservation projects aimed at re-establishing some type of 

wilderness must be clear about the direction of associated policies and how these could 

affect established local residents of all types, from migrants to exurban gated 

communities. Using zoning tools to delineate buffers and corridors for conservation near 
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established communities such as Immokalee will have to incorporate local settlements 

and socio-economic needs within the planning and implementation process.  

Incorporating local socio-economic needs over the long term will be important to 

reducing any real or perceived conflict between people and conservation agencies and 

their management, as well as to gaining community acceptance.  This could be done by 

implementing a LTSER (Long-Term Socio-Ecological Research) approach (Haberl, et 

al., 2006) into conservation planning within the state. Just as political ecology recognizes 

the role that human institutions play in their interactions with environmental processes, 

conservationists should incorporate socio-economic realities within their projects. 

Understanding the evolution of conservation in Florida and the divergent discourses 

between preservationists and conservationists is important to understanding places and 

people that might be negatively by large-scale conservation visions, goals, and practices. 
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CHAPTER 8: AN ANALYSIS OF FLORIDA BLACK BEAR HABITAT AND SAW 

PALMETTO BERRY HARVESTING IN THE HIGHLAND GLADES BLACK BEAR 

SUB-POPULATION 

 

 This chapter explores a discourse of perceived scarcity between Florida‘s public 

land managers and the collection of saw palmetto (Serenoa repens) berries for the berry 

industry by berry harvesters. Chapter six showed that there is a discourse that perceives 

that the berry harvest could have a negative impact on Florida black bears (Ursus 

americanus floridanus)and possibly other species. These perceptions can influence public 

land-use regulations and resulting policies of resource access, discussed in chapters six 

and seven. Efforts to protect wildlife from a potential scarcity of berries can have 

unintended negative effects for harvesters affected by resulting regulations, policies, and 

rules.  

 This chapter undertakes spatial analysis of publicly available data to determine 

the potential of the annual berry harvest to impact Florida black bears. Using spatial 

analysis of publicly available spatial and other data at varying scales, analysis helps to 

determine where there may be competition for berries between Florida black bears and 

berry harvesters. Further, using Florida black bear nuisance calls (FFWCC, 2012b), 

spaces of potential conflict between residents and black bears within the Glades/Highland 

primary and secondary ranges are identified through a Getis-Ord (1992) hotspot analysis. 
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A discourse of berry scarcity and conflict over berries has been amplified in the media 

(chapter six), leading to a negative perception of berry harvesters whereby they are 

accused of stealing ―lifelines of food from bears‖ (Duever, 2011). This discourse has the 

potential to affect berry harvesting regulations within Florida by influencing both public 

and private land managers‘ perceptions of potential impact of the harvest on wildlife. 

 This chapter ascertains whether the discourse of scarcity and competing industry 

and bear needs is based on the real possibility of wildlife food insecurity by examining 

potential berry yields at multiple scales and on various types of managed lands in the 

state, with a case study of the Glades/Highland Florida black bear sub-population 

(sometimes referred to as the Highland/Glades sub-population). This analysis results in 

an understanding of where berries exist, under what type of management, and whether 

amounts are generally and locally sufficient for wildlife needs, represented by Florida 

black bear needs.  This is done toward more inclusive land management planning and 

broader permitted resource access for berry harvesters. Regulators and planners can 

incorporate this research into regulations and policies, reducing unintentional impacts on 

resource access for berry harvesters while at the same time protecting staple food sources 

for Florida black bears and other wildlife. 

 To understand the potential for the berry harvest and harvesters competing with 

bear food needs, this chapter utilizes ESRI‘s ArcGIS 10 and publicly available spatial 

data sets to:  

1)  Estimate potential berry habitat yields in Florida and within the Highland Glades 

sub-population. These are further quantified within and outside of protected areas 

in the state and the subpopulation;  
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2)  Locate Florida black bear sub-populations primary and secondary ranges; 

3)  Estimate Florida black bear saw palmetto drupe (berry) seasonal needs within 

Florida and in the Highland/Glades sub-population; 

4)  Identify saw palmetto acreage under conservation within the Highland/Glades 

bear subpopulations primary and secondary ranges; 

5)  Map locations where conservation lands might overlap with saw palmetto habitat 

which harvesters might seek to access;  

6)  Discuss public lands that could allow berry harvesting without potentially 

affecting black bear food needs; and finally  

7)  Identify through Getis-Ord autocorrelation areas of potential conflict between 

black bears and expanding human settlements in Florida.  

 This chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of current berry 

access policies and possibilities for expanding access for berry picking through a flexible 

planning process that takes into account both the needs of wildlife and berry harvesters, 

and further takes advantage of the abundance of saw palmetto habitat throughout the state 

and outside of conservation areas not in use by Florida black bears. It discusses the 

contribution of exurban and suburban growth to the further fragmentation of bear habitat. 

Growth into natural areas next to or near conservation areas that are also within Florida‘s‘ 

black bear primary and secondary ranges is likely to increase the number of residential 

bear encounters. Increasing development in natural areas may have more of an effect on 

bear den and food availability than does the annual saw palmetto berry harvest.  
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Florida Black Bears 

 Florida black bears (Ursus americanus floridanus) are a subspecies of the 

American black bear. The bear population in Florida, estimated to have once been over 

12,000 individuals (FFWCC, 2012a), decreased over time as Florida was settled. The 

FFWCC (2012a) notes that the bear population decreased in the 1970s to about 300 

bears. The bear became a protected species in 1974, though bears continued to be hunted 

in some areas of the state until 1994 (FFWCC, 2012a). The estimated population in 1994, 

when all hunting in the state was stopped, was between 1,280 and 1,290 individuals 

within seven fragmented sub-populations across the state (FFWCC, 1994). The 2012 bear 

management plan estimated the 2002 population at between 2,705 and 2,941 individuals 

living within their primary ranges. It does not include bears in secondary ranges, as these 

are difficult to measure. There are additional populations of Florida black bears living in 

Alabama, about 50-100, and in Georgia, about 700-800 (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 7).  

 The Florida black bear (henceforth ‗bear‘) was removed by Florida Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation Commissioners from the list of state-threatened species in 2012, 

where it had been protected since 1974. In 2012 State commissioners created a new rule 

(Fla. Admin. Code R.68A-4.009, 2012) referred to as the Bear Conservation Rule, which 

prohibits injuring, killing, hunting, trapping, harassment etc. of the bears, and specifically 

supports the Florida Bear Management Plan, updated in 2012 (FFWCC, 2012a). This 

management plan was created with input from a Technical Assistance Group that 

included the University of Florida and the Central Florida Bear Hunters Association 

among members, but did not include a representative from any organization representing 

non-timber forest products (NTFP) or saw palmetto berry industry representatives or 
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harvesters (FFWCC, 2012a, i-iii).  As part of the plan revision, FFWCC reviewed bear 

research and data and recommended its removal from the State‘s threatened species list, 

removing the bear from the list in June of 2012 (FFWCC, 2012a, iv). The plan enlisted 

public input on the revised bear management plan, holding meetings in Bristol, Naples, 

Deland, and Gainesville, and accepting letters and emails from other interested members 

of the public (FFWCC, 2012a, iv).   

 The 2012 bear management plan‘s executive summary explains the management 

goal as: [to] ―Maintain sustainable black bear populations in suitable habitats throughout 

Florida for the benefit of the species and people‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, v). Plan objectives 

include ―population, habitat, conflict management, and education‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, v). 

Specifically the objectives are to: ―maintain a sustainable bear population…maintain 

habitat in sufficient quantity, quality, and connectivity to meet the population 

objective…reduce human bear conflicts,‖ and to ―help Florida citizens have a better 

understanding of bears, support bear conservation measures, and contribute to reducing 

human-bear conflicts‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, iv-vi).  

 Connectivity between sub-populations is among the most important goals of the 

management plan. The 2012 FFWCC bear management plan (FFWCC, 2012a) 

emphasizes the need for linkages between bear sub-populations as well as the need to 

work with private landowners to develop mechanisms, such as easements, to incorporate 

these critical lands within corridors between populations. These linkages have been 

conceptualized since the 1980s when Larry Harris and Reed Noss wrote of the benefits of 

a landscape approach to wildlife conservation planning in the state (Hoctor, 2012; Noss 

& Harris, 1986). In 1986 Noss presented a vision of Florida connected from north to 
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south at the 1986 Natural Areas Conference, publishing this concept in 1987 (Noss, 

1987). This vision became a predecessor to what has become the private Florida Wildlife 

Corridor initiative, launched in 2010 (Hoctor, 2012).  

 The essence of regional conservation planning using corridors to link 

conservation areas, or nodes, is based on ideas and theories of island biogeography, 

where unconnected conservation areas are likened to island-like nature reserves which 

have limited amounts of resources available to wildlife and reduces their ability to 

expand populations and gene pools. Noss notes that fragmentation problems due to 

isolated natural areas can be overcome by connecting these areas through corridors 

containing natural habitat (Noss, 1987) Corridors would thus mitigate the effects of 

fragmented reserves and their island-like impacts on species. A further benefit of linking 

reserves and protected areas is to mitigate the potential impacts of climate change on 

species, such as for Florida panthers and black bears (Noss, 2011; Reece et al., 2013).  

Creating a corridor containing multiple and diverse habitats which species such as the 

Florida black bear could utilize to travel all the way from south Florida north into 

Georgia will benefit multiple species and reduce their vulnerability to climate change 

effects. In Florida, sea level rise is a concern not only for panthers and bears but for a 

wide variety of flora and fauna (Noss, 2011). Without a way out, it is possible some 

species might not survive expected levels of sea level rise in the next century. Hoctor 

notes that ―Facilitating adaptation to climate change including functional responses to sea 

level rise is an important FEGN [Florida Ecological Greenways Network] goal (Hoctor, 

2012, p. 1).  
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 Dr. Lawrence D. Harris was a member of the Florida Greenways Commission in 

the early 1990s, and his, Hoctors‘, and Noss‘ visions of conservation in Florida at the 

regional scale utilizing corridors to link conserved nodes was incorporated into the 

Florida Greenways Program. As Hoctor explains: 

 In 1995 the University of Florida began working with the Office of Greenways 

and Trails in the Florida Department of Environmental Protection and the Florida 

Greenways Coordinating Council (the successor to the Florida Greenways 

Commission) to identify the opportunities for protecting a Florida Ecological 

Greenways Network (FEGN) using relevant GIS data and ecological reserve and 

landscape design principles‖ (Hoctor, 2012, p. 1). The Florida Greenways Plan, 

including the FEGN, was mandated by state law in 1997. The FEGN is used to 

prioritize land for protection under the Florida Forever program (Hoctor, 2012).  

  

 The FEGN is used to identify strategic habitat conservation areas and to identify 

potential landscape corridors for both panthers and bears (Hoctor, 2012). Panthers and 

bears are managed as umbrella species utilizing the conservation theory that by managing 

areas for large species and their spatial needs, smaller species will benefit as well 

(Hoctor, 2012).  

 Bear habitat in Florida is characterized as consisting of ―large tracts of 

undeveloped forests containing diverse vegetation types‖ (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 230). 

Unlike other black bear populations in the United States, Florida black bear ranges differ 

in topography, the subtropical climate, and vegetation available (Maehr & Brady, 1984). 

Florida black bears have adapted to Florida‘s unique habitats (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 8), 
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tending to be smaller on average than other North American bear populations while they 

also hibernate less, and have learned to incorporate foods in their diets that are unique to 

the region, such as saw palmetto berries (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 8).  

 Maehr and Brady (1984) studied the food habits of the Florida black bear and 

from an analysis of 76 bear stomach contents found that saw palmetto berries or 

vegetative parts were found frequently throughout all seasons and in high volumes in 

summer (10 percent) and fall (43 percent) (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 231). Acorns and 

swamp tupelo berries were also commonly found in fall diets (Maehr & Brady, 1984, 

p.232). The berries and hearts of cabbage palmetto, blueberries, raspberries, and alligator 

flag leaves were also frequently found in fall diets (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 232). Bears 

are omnivores and their diets also include insects, yellow jackets, honeybees, 

bumblebees, carpenter ants, nine-banded armadillo, wild pig, white-tailed deer, and 

gopher tortoise (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 232). Bears are noted to be opportunistic, 

availing themselves of seasonally available fruits and insects (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 

233). Unlike other bear populations, Maehr and Brady noted there were no apparent 

―substantial shifts in habitat use‖ which they explain is ―because many of the habitats 

used by bears in Florida produce food throughout the year‖ (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 

233).  

 They note that dominant foods in the fall diet of bears vary between regions 

within Florida and ―reflects locally abundant hard mast sources‖ (Maehr & Brady, 1984, 

p. 233). Bear stomachs from central and northern Florida contained saw palmetto berries 

during the fall when there is an abundance of berries (1984, p. 233). They acknowledge 

that there is natural annual variation in the amount of berries available because there are 
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periodic mast failures which can be due to weather conditions, fungus, and other causes 

(Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 233). They note that where saw palmetto and swamp tupelo 

co-occur that swamp tupelo is the more consistent food eaten and ―may be the most 

reliable, if not preferred, food source at this time‖ (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 234). Their 

study concludes that bears require a diverse habitat to satisfy the variety of seasonal foods 

and that bears depend on mast-producing vegetation (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 233).  

 The implications for land management include the need to incorporate this 

vegetation type within land-use planning, noting ―the conversion of forest to slash pine 

plantations has a particularly negative impact on the availability of mast producing 

vegetation, particularly saw palmetto‖ (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 233). The practice of 

winter burning in mast producing habitats, they suggest, should also be changed because 

of the negative impact of this activity on bears and their cubs (Maehr & Brady, 1984, p. 

234). Maehr and Layne (1996), described the dense saw palmetto vegetation areas as one 

of the most important habitat types for bears, providing safe dens that act as nurseries for 

bear cubs and also food within the immediate vicinity as bears eat not only berries but the 

buds of the palm itself (Maehr & Layne, 1996). Saw palmetto palm habitat is clearly very 

important for Florida black bears, and it follows that managing saw palmetto habitat is 

integral to managing black bear populations. 

 Mast-producing vegetation, including the saw palmetto palm and its berries, are 

an important food source for bears where they co-occur (FFWCC, 2012a; Maehr & 

Layne, 1996). What is not clearly understood is where these co-occur or the quantity of 

berries a bear will eat or needs to eat during saw palmetto berry season, nor how far a 

bear will travel to get to berry producing saw palmettos, during normal seasons or when 
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there is localized mast failure. Bears are not evenly distributed throughout Florida, and 

neither are saw palmetto habitats, therefore it is necessary to understand where they both 

are and how much saw palmetto habitat is available to bears within their sub-populations 

and ranges. The availability of alternative food sources such as swamp tupelo, acorns, 

and berries from other mast producing plants must also be considered in future 

calculations of berry amounts needed by bears, but is outside the scope of this research. 

Future research should also incorporate distances traveled by bears to access saw 

palmetto berry but data on this is not available at this time.    

Public Lands and the Scale of the Berry Harvest 

 Maehr and Layne expressed concern with the (unknown but understood to be 

large) scale of the berry industry and its possible impact on wildlife populations in 1996. 

They declares the saw palmetto ‗Florida‘s all purpose plant‘ and asserted that it is ―one of 

the most vital to Florida‘s wildlife‖ (1996, p. 7). This passage in a community publication 

aptly called ‗The Palmetto‘ is the basis of many perceptions and assertions about the 

harm harvesting berries may have on wildlife and is reproduced here: 

What impact does the annual disappearance of millions of pounds of a preferred 

food have on the wildlife species that depend on it? While this kind of harvest is 

prohibited on most public lands in Florida, private lands ranging in size from one-

acre lots to 100,000 acre ranches support this growing industry. No studies have 

examined the effects of localized, annual palmetto famines on resident wildlife. 

However, potential impacts include forced shifts to other, perhaps less favorable 

foods; expansions in home ranges to accommodate alternate food searchers; home 

range abandonments; and local population declines. Highly mobile species such 
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as black bears may suffer increased exposure to vehicular traffic and higher 

mortality as some individuals are forced to travel more widely and cross more 

roads in search of their favorite fall food. Together with loss of palmettos through 

development and conversion of wildlands to improved pasture, citrus groves, or 

other types of intensive agriculture, the human harvest of palmetto fruit poses an 

additional threat to the stability of Florida‘s natural areas to support a diverse 

fauna.  (Maehr & Layne, 1996, p. 10).   

Further, they conclude: ―(But) when one considers the myriad of processes and 

interrelationships in which it is at the center, saw palmetto emerges as a keystone species 

in many of Florida‘s biotic communities‖ (1996, p. 15). These concerns were important 

enough to be repeated within the 2001 Florida Black Bear Habitat Management Plan, 

authored by Maehr et al. for the FFWCC (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 9).  

 Another significant concern regarding the fruit is the timing of burns on managed 

lands. They point out that winter burning likely reduces fruit production and puts young 

bear cubs that are denning at significant risk of harm (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 10). These 

concerns led to management guidelines that call for the complete prohibition of picking 

on public lands or at least limiting it ―in occupied bear range‖ (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 43). 

Maehr et al. acknowledge the industry and its economic significance and suggest that the 

harvest ―could be used as an incentive to private landowners to maintain natural 

conditions that favor the black bear‖ (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 43).  Regarding the 

management of core (protected lands) areas, the plan suggests that ―buffer zones would 

support multiple uses and human activity that would not be permitted in core or sanctuary 

areas‖ (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 43). Because some lands are not burn managed optimally 
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for black bears (those that are managed for timber or close to urban areas), they suggest a 

multiple use module (MUM) approach that would create ―high-quality habitat nodes...and 

altered fire regimes to provide dense stands of infrequently burned saw palmetto for food 

and cover‖ (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 43).  

 These suggestions are both ambitious and practical. Creating corridors along with 

protecting core bear habitat, and managed nodes near areas where land is not optimally 

managed for bears allows bears to co-exist with humans while being able to move 

through the landscape and  escape to nodes and corridors for food and shelter when 

necessary. Further, the authors recognize that though the saw palmetto berry is an 

important food source for Florida black bears, an industry exists that is economically 

important and unlikely to go away. The 2001 plan makes allowances for the industry via 

the creation of buffer zones away from core bear habitat where berry picking could take 

place (Maehr et al., 2001, p. 43). The updated plan does not discuss buffer zones, but it 

does suggest that the commercial harvest of berries may have localized impacts on sub-

populations by ―lowering the biological carrying capacity of some local areas‖ (FFWCC, 

2012a, p. 163). This suggests that the berry harvest could cause localized scarcity, 

negatively harming bears. 

 Seeking to better understand the saw palmetto plant, best management practices, 

response to fire regimes and more, the FFWCC commissioned a study of the plant, 

released in 2011 and titled ―Ecology and Management of Saw Palmetto‖ (Duever, 2011). 

This document summarizes research on the plant, yet out of 81 pages only four pages 

discuss the berry industry, harvesting, and harvesting practices. Though some journal 

articles are referenced, a number of media sources are referenced as well, such as Neill 
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(2010). Duever notes in section 4.6.4 on Ecological Impacts, Bennett and Hicklins (1998) 

calculation that a tripling of industry demand for berries could be met by less than the 

available land for harvest (Duever, 2011). The Duever report notes Bennett and Hicklins 

(1998) observation that ―when berries are abundant many can end up on the ground, 

unpicked and uneaten by wildlife, though during times of less abundance or scarcity due 

to drought or other impacts on flowering and fruiting, the effects of picking may be 

severe close to purchasing centers and/or in years when fruit production is low, however‖ 

(Bennett & Hicklin, 1998, cited by Duever, 2011, p. 49).  

 Duever (2011) also cites email communications with Sekerak, a wildlife biologist 

working at Ocala National Forest. Sekerak gives an example of the effects of the berry 

harvest on bears, suggesting that ―uncontrolled berry pickers harvested beyond their 

permit areas and bears took their cubs into nearby communities looking for food. 

Officials report continuing problems with palmetto berry poaching on the forest however, 

noting that the number of bear complaints during palmetto berry season has not 

significantly decreased‖ (Duever, 2011, p. 49). Duever (2011) goes on to quote Allison, 

at that time the manager of the Chassahowitzka Wildlife Management Area, who was 

quoted by the journalist Neill (2010) saying ―It‘s robbing the wildlife of some of the only 

food available to them this time of year (Duever, 2011, p. 49). She further reiterates 

Maehr and Layne‘s (1996) point that it is possible that the impacts of large scale palmetto 

berry harvesting on bears potentially include ―forced shifts to other, perhaps less 

favorable foods, expansions in home ranges‖ (Maehr & Layne, 2011, p. 49) and more. 

She reiterates from Maehr and Layne (1996), that ―bears forced to travel more widely in 

search of food will cross more roads, which will result in higher rates of road kill‖ 
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(Duever, 2011, p. 49), suggesting that the harvest of berries creates a scarcity within bear 

ranges that could force bears to travel further in search of berries. 

 It is relevant to note that the particular article by Maehr and Layne (1996), was 

published in a regional newsletter and is not from a peer-reviewed journal, and that many 

of their speculations about the impact of the berry harvest on bears were not based on 

field studies but are informed by their experience of studying Florida black bears and 

their diets, leading them to wonder about the effects of the berry harvest on wildlife 

(Maehr & Layne, 1996). Impacts of the harvest on wildlife have yet to be conducted. 

Further, selecting certain statements while neglecting to mention the industry that Maehr 

and Layne acknowledge exists, skews a readers understanding of what is truly known 

about the ecological impacts of berry harvesting on the landscape and on wildlife, 

especially Florida black bear populations. Citing the 2001 Florida Bear Habitat 

Management Guidelines (Maehr et al., 2001), Duever states that they ―recommended that 

fruit harvesting on public land should be completely prohibited or severely limited in 

occupied bear range‖ (2011, p. 50).  

 Duever (2011) also asserts that ―increasingly scarce diamondback rattlesnake may 

be killed in significant numbers by fearful machete-armed berry pickers‖ (Duever, 2011, 

p. 50) and then quotes a journalist (Burney, 2003) who quoted a berry buyer [Zaino] 

saying ―you should see the snakes they bring me‖ (2011, p. 50). The number of snakes 

killed each year by harvesters is unknown and unquantified, yet what is true is that some 

harvesters are bitten each year by snakes (Spence, 1995). Citing Bennett and Hicklin 

(1998), Duever notes that one or two pickers are bitten each year (Bennett & Hicklin, as 

cited by Duever 2011, p. 50). Duever cites the reporter Neill (2010), who reports that 
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Allison reports that pickers ―have been caught stealing or killing gopher tortoises and 

other animals, too‖ (2011, p. 50). It is unknown how often berry harvesters may take 

other animals, most likely for food, though no harvesters interviewed for this research 

mentioned taking any animals. All harvesters interviewed expressed concern over the risk 

of snakebite, and preferred to avoid snakes altogether.  

 Little is known  about the berry industry, berry harvesters, and their preferred 

harvesting habits, including where they harvest berries, when, and what they do when 

encountering wildlife, yet Duever (2011) makes several recommendations to the FFWCC 

that may influence agency policy: 1) pickers should be prohibited from carrying machetes 

as they could be used to kill snakes; 2) the ―commercial harvest of berries should be 

prohibited until such time as regional berry monitoring programs have been developed 

and implemented [by the FFWCC], and after that …should be permitted only when and 

where fruit crops can be proven more than adequate to meet wildlife needs‖(Duever, 

2011, p. 51); and 3) ―Extreme care should be taken to protect ample berries in bear 

habitat, even in places they are only rumored to pass through sporadically‖ (Duever, 

2011, p. 52, emphasis mine). She also suggests that after developing a berry monitoring 

program that the FFWCCC should open or close lands to harvesting ―based on 

projections of available mast vs. anticipated wildlife needs‖ (Duever, 2011, p. 56).  

 This is problematic as the FFWCC does not allow harvesting on any lands that it 

manages, there is no method for projecting future available mast (berries), nor have 

wildlife needs for berries been quantified for all the species that eat or otherwise utilize 

the berries or plants. Machetes are the preferred tool used by berry harvesters to cut the 

stem containing drupes, and forbidding their use would likely have a negative effect on 
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harvesters and their livelihoods. Further, protecting berries in areas where bears are only 

rumored to enter sporadically is likely to be unsuccessful given the number of bears in 

the state and their propensity to travel outside of their primary and secondary ranges (cf. 

FFWCC, 2012b). Such a recommendation, if acted on, would likely reduce any future 

cooperation between industry buyers, harvesters, state agencies, and wildlife 

conservationists. 

 Toward future research, Duever (2011) does suggest GIS analysis that links bear 

data to harvest data would be valuable, as would a comparison of harvesting intensity to 

strategic habitat conservation areas within primary and secondary bear ranges and 

proposed corridor linkages. Duever suggests that three bear sub-populations should 

receive particular attention as these are the smallest and most at risk – those in 

Chassahowitzka, Glades/Highlands, and Eglin (2011, p. 56). Berry harvesters and their 

activities are not mentioned as a potential object of study, though it is their activities that 

are meant to be monitored and regulated.  

 The 2012 Florida Black Bear Management Plan (henceforth also the 2012 Plan) 

was approved June 27, 2012, and included input from Hoctor of the University of 

Florida, a co-author of the 2001 plan, as well as Sekerak, representing the U.S. Forest 

Service, Ocala National Forest, as part of the Technical Assistance Group (TAG). No one 

representing the berry industry served as part of the TAG. The 2012 plan only mentions 

the berry industry four times throughout the 215 page document.  

 It notes that decreased acorn or berry production can affect the timing of Florida 

black bear breeding, litter sizes, and lower nutritional levels overall (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 

6), and that secure subpopulations of bears typically are found in large, forested areas that 
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contain mast or berry producing shrubs or trees (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 8). Bear health, 

robustness, and sub-population success clearly depends on the availability of important 

food sources, of which saw palmetto berries (as mast) are one major and important food 

source during the fall.  

 Bear subpopulations do less well in ―less expansive habitats that tend to be highly 

fragmented and tightly bound by urban areas and highways‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 8). 

Chapter three of the 2012 plan entitled ‗Threat Assessment‘ notes that both fire and 

vehicles are associated with bear mortality (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 28). Prescribed fire 

frequency and seasonality can affect food availability, but the authors note that:  

Palmetto berry harvest for commercial purposes has the potential to remove 

important food sources for bears (Maehr et al., 2001), particularly in poor mast 

years. In isolation, these issues do not pose grave threats to the statewide bear 

population. However, these threats can lower the biological carrying capacity for 

bears in an area and when occurring in conjunction with each other or with other 

threats, they could have interactive negative effects for individual bear 

subpopulations‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 32). 

 The berry harvest is again mentioned in the 2012 Plan within the research and 

monitoring sub-section (chapter four). Authors suggest that the harvest impacts should be 

identified to minimize negative impacts on habitat quality for bears and should be shared 

with private land-owners to assist them in managing their land for bears (FFWCC, 2012a, 

pp. 55-59). Overall the 2012 plan suggests that though berry harvesting practices may 

have an effect on bears (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 163, citing Maehr et al., p. 2001; Stratman & 

Pelton, 2007) and that the harvest may have a localized impact on sub-populations 
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(FFWCC, 2012a, p. 163). Further, the 2012 plan makes clear that the primary threats to 

bears are habitat loss, fragmentation, and human-caused mortality, such as those that 

result from vehicle collisions (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 126). They no longer specifically 

suggest banning the practice of berry harvesting from public lands, but instead suggests 

more research is needed to understand the impact of the harvest in some areas where 

more threatened, smaller, sub-populations exist. Those sub-populations are in 

Chassahowitzka (between 12-28 bears), Eglin (63-100), and the Glades/Highland (150-

200) populations (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 38). All three subpopulations are hoped to reach at 

least 200 individuals within their primary ranges with appropriate long-term management 

(FFWCC, 2012a, p. 38).   

Data Sets 

 Primary spatial data was collected from the Florida Geographical Data Library 

(FGDL, 2013).  Data sets used for analysis are listed in B.  Land-use and land-cover 

datasets were acquired from the FGDL, as well as from Florida Fish and Wildlife (FWC-

FWRI) and the Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI), websites. Data was analyzed 

using ESRI‘s ArcMap 9.3 and 10. To understand where berry harvesting may intrude into 

black bear ranges, saw palmetto habitat is mapped using ESRI ArcGIS software. Data 

sets included Florida Land Use Land Cover datasets updated in 2012, and the 

Cooperative Land Cover dataset, available from the Florida Natural Areas Inventory 

(FNAI, 2012, 2013). Bear habitat and associated conservation lands are mapped using 

data available from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FFWCC, 

2005) . The discourse of trespassing centers geographically on two bear sub-populations 

– the Chassahowitzka and the Glades/Highlands bears. Public georeferenced data of 
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black bear nuisance calls dating from 1980-2011 (FFWCC, 2012b) are incorporated into 

several spatial analysis, including statistical analysis using Getis-Ord and Gi* (hotspot) 

autocorrelation to understand the degree of conflict between humans and bears 

throughout the state and in the Glades Highland primary range. The Glades/Highland 

subpopulation ranges and habitats are used as a case study to illustrate areas at most risk 

of picking and overlap with bears. Public conservation lands are mapped using the same 

database.  

Florida Black Bear Sub-populations and Available Saw Palmetto Habitat  

 As noted, bears are not evenly distributed across the state, and neither is saw 

palmetto habitat. This is illustrated in Figure 10, below. Saw palmetto within Florida total 

9,206,265 acres. Of this, prime habitat where saw palmetto should be abundant is equal to 

1,988,496 acres, while habitat where it is common but not predominant (chapter four), 

totals 1,884,347 acres. Habitats likely to contain some saw palmetto but under 20 percent 

of total vegetation equals 5,333,422 acres. Figure 10 classifies three categories of saw 

palmetto habitat (calculated in chapter four) and maps Florida black bear sub-populations 

using publically available spatial data from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 

Commission (2005).  
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Figure 10: Florida Black Bear Sub-population Primary and Secondary 

Ranges and Saw Palmetto Habitat 
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Saw Palmetto Habitat Inside and Outside of Protected Areas 

 Since land managers, biologists, conservationists and others frequently cite the 

importance of saw palmetto habitat to bears and other wildlife (chapter six), it is 

important to understand how much overall saw palmetto habitat is found in protected 

areas,  and just as important to know how much is outside of protection, and where these 

are located. Like bears, saw palmetto is not uniformly distributed throughout the state and 

thus spatial analysis of habitat distribution is critical to understanding not just how much 

acreage is under public conservation, but where.  

 Total acreage within and outside of protected lands were calculated using the 

Florida Conservation Lands GIS layer from the Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) 

(layer name FLMA), updated in June of 2013. This data set contains all private and 

public lands under conservation within Florida (FNAI, 2013), Table 10.   

 

Table 10: Estimated Yield in Pounds Inside of Conservation Areas by Habitat 

Classification 

 

Estimated Yields by Type High Average Low

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 1,988,496,243  994,248,122      497,124,061    

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 942,173,252     471,086,626      235,543,313    

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 533,342,182     266,671,091      133,335,545    

Total Pounds Saw Palmetto Habitat 3,464,011,677  1,732,005,838   866,002,919    

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 within Conservation 1,304,337,143  652,168,572      326,084,286    

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 within Conservation 447,125,005     223,561,326      111,781,251    

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 within Conservation 245,041,582     122,520,791      61,260,395      

Total Pounds Within Conservation 1,996,503,730  998,250,688      499,125,933    

Total Pounds Outside of Conservation 1,467,507,947  733,755,150      366,876,987    

Note : Acres were calculated using the FLMA_June_2013 spatial dataset. Yields were calculated with 

estimates of high, average, and low yields based on habitat classifications from Chapter four, Table 

three.

Estimated Yield of Saw Palmetto Berries in Pounds In and Outside of Conservation Areas in 

Florida
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 There are a total of 12,221,204 acres of land under conservation in the Florida as 

of 2013 (FNAI, 2013). Of this, there are 4,648,996 acres of saw palmetto habitat under 

protection. Saw palmetto habitat class 1 equals 1,304,335 acres under conservation, while 

habitat class 2 equals 894,245 acres and habitat class 3 equals 2,450,416 acres. Statewide 

there are 9,206,265 acres of saw palmetto habitat  overall, leaving  4,557,267 acres of 

saw palmetto habitat not under protection from which the industry can harvest berries. 

Estimating 100 pounds of berries per acre, there could be a yield of 455,726,700 pounds, 

more than enough to meet industry needs identified earlier at a 2005 high of 38,187,600 

pounds of berries. Yields per habitat type at high, average, and low estimates for the 

state, in and out of conservation, are shown in Table 10.  

 Florida black bear sub-populations (FFWCC, 2008), conservation lands (FNAI, 

2013), and all saw palmetto habitats within the state of Florida (FNAI, 2012) are shown 

in Figure 11. This is done to understand the spatial distribution and overlap of bears, saw 

palmetto, and conservation areas. 
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Figure 11: Saw Palmetto Habitat, Florida Black Bear Ranges, and Conservation 

Lands in Florida 
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Florida Black Bear Saw Palmetto Berry Needs  

 There are an estimated 2,823 bears in Florida (FFWCC, 2012a), and though 

Maehr and Layne (1996), estimated saw palmetto drupe, or berry, bear needs to be at 

about 11 pounds a day per bear during the berry season, there was a case of one bear 

stomach containing twenty-one pounds of berries (Maehr & Layne, 1996; Duever, 2011, 

p. 28). Interviews with wildlife biologists specializing in bears for the State and one 

researcher associated with the Archbold Research Station suggests that thirty pounds of 

berries per day is a reasonable average amount to assume for bear drupe (henceforth 

berry) needs. Though this may be an upper limit, and one that is valid only when the 

berry is ripe from September through October (given bears also rely on other sources of 

food), the entire ninety day season is used in this analysis as a standard to determine 

whether there are enough berries for both the industry and bears.  

 Further, the bear population estimate is based on bears residing in a primary 

ranges. Bears in and outside of secondary ranges have not been counted but surely exist. 

Using thirty pounds of berries as a daily limit, even if a bear may only eat ten pounds 

daily, accounts for an additional two uncounted bears for each counted bear in primary 

ranges. Using an upper limit also incorporates seasonal variation in that it could be that 

under normal conditions a bear may eat only ten pounds a day but if other food sources 

fail it may resort to replacing these sources with saw palmetto berries to meet caloric 

needs in preparation for winter. Male, female, and juvenile bears have varied calorie and 

food needs, and this overestimation accounts for these as well if berries were their 

primary source of food.   
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Though Duever (2011) notes that saw palmetto foliage is known to yield 2,150,000 

calories per pound (Duever, 2011, p.33), the caloric value per pound of the ripe berries is 

difficult to estimate and outside the scope of this research.  The quantity of berries by 

calories per pound to achieve the up to 20,000 calories a day a bear eats when preparing 

for winter is difficult to estimate (FFWCC, 2012a) and likewise outside of the scope of 

this research. Thirty pounds per bear per day for ninety days are substituted as a proxy in 

this analysis.  

 For the estimated 2,823 bears living in prime range within seven sub-populations 

in 2005 (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 8), calculating at thirty pounds a day per bear, the total bear 

population needs 84,690 pounds of saw palmetto berries per day. Bears need 2,540,700 

pounds per month of berries, and over the three month season, they need 7,622,100 

pounds of berries (Table 11). Berry yields within conservation areas, Table 10, should 

meet bear needs.  

 

Table 11: Pounds of Saw Palmetto Drupes (Berries) Needed by Florida Black 

Bears Annually 

 

 

Bear Population lbs/day lbs/month lbs/season

Osceola 256             7,680            230,400              691,200              

Ocala/St Johns 1,025          30,750          922,500              2,767,500           

Glades Highlands 175             5,250            157,500              472,500              

Big Cypress 697             20,910          627,300              1,881,900           

Chassahowitzka 20               600               18,000                54,000                

Apalachicola 568             17,040          511,200              1,533,600           

Eglin 82               2,460            73,800                221,400              

Total 2,823        84,690        2,540,700         7,622,100         

Number of 

Bears

Note:  Bear Sub-populations numbers derived from FFWCC (2012a, p.8). Bear 

needs based on an estimate of 30 pounds per day per bear during berry season.
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Availability of Berries for Black Bear Sub-populations 

Given bears and berries are not equally distributed, it is helpful to estimate how many 

pounds of berries each subpopulation of bears needs in order to compare the potential 

yield available to each sub-population. Further, it is helpful to compare this to average 

yield and low yields years, as it is known that berry yields vary annually.  Since bear 

populations and berry needs are estimated, and three saw palmetto habitats have been 

classified by abundance (chapter four), it is possible to roughly calculate the amount of 

berries available within primary and secondary ranges for each bear sub-population.   

This is calculated in Table13, which utilizes acreage for each of the three saw palmetto 

habitat types (chapter four), found within each sub-population of Florida black bears. 

Using an average calculation of yield from Table 12, the average amount of berries 

available during an average yield year within primary range is calculated, as is the least 

amount potentially available. This is compared to each populations need for thirty pounds 

a day per individual within primary range. Results of these calculations are presented in 

Table 13.  

Table 12: Estimated Saw Palmetto Berry Yields per Habitat Classification 

 

 

 

Yield in Pounds High Yield  Average Yield Low Yield

Saw Palmetto 1 1000 500 250

Saw Palmetto 2 500 250 125

Saw Palmetto 3 100 50 25

Total 1600 800 400

Calculated Saw Palmetto Berry Yields per Habitat 

Classification

Note: Calculations are based on an assessment of the 

available literature, discussed in Chapter 4.
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Table 13: Estimated Pounds of Saw Palmetto Berries Available per Sub-

population Primary Ranges 

 

 

Calculations, as reflected in Table 13, suggests that there should be more than enough 

berries to supply each sub-population of Florida black bears within their primary ranges, 

even during years of low masting, or fruiting, and further that all of their needs could be 

met by saw palmetto habitat class 1 within their primary ranges.  

 Analysis (Table 10, Table 13)suggests that there are enough berries outside of 

protected areas to supply the industry, even during peak years of high demand harvesting 

38,187,600 pounds of berries. Freshly picked, unprocessed berries weigh 3.3 times more 

than dried berries (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Carrington et al., 2000). Adjusting for fifty 

percent industry under-reporting (AHPA 2012), dried tons harvested range from a low of 

1,464 dried tons in 2010 to a high in 2005 of 5,786 dried tons. Weight for unprocessed 

berries range from the 2010 low of 4,831 tons to 2005‘s 19,094 tons, equivalent to a low 

of 9,662,400 pounds and a high of 38,187,600 pounds berries harvested. 

Bear Population Needed Average Least 

Osceola 691,200               24,709,976        12,354,988        

Ocala 2,767,500            30,580,626        15,290,313        

Glades/Highlands 472,500               20,154,848        10,077,424        

Big Cypress 1,881,900            47,800,772        23,900,386        

Chassahowitzka 54,000                 3,621,560          1,810,780          

Apalachicola 1,533,600            79,240,123        39,620,061        

Eglin 221,400               7,091,986          3,545,993          

Total 7,622,100          213,199,892   106,599,946   

Available Pounds of Berries from Saw Palmetto Habitat  Class 1 within 

Primary Ranges of  Black Bear Sub-populations 

Note : Calculation of berry amounts needed are based on 30 lbs. per day per 

bear for 90 days.  Yields from saw palmetto berry habitat class 1 are presented 

here for average and least yield years. 
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 Bears need anywhere from a half a ton over three months (Maehr & Layne, 1996) 

to a ton and a half, if the thirty pound calculation is used, as in this analysis. Industry and 

bear needs are calculated and totaled to arrive at amounts needed overall by industry and 

bears and to determine whether there are enough berries on average to meet these 

estimated needs. Given saw palmetto habitat class 1 estimated yield during average and 

low production years within primary ranges of all sub-populations equal 106,599, 946 

pounds, (Table 13), there should be enough berries to meet both industry and bear needs 

from any one or all saw palmetto habitat types within bear primary ranges. Though there 

is a perception that the industry and the freelance berry harvesters that supply it 

informally are in competition with bears for berries, this is not the case at the state-wide 

scale. Further, assuming a very low production year might impact berry availability, 

Table 13 does not support that scenario overall, though if harvesters were sourcing all 

informal berries from   only one sub-populations primary ranges from prime saw 

palmetto habitat, it is possible that localized scarcity would be created for bears. Such a 

scenario is unlikely, though, given that harvesters source the berries throughout the state.  

Florida Black Bear Glades/Highland Sub-population Case Study 

 Least Cost Path analysis for bears conducted by University of Florida researchers 

found good agreement between lands identified for corridor priorities within the FEGN 

(Hoctor, 2012). Results found that the most critical gap between bear populations was 

that between the Big Cypress bear population in South Florida and the Ocala bear 

population in Central Florida north of Orlando by way of the intermediate 

Glades/Highlands population in South-central Florida, a very small population but critical 

because of its location to connect these two larger populations, thus it functions as a 
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keystone space to connect all of the bear sub-populations (Hoctor, 2012). This population 

is an essential part of the larger goal of FEGN protection, for both bears and panthers, as 

―a primary vision for the FEGN is protection of the highest priority corridors all the way 

from Big Cypress National Preserve in south Florida north to the Okefenokee National 

Wildlife Refuge in north Florida and south Georgia. This effort has recently been named 

the Florida Wildlife Corridor project‖ (Hoctor, 2012, p.4).  

 According to their website (Florida Wildlife Corridor, 2013), the privately driven 

project aims to utilize outreach and education to inform the public, landowners, and 

policy makers of the significance of a corridor system that will contribute to the states 

biodiversity and ecosystem services. Outreach and partnerships with private land-owners 

to bring their lands into the network will protect biodiversity despite ―Florida‘s problems 

with suburbanization, expansive highway networks, and habitat fragmentation‖ (Hoctor, 

2012, p.4). There is urgency toward completing a functional corridor system because of 

development and continued fragmentation of keystone species habitat within and next to 

the lands identified as necessary for a functional corridor (Hoctor, 2012). The analysis 

below, based on the critical Glades/Highland bear sub-population, aims to establish 

whether bears might experience food scarcity due to industry competition for berries. 

 To better understand Maehr and Layne‘s (1996), and others more current 

concerns (cf. Duever, 2011) over localized scarcity it is useful to assess berry yields by 

habitat class within the Glades/Highland bear subpopulation. This population is of special 

concern for two reasons: first, that population has the most fragmented range of all sub-

populations (FFWCC, 2012a) and second, because this population is key to plans to 

connect the sub-populations through the increase of land brought into protection to form 
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the Florida wildlife corridor. Glades/Highland black bear primary and secondary ranges 

are the scale of this case study that seeks to understand how much saw palmetto habitat is 

under formal protection as a designated public land or privately managed for 

conservation, and whether there are enough berries at that scale to meet bear needs. The 

tables below display calculations that suggest there should be enough berries available on 

conserved lands within their primary and secondary ranges. The first table, Table 14, 

shows that there is enough saw palmetto habitat within the sub-populations primary and 

secondary ranges to meet bear food needs, though if the industry were sourcing all of the 

berries needed from this small area within Florida during low mast years, there is a 

possibility that berries could become more difficult for bears to access. 

Table 14: Glades/Highland Potential Saw Palmetto Berry Yields by Habitat Class 

 

Table 15, disaggregates these numbers into primary and secondary ranges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Habitat Class Acres of Habitat 

High Average Low

Habitat Class 1 126,030                   126,029,953         63,014,977            31,507,488       

Habitat Class 2 65,287                     32,643,344           16,321,672            8,160,836         

Habitat Class 3 95,981                     9,598,083             4,799,041              2,399,521         

Total 287,297                 168,271,380      84,135,690         42,067,845    

Glades/Highland Primary and Secondary Range Potential Yields by Saw Palmetto Habitat 

Classes and Estimated Variable Yields

Estimated Yield in Pounds
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Table 15: Glades/Highland Acreage of Saw Palmetto Habitat Total and Within 

Conservation 

 

As shown in Table 16, when saw palmetto habitat types are disaggregated within 

conservation, even in poor yield years there should be enough berry production to meet 

bear needs from conservation lands with the lowest yielding saw palmetto habitat.  

 

Table 16: Glades/Highland Potential Saw Palmetto Berry Yield within 

Conservation by Habitat Class 

 

 

Further, Table 17 shows that it is only in years with below average production on the 

lowest yielding habitat type that there could potentially be a lack of enough berries for 

the bear population in Glades/Highland.  

Range
Acres  of Saw 

Palmetto Habitat 

Acres of  Habitat 

in Conservation

Primary Range  92,337                   53,632                      

Secondary Range  215,330                 122,135                    

Total  307,666               175,785                  

Glades /Highland Saw Palmetto Habitat in Conservation 

within Primary and Secondary Ranges

Note : Acres were calculated using the FLMA_June_2013 

spatial dataset. Acres in Conservation were derived from 

FLMA June 2013. 

Glades /Highland Saw Palmetto Habitat Class Potential Yield in Conservation 

Saw Palmetto Habitat Classes Estimated Yield in Pounds

Acres High Average Low

Saw Palmetto 1 99,680            99,680,065           49,840,032        24,920,016        

Saw Palmetto 2 29,327            14,663,297           7,331,648          3,665,824          

Saw Palmetto 3 46,779            4,677,862             2,338,931          1,169,465          

Total 175,785        119,021,223      59,510,612     29,755,306      

Note :  Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. Potential yields 

calculated based on chapter four estimates by habitat class and high, average, and low 

production potential yields.
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Table 17: Glades/Highland Estimated Range of Berry Production within 

Conservation and Primary Black Bear Range 

 

 This scenario is unlikely, though, as there is enough of better quality habitat under 

conservation to meet bear needs unless there is mast failure throughout the area. Table 17 

further shows that during a high production year there is a possibility, were berry 

harvesters to confine their activities to only conservation areas within Glades/Highland 

black bear primary range, then additional pressures could be put on these bears, 

especially in average or low production years. This is unlikely given that freelance 

harvesters gather berries throughout the state from both public and private lands, and 

generally avoid known protected areas. The likelihood that all industry berries would be 

sourced from a single, small area is unlikely. 

 Further, Table 18 shows that should there be low production throughout all prime 

habitat, secondary habitat should provide enough berries for bear food needs. This would 

not apply if there was large-scale mast failure, but again this scenario is unlikely. Yet the 

implications are that if bears experience berry scarcity within their primary habitat from 

already poor yielding habitat, then they may be motivated to range further to source this 

preferred food, and this contributes to their risk of encountering humans.  

 

Glades/Highland Primary Range Saw Palmetto Habitat in Conservation 

Acres

 High Average Low

Habitat Class 1 32,447   32,447,282     16,223,641     8,111,821        

Habitat Class 2 10,651   5,325,315       2,662,657       1,331,329        

Habitat Class 3 14,924   1,492,353       746,176          373,088           

Total 58,021 39,264,950  19,632,475   9,816,237      

Production in Pounds

Note :  Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. 

Potential yields calculated based on chapter four estimates by habitat 

class.
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Table 18: Glades/Highland Estimated Range of Berry Production within 

Conservation and Secondary Black Bear Range 

 

 The subpopulation of the Glades/Highland bears are important as they are a key 

‗node‘ within the State‘s plan to connect bear sub-populations for both the planned 

FEGN acquisitions to connect the Big Cyprus population to the larger Ocala population 

and the Florida Wildlife Corridor (FWC) project. Further, this population is unique as it 

lacks any large conservation area within its primary range (FFWCC, 2012a). In addition 

to being a key focus area for the FWC and FEGN, the Archbold Research Station is 

nearby and much bear research focuses on this population. Lacking a large conservation 

area, these bears are at increased risk of human bear encounters because of habitat 

fragmentation from development. This risk is assessed later through a Getis-Ord 

autocorrelation of bear nuisance calls in Florida from 1980-2012.  

Potential Overlapping Areas of Highland/Glades Bear Ranges and Saw Palmetto 

Berry Harvesting 

 To determine areas where freelance berry harvesters could overlap with bear 

habitat and thus impact bear food availability, the literature on harvesting habits was 

consulted (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Carrington et al., 2000), and harvesters  residing 

within a 75 mile radius of the Glades/Highland bear subpopulation area were interviewed 

Glades/Highland Bear Secondary Range  Saw Palmetto Habitat in Conservation 

Acres

High Average Low

Saw Palmetto 1 67,233       67,232,782     33,616,391          16,808,196            

Saw Palmetto 2 18,676       9,337,982       4,668,991            2,334,496              

Saw Palmetto 3 31,855       3,185,509       1,592,755            796,377                 

Total 117,764   79,756,273   39,878,137       19,939,068         

Note :  Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. Potential 

yields calculated based on chapter four estimates by habitat class and high, 

average, and low production potential yields.

Estimated Yield in Pounds
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and asked about characteristics of areas they harvest, how far from secondary roads, and 

how far they are willing to travel to access saw palmetto berries (n=25). Overall, as the 

scant literature suggests (cf. Bennett & Hicklin, 1998), most harvesters prefer to pick near 

roadways but where they are not likely to garner attention from law enforcement. 

Interviews suggest that it is rare that harvesters will travel further than 300 to 1000 feet 

(100 to 300 meters) into saw palmetto habitat off of secondary roadways without 

permission or a permit. Harvesters prefer to stay out of sight of the road while still not 

being too far from their vehicle or the road for safety reasons and because one hundred 

pound bags of berries are difficult due to their weight to carry far. Harvesters also have 

trepidation about encountering law enforcement for various reasons (chapter five). 

 Latino/a harvesters balance the distance they are willing to travel with fuel prices, 

local opportunity (berry seasonality), and daily berry prices. Though most harvesters stay 

near roadways, some male harvesters aged 18-25 expressed that to them it did not matter, 

they would go as far off the road as they physically could to harvest the berries, with the 

only limit being what they could carry back. Carrying a hundred pounds of berries long 

distances in sweltering humid heat is not a welcome activity. When prices reach over 

fifty cents a pound, harvesters will travel on average an hour and a half, though some will 

travel several hours.  

 How far harvesters are willing to travel also depends on whether they can access 

the berries legitimately, with one harvester from Fellsmere traveling over two hours to 

pick in a municipality selling permits. One group of women pickers said they only pick 

from private land after getting permission from land owners, though during 2013 they 

began being charged by some land owners, with prices ranging between $20 and $50 per 
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person for access. The women said it was not worth it for them to pay that amount, given 

that even if they received a dollar a pound it was not worth giving up about half of their 

daily earnings to landowners, assuming each picked a hundred pounds a day. Harvesters 

do not differentiate between types of protected areas, with many pointing out that since 

[they believe] they can‘t pick anywhere legally, it doesn‘t matter where they harvest. The 

same interviewees stated that they looked for berries on marginal lands, such as near 

highways, which were less likely to be a ‗park‘, highlighting their aversion to trespassing 

on protected lands. Many harvesters did not understand the differences between various 

types of protected areas, but most mentioned that if permits were available, they would 

buy them.  

 Based on interviews with harvesters, this analysis assumes: harvesters travel up to 

a hundred miles (an hour and a half on secondary roads) at the height of berry season 

(prices over fifty cents a pound) and harvest primarily within 300 to 1000 feet (100 to 

300 meters) of secondary roads, where they are less likely to be spotted by law 

enforcement or others.  

 Primary and secondary roads were mapped, and buffers of 300 feet created next to 

secondary roads. Where these intersected with protected conservation areas and bear 

primary or secondary range indicate where the practice of freelance harvesting may 

reduce the amount of berries available to bears, though bears try to avoid both roads and 

humans when possible (W. Ulrey, 2008).  

 There are a total of 287,297 total acres of saw palmetto habitat within both the 

primary and secondary ranges of the Glades/Highland bear population, which, at just fifty 

pounds an acre would produce 14,364,873 pounds of berries annually. This bear 
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population is estimated at 175 individuals, each of which would need 2,700 pounds of 

berries over a three month period, totaling 472,500 pounds. This amount would require 

each acre of saw palmetto to produce only 0.6 pounds annually to meet their needs. 

Within this sub-populations‘ ranges, average berry yield is estimated at over 84 million 

pounds (84,135,690), with over 60 million pounds produced within their primary and 

secondary ranges on average.  

 Glades/Highland bears primary range contains 92,337 acres of saw palmetto berry 

habitat, with saw palmetto berry habitat class 1, at 40,310 acres able to produce on 

average a little over twenty million pounds of berries (20,154,848 pounds) and class 3 

habitat at its low yield is calculated to produce 2,339,521 pounds throughout the study 

area, more than four times the amount the population is calculated to need. Lack of 

berries would not, except in years of large-scale mast failure, be a reason in and of itself 

for bears to move out of their primary range in search of berries.  Should they choose to 

do so for other reasons, there are 215,330 acres of saw palmetto habitat throughout their 

secondary range to fuel their calorie needs as they move through, providing from only 

saw palmetto habitat quality type 1 during an average year over fifty million pounds of 

berries (53,832,377 pounds).  

 Within conservation lands in this sub-population‘s primary and secondary ranges 

there are 175,767 acres of land with saw palmetto habitat, potentially providing an 

overall average of 59,510,612 pounds of berries during an average yield year from all 

three berry habitat types. A bear that was relying on the berry for thirty pounds of food 

daily and who was not inclined to wander away from a safe protected area should not 

need to do so. Within their primary range, there are 58,021 acres of saw palmetto habitat 
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under conservation (out of a total of 175,785 acres in conservation), potentially producing 

an average of 19,632,475 pounds of berries from all three palmetto habitat types. Within 

just the secondary range there are 117,764 acres under conservation, estimated to produce 

on average of 39,878,137 pounds of berries from all three habitat types, estimated at 

more than enough to meet these sub-populations estimated needs.  

 Yet, the conservation areas within the bears‘ ranges are fragmented and under 

management by federal, state and local authorities in addition to private land owners 

managing for conservation. A bear may need to move from one protected area to another 

to get from one protected space to another, and may need to cross roads to do so. It may 

also pass through developed areas, and other human spaces to reach a patch of habitat.  

 To understand the impact that freelance harvesting could have on this population, 

saw palmetto habitat and yield was calculated within each category of saw palmetto 

habitat within 300 feet, Table 19, and 1000 feet, Table 20 of secondary roads that 

harvesters might access, though there is no evidence that they do. 
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Table 19: Glades/Highland Estimated Berry Yields within 300 ft. of Secondary 

Roads 

 

Table 20: Glades/Highland Estimated Berry Yields within 1,000 ft. of Secondary 

Roads 

 

  

Acres within 300 ft. of 

Secondary roads

High Average Low

Primary Bear Range 24,428                                 29,282,514                  3,688,008           1,719,323           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 8,593                                     19,687,350                     2,148,139              1,074,069              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 9,975                                     7,656,461                       1,246,815              498,726                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 5,861                                     1,938,703                       293,055                 146,528                 

Secondary Bear Range 62,902                                 69,709,021                  11,263,610         5,423,657           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 34,348                                   48,473,275                     8,587,009              4,293,505              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 16,652                                   17,556,621                     2,081,479              832,592                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 11,902                                   3,679,126                       595,122                 297,561                 

Conservation Acreage 51,422                                 55,416,562                  9,751,088           4,783,088           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 33,126                                   43,787,392                     8,281,551              4,140,775              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 7,396                                     8,641,524                       924,557                 369,823                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 10,900                                   2,987,646                       544,980                 272,490                 

Total Primary and Secondary 87,330                                 98,991,535                  14,951,619         7,142,980           

Glades/Highland Estimated Pounds per Acre Available within 300 feet of Secondary roads 

Note :  Acres were calculated using the FLMA_June_2013 spatial dataset, with saw palmetto acreage calculated according to habitat 

density (chapter four . Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. Potential yields calculated based on chapter four 

habitat class and high, average, and low production potential yields.

Estimated Berry Yields in Pounds

Acres within 1,000 ft. of 

Secondary roads
Estimated Berry Yields in Pounds

High Average Low

Primary Bear Range 29,182                                 29,282,514                  4,222,258           1,966,189           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 9,468                                     19,687,350                     2,366,902              1,183,451              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 11,595                                   7,656,461                       1,449,405              579,762                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 8,119                                     1,938,703                       405,950                 202,975                 

Secondary Bear Range 75,274                                 69,709,021                  13,267,701         6,356,510           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 39,200                                   48,473,275                     9,799,948              4,899,974              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 22,187                                   17,556,621                     2,773,409              1,109,364              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 13,887                                   3,679,126                       694,344                 347,172                 

Conservation Acreage 66,303                                 55,416,562                  11,187,677         5,483,589           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 36,055                                   43,787,392                     9,013,788              4,506,894              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 8,820                                     8,641,524                       1,102,499              440,999                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 21,428                                   2,987,646                       1,071,391              535,695                 

Total Primary and Secondary 104,456                               98,991,535                  17,489,959         8,322,698           

Note :  Acres were calculated using the FLMA_June_2013 spatial dataset, with saw palmetto acreage calculated according to habitat 

density (chapter four . Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. Potential yields calculated based on chapter four 

habitat class and high, average, and low production potential yields.

Glades/Highland Estimated Pounds per Acre Available within 1,000 feet of Secondary roads 

Acres within 300 ft. of 

Secondary roads

High Average Low

Primary Bear Range 24,428                                 29,282,514                  3,688,008           1,719,323           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 8,593                                     19,687,350                     2,148,139              1,074,069              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 9,975                                     7,656,461                       1,246,815              498,726                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 5,861                                     1,938,703                       293,055                 146,528                 

Secondary Bear Range 62,902                                 69,709,021                  11,263,610         5,423,657           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 34,348                                   48,473,275                     8,587,009              4,293,505              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 16,652                                   17,556,621                     2,081,479              832,592                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 11,902                                   3,679,126                       595,122                 297,561                 

Conservation Acreage 51,422                                 55,416,562                  9,751,088           4,783,088           

Saw Palmetto Habitat 1 33,126                                   43,787,392                     8,281,551              4,140,775              

Saw Palmetto Habitat 2 7,396                                     8,641,524                       924,557                 369,823                 

Saw Palmetto Habitat 3 10,900                                   2,987,646                       544,980                 272,490                 

Total Primary and Secondary 87,330                                 98,991,535                  14,951,619         7,142,980           

Glades/Highland Estimated Pounds per Acre Available within 300 feet of Secondary roads 

Note :  Acres were calculated using the FLMA_June_2013 spatial dataset, with saw palmetto acreage calculated according to habitat 

density (chapter four . Acres in Conservation were derived from FLMA June 2013. Potential yields calculated based on chapter four 

habitat class and high, average, and low production potential yields.

Estimated Berry Yields in Pounds
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It is clear that the impact of roadside harvesting should be negligible, while the benefit to 

both harvesters and bears could be positive. Allowing harvesting on roadsides could 

support harvester livelihoods, while bears might be induced to avoid roads if berries were 

not available near roads, thus reducing their risk of encountering humans or becoming 

harmed by vehicles while searching out berry patches. Figure 12, displays 300 foot (100 

meters) buffers on secondary roads near saw palmetto habitat that might attract 

harvesters, some of which are next to or pass through conservation areas within the 

Glades/Highland bear primary and secondary ranges.  
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Figure 12: Glades/Highland Roads within 300 Feet of Saw Palmetto Habitat 
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 Figure 13, below, shows secondary roads buffered to 300 feet (100 meters) to 

conservation lands containing saw palmetto habitat, within both primary and secondary 

Glades/Highland black bear ranges.  There are relatively few saw palmetto habitat areas 

that harvesters would access near secondary roads and conservation areas.  
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Figure 13: Glades/Highland Secondary Roads within 300 feet of Saw Palmetto 

Habitat within Conservation 
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Human/Bear Encounters within the Glades/Highland Black Bear Sub-population 

 Analysis of bear calls in the Glades/Highland sub-population of black bears 

shows that bears and humans interact frequently in this area. By assessing the spatial 

relationship between bears and humans, it is possible to begin to understand the factors 

that contribute to continued interactions and future potential for encounters.  

 There were 259 calls to authorities on bears within the Glades/Highland ranges 

from 1995 to 2011. No records of calls exist prior to this, though bear calls in the state 

date back to 1980. Of these 259 calls, 130 took place during berry season, from August 

through October. Forty three of the calls reported a bear in garbage, while six of these 

reported a bear in a feed or a feeder, another in an apiary, while thirty-three calls reported 

a bear in the area. Four bears were reported dead, while another three were sick or 

injured. Another twenty-four were found in yards, primarily in Lake Placid or Sebring.  

Mapping of bear calls during saw palmetto seasons from 1995-2012 in Figure 14 shows 

that most bears were within their primary range when reported, and that many were in or 

near areas that are under conservation management. Many were also near prime saw 

palmetto habitat, but were reported as eating not berries but instead animal feed or 

garbage. Figure 16. 
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Figure 14: Glades/Highland Black Bear Reports during Saw Palmetto Berry Season 

(1995-2011). 
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 Analysis by year of seasonal bear calls and comparison of these to the AHPA data 

for berry production may shed light on these food habits (AHPA, 2012). Though AHPA 

data is not available for 2011 (six bear reports) or 2012 (18 bear reports), interviews with 

berry industry representatives confirm that these were not bad years, but average berry 

yield years without mast failure. 2005 was a year of peak production for berries and there 

were no bear reports that year in this area. 2007 was also a fruitful year for berries and 

again there were no reports of bears during this year in this area. 2000 was also a very 

good year for the berry industry, but during this year there were twenty bear reports with 

only four bears reported in garbage. Most were in area and two were in a yard, while one 

bear was reported as sick. All but two bears were within their primary range, and five 

were next to or within protected areas. All but three were close to prime saw palmetto 

habitat. 2003 was a productive year as well for the industry but only two reports of bears 

occurred during this time – both on October 15
th

, and both reported in garbage in Avon 

Park near each other, so this was likely the same individual bear. Each incident took 

place less than 2,300 meters from the nearest conservation area which also happened to 

be an area containing prime saw palmetto habitat, so there were likely berries available in 

that area, a large ranch with a conservation easement (FFWCC, 2012b). Overall it 

appears that during years of high to average production, bears are reported less than they 

are in lower than average years, but are still reported in garbage during years of average 

to high estimated yield years even if there is prime saw palmetto habitat nearby (Figure 

15).  
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Figure 15: Florida Black Bear Calls during Berry Season within 300 feet of Roads 

near Conservation Areas with Saw Palmetto Habitat. 

 

 It is useful to compare complaints to harvest data during when industry harvest 

was low (1997, 1999, 2006, 2009, 2010) to understand if there are more bear nuisance 
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complaints that might be related to low berry availability, particularly concerning 

behaviors such as feeding from feeders or from garbage. 1997 had two complaints – one 

of a dead bear and one of a bear that threatened an animal (presumably a pet, such as a 

dog). The dead bear was on a road just meters away from a stand of prime saw palmetto. 

Its cause of death was not reported. The bear that threatened an animal was within a 

protected area in Lake Placid, within its primary range and within prime saw palmetto 

habitat, but in a rural area experiencing a surge in homebuilding and exurban 

development. 1999 saw only three complaints – one concerning a dead bear, one in an 

apiary, and one in a yard. Both the dead bear and yard bear were in protected, yet 

inhabited, rural areas.  2006 had twelve bear reports, four of which reported bears in 

garbage. Five were in a yard, and two were in the area, while one caused property 

damage of some sort. Six of these bears were in the same area of Lake Placid, within or 

near a large protected area, which also has relatively newly developed rural and exurban 

homes. Three in-yard bears were on one property and likely one individual, and 

coincidentally on a property that is prime saw palmetto habitat. There is a chance it was 

in the yard eating berries – it was there on August 9
th

, September 6
th

, and September 29
th

 

(all 2006), so it was either moving through or there was an attractant – berries, garbage, 

or other.  

 2009 had thirteen reports; five of which involved feed or garbage, two reported a 

sick or injured bear, and five a bear in the area. These were again near each other, in Lake 

Placid, near a rural development, within or next to a protected area, and next to or within 

saw palmetto habitat, some prime habitat in class one. 2010 had only seven reports, one 

dead, two in garbage, three in the yard, and one in the area. Five were within Lake Placid, 
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one in Sebring, and one unknown. Two garbage reports were likely one individual, who 

was within a protected but rural developed area, and within prime saw palmetto habitat.  

Those in yards or in area were outside of protected areas but in primary bear habitat and 

within either saw palmetto two or three habitat. It would be useful to have bear telemetry 

data to disentangle which calls involved the same bear, and where they were before and 

after they were called about, but this data is not publicly available.  

    Bear calls overall center near the towns Sebring and Lake Placid, both within 

primary bear habitat with habitat one saw palmetto habitat and also near or in 

conservation lands (Figure 16). These rural lands with exurban developments can expect 

to continue to have bear-human interactions because of their location and the 

fragmentation of conservation lands used by bears within both their primary and 

secondary ranges. The FEGN program and the Florida Wildlife Corridor project seek to 

engage private landowners with bear habitat to manage their land for conservation. An 

analysis of saw palmetto habitat within 300 feet (100 meters) of roads shows both which 

private and which conservation lands are at risk of harvesting along secondary roads, and 

where bears have been  spotted during the berry season (Figure 16). 



293 

 

 

Figure 16: Glades/Highland Florida Black Bear Calls during Berry Season within 

300 feet of Conservation Areas with Saw Palmetto Habitat showing Saw 

Palmetto Habitat within Bear Primary and Secondary Ranges. 
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A closer look show, for example, that bears cluster near Lake Placid, where rural homes 

have yards that contain saw palmetto habitat or are adjacent to conservation land that 

does (Figure 17).  

 

Figure 17: Lake Placid, Florida: Bear Calls, Saw Palmetto Habitat Class 1, 

Conservation Areas, and Residential Homes. 

  

 Results for the area surrounding the town of Lake Placid within the Highland 

Glades primary bear range are shown in Figure 18. Bears are buffered by distance to saw 

palmetto habitat during berry season in transparent yellow based on distance from saw 

palmetto when also within 300 feet of roads. Bears reported during berry season are 

represented as red diamonds, while all other bear calls are represented as hollow diamond 

points.  
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Figure 18: Lake Placid and Sebring Black Bear Calls during Saw Palmetto Berry 

Seasons (1995-2011) showing Roads Buffered within 1,000 ft. of Saw 

Palmetto Habitat. 
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 If harvesters were picking berries only within 300 feet (100 meters) of secondary 

roads, then there should be few berries along the roadsides to attract bears. It is difficult 

to account for why some bears are found near roads in some of these suburban spaces, 

especially when there is a significant amount of berry habitat available to the north of 

these roads. Bears tend to avoid roads and would likely prefer berries further away from 

roads, where people are unlikely to go. The bear cluster northeast of Lake Placid are 

sandwiched between two water bodies and are separated by highway 27 running north to 

south. Bears must cross this highway to move east-west, and the road may act as an 

impediment. Where the bears are clustered by this highway in the suburbs suggest a 

practical location for a wildlife over or underpass.  Local bears are found near saw 

palmetto berry habitat but most are reported to be in the yard or in the garbage. 

 A study of food availability and foraging habits of black bears in Missoula, 

Montana (Merkle et al., 2013) concluded that bears foraged on human foods (apples, 

garbage) even when wild food was available over 100 meters from houses. Further, the 

availability of fruit trees was found to be a more important attractant than garbage 

(Merkle et al., 2013, p. 378). It is possible that the Lake Placid bears are initially foraging 

wild foods but are perhaps corralled by newly built homes and fences closer to homes, 

and are then looking for any food and/or water source. They could also be attracted to 

food sources in these suburbs, such as garbage, but not straying too far from the safety of 

saw palmetto cover and food.  
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Figure 19: Lake Placid Bear Calls in and out of Berry Season 
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 Figure 19 is a micro-scale view of black bear calls and secondary roads buffered 

at 100 feet in Lake Placid, within the Glades/Highland primary black bear range. It shows 

bear proximity to saw palmetto habitat as well as secondary roads. Dark areas are saw 

palmetto habitat, with the darkest being prime habitat. Some of these areas are under 

conservation, but much is not or contains development – rural and exurban homes and 

roads, many new developments driven by the growth of nearby Orlando.  

 The spatial pattern of bear calls suggests several reasons for their locations. The 

first is that bears need to be seen by people for people to call, thus bears in non-settled 

areas are not called about. Those bears that were called in were near homes and roads, 

often not far from saw palmetto habitat. The bear cluster in the center, just northeast of a 

lake appear to be ranging not too far from saw palmetto but are clustered in roads in 

settled areas. These bears may be attempting to move from palmetto habitat towards the 

lake for water, and may be getting caught in cul-de-sacs and having difficulty passing 

through the area. While in the area they may be tempted by garbage, feed, or other 

attractants that would bring them to the attention of people. A bear stuck within a 

development and unable to find its way out might search out safety, and food, in back-

yards.  

 Development planners could devise micro-corridors for bears by preserving 

natural pathways from one resource to another within these communities, thus likely 

reducing bear conflict with humans. This figure does not answer the question of whether 

bears could be in search of shelter or food from saw palmetto berries as a resource, but 

results showed that the average distance of the black bear calls from saw palmetto habitat 
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was 267 meters from saw palmetto habitat, with a high of 1,208 meters distance and a 

low of 0.028 meters. To further understand this variability, a hotspot analysis (Getis-Ord 

autocorrelation) was undertaken. 

Getis-Ord autocorrelation of Black Bear Calls in and out of Saw Palmetto Berry 

Season 

As discussed, the Glades/Highland sub-population of Florida black bears, because 

of their location, is a key population towards creating greater connectivity between all of 

the black bear sub-populations in Florida. This population is unique as it lacks any large 

conservation area within its primary range (FFWCC, 2012a), and this characteristic 

increases the chances and associated risks of bear-human encounters and for this reason 

the State has identified lands within and nearby these bears‘ primary and secondary 

ranges to bring into conservation, designating these Critical Lands to be acquired, 

discussed earlier. A Getis-Ord autocorrelation of black bear nuisance calls in the State 

from 1980-2011 shows that while the Ocala sub-population is a hot-spot area of bear-

human encounters, there were fewer than expected encounters between humans and bears 

in the Glades/Highland sub-population area (Figure 20).  
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Figure 20: Florida Black Bear Nuisance Calls (1980-2012) Getis-Ord Z-Scores 
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Further disaggregation of bear nuisance calls into those made during berry season and 

outside of berry season suggests that there are fewer than expected calls about bears in 

the Glades/Highland black bear sub-population during the years 1980 through 2012 

(Figure 21).  

 

Figure 21: Florida Black Bear Calls 1980-2012 GiZ Score Hot and Cold Spots 

Statewide 

  

 An average nearest neighbor analysis resulted in a z-score of -270.43 (p-value = 

0.000) which indicates that there is less than 1 percent chance that the clustered pattern of 

black bear nuisance calls could be the result of random distribution. The General G test 

statistic for the statewide distribution of nuisance calls during the berry season and non-

season resulted in positive Z-scores and p-values of 0.00000, leading to a rejection of the 

null hypothesis of a random spatial pattern at virtually any level of significance. The test 
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is statistically significant and supports the assumption that high counts of black bear calls 

are spatially clustered. For the Ocala area, the General G yields a statistically significant 

result (z-score = 3.945, p-value = 0.00008) for the berry season, but the z-score for the 

non-berry season is not statistically significant (p-value = 0.138) which indicates that the 

null hypothesis of random spatial patterns of black bear nuisance calls is correct. For the 

Glades/Highland area, there is weak evidence of spatial clustering during the berry 

season. The test is only significant at the α = 0.10 confidence level (p-value = 0.092). For 

the non-berry season in the Glades/Highland area the General G test is significant at α = 

0.05 but not significant at the α = 0.01 confidence level. This suggests that some level of 

spatial clustering is evident in the area during both the berry and non-berry seasons, but it 

does not suggest why, though it is weaker during berry season than outside of it, possibly 

suggesting that bears are not encountering humans while searching for berries. One 

potential reason is that during berry season they are seeking berries within their primary 

range and away from development, but more research is needed to understand bear 

foraging habits during saw palmetto berry season.  

 The Getis-Ord hot spot analysis reveals that bears cluster in suburban areas near 

saw palmetto habitat, in both the Ocala and the Glades/Highland sub-population ranges. 

Examining bear nuisance call data and the area from Google earth suggests that bears 

may be corralled by roads, fenced back yards, and other impediments into built up areas 

with no clear corridor through or out. Bears also cluster near water points but have to go 

through suburbs to the larger lakes. It is unlikely that berry harvesters are clearing all of 

the berries available in prime bear habitat, but since there are seasonal variations in drupe 
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masting, one explanation may be that bears may search wider areas for food sources 

during years of mast failure and in doing so run the risk of encountering humans.  

 The density of bears in the developing portion of this area suggests that urban 

development is increasing pressure on the black bears in this area. A bird‘s eye view of 

the area suggests that an old road is gradually being claimed by private home owners for 

backyard spaces, some of which are fenced. Bears in the park traveling down this path 

can find themselves being pushed into cul-de-sacs because of walls and roads. If these 

fences are recent, bears may expect to be able to pass through and become confused or 

disoriented. These bears, most of which are found scavenging in garbage, may be looking 

for food or opportunistically taking advantage of a food supply, increasing the likelihood 

of an encounter with a human or a domestic pet. 

 

Figure 22: Lake Placid Suburbs Bear Nuisance Calls within the Community and 

Near Conservation.  
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 Bears reported to be in the area within their Glades Highland ranges are primarily 

found within their primary range and in or near saw palmetto habitat. The frequency of 

sightings, nine, increased in 2000, a bumper berry harvest year in which there were only 

four reports of bears in garbage. 2005 and 2007 were also bumper years and there were 

no reports during berry season of any bears in the garbage, the area, or the yard, 

suggesting that despite the harvest volumes, these bears did not experience food 

insecurity, perhaps attributable to abundance. Yet years where bears were in the garbage, 

area, and or the yard appear to correlate to years that the berry harvest was below 

average. This could suggest that a general scarcity of berries contributed to bears 

increasing their ranges and looking for food. It is possible that during those years there 

may have been increased pressure on bears from the berry harvest, but much more 

research would need to be done on both the harvest and bear movements.   

 Glades/Highland black bear nuisance call spatial analysis also reveals spaces 

outside of conservation and outside of black bear primary range where public land 

managers could offer permits to berry harvesters without potentially creating resource 

scarcity for bears. Furthermore, working with public land managers nearby but outside of 

bear primary or secondary ranges further suggests there are multiple spaces where 

harvesting could be allowed without affecting black bear resource needs.  

 Years of berry scarcity increase prices paid per pound to the harvester, increasing 

the number of people who have additional incentive to harvest and to search further for 

the berries, including home owners harvesting from their own backyards. Toward 

understanding whether the harvest could affect wildlife, one of the established berry 

buyers and a biologist conducted an experiment on 100 acres of prime saw palmetto berry 
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habitat twenty years ago. They brought a crew in to pick the area as much as possible 

during the season. Toward the end of the season when biologists assessed the area, they 

found that at least thirty percent of berries had been left behind, and that many berries 

were rotting on the ground, uneaten by wildlife in the area (Berry industry representative, 

personal communication, February 9, 2013). More studies would need to be done to 

understand the impact of harvesting on wildlife. A regional scale analysis of conservation 

lands, saw palmetto habitat, roadways, and bear calls would be informative, particularly 

when combined with planned state land acquisitions for the FEGN and Florida Wildlife 

Corridor. 

Discussion  

 Assessing the possible impact of harvesting on Florida black bears, this research 

shows that there should not be localized food famines due to the harvest of berries. 

Instead, a  discussion of the implications of current berry access policies and possibilities 

for expanding access for berry picking through a flexible planning process that takes into 

account both the needs of wildlife and berry harvesters in exurbs is necessary. By 

examining and analyzing scales of spatial data incorporating 311 bear calls, saw palmetto 

habitat, distance traveled and harvested by berry pickers, lands uses and conservation 

areas, it is clear that though there are some places where picking may overlap with bear 

habitat, bears, like people, do not stay in one place, and will travel outside of conserved 

lands for a variety of reasons, only one of which is to access berries that are scarce within 

their home area.  Not all land that bears inhabit are under protection, and the 

fragmentation natural areas within the Glades/Highland bear population is likely the 

primary driver between bear and human encounters. It is critically important to bring as 
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much of these lands as possible into conservation, but the reality is that suburban and 

exurban development has reworked some of these bear home ranges into one dominated 

by humans. Implementing local corridors within development planning could make a 

difference in the number of bears encountering humans. Scale matters in conservation 

planning, especially for those conservationists thinking big, but this data suggests that 

planning at micro-landscape scales could support larger conservation projects.  

 In 1985 the Florida Legislature enacted the Florida Growth Management Act to 

manage the growth of communities through a comprehensive planning process that 

required approval of these plans and any changes to them by the Department of 

Community Affairs. In 2011 this Act was changed, giving communities the ability to 

amend their plans at any time through a streamlined process that also restricts the scope 

of review by the Division of Community Development. The Division of Community 

Development review is restricted to commenting on large-scale plan amendments 

potential adverse impacts on ―important state resources and facilities‖ which do not come 

under the jurisdiction of other commenting agencies (F.H.B. 7207, Ch. 139, 2011). In 

practice, this change allows municipalities to change their comprehensive plans with 

greater ease than before, allowing large scale development to proceed with greater speed 

and less oversight. In short, it allows municipalities and counties to develop undeveloped 

land, reducing land available for conservation purposes. 

 This change in the way communities implement and change their comprehensive 

plans is of concern to scientists, conservationists, and wildlife biologists who are charged 

with managing Florida‘s bear population and other species of special concern, such as the 

endangered Florida panther. The 2012 management plan states ―habitat degradation 
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through incompatible land management has the potential to threaten bears in Florida‖ 

(FFWCC, 2012a, p. 31). Further it states ―as human development continues to impact 

natural systems, landscape connectivity among bear populations will be important to 

retain genetic integrity and population viability‖ (FFWCC, 2012a, p. 51).  Dixon et al., 

(2006), point out that large carnivores are at great risk from the effects of habitat 

fragmentation, not least due to ―low population densities, wide-ranging movements, and 

the potential for conflict with humans (Dixon et al., 2006, p. 156). Their study of the 

functionality of a corridor linking Osceola and Ocala bear subpopulations showed that 

there is some mixing of the two populations but that a significant barrier to the corridors 

effectiveness is the existence of residential, commercial, and industrial development in 

the middle of the corridor as well as the existence of I-10, a four-lane highway that 

intersects the corridor (Dixon et al., 2006, p. 160). Restoring connectivity, they 

acknowledge, would require ―easements, purchasing conservation lands, fostering 

agreements with private landowners, reducing human activity, and …retrofitting 

highways to allow safe passage for bears‖ (Dixon et al., 2006, p. 160).  

 Faced with increasing suburban sprawl and the reduction of habitat for large 

mammals, wildlife conservationists such as Noss, Dixon, Hoctor, and others have worked 

hard to plan and create interconnected habitats for umbrella species beyond relatively 

small, unconnected, protected areas and promote a system of corridors and nodes to link 

these areas and thus sustain and enhance the population viability of bear and panther 

populations (Noss, 1987; Dixon et al., 2006; Hoctor et al., 1999; Hoctor, 2006, 2012). 

This kind of large scaled regional conservation planning is recognized as necessary by 

most conservationists and if successful will certainly be conducive to wildlife 
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sustainability and mobility in Florida. Yet most of these plans fail to acknowledge the 

reality of people that already live in these planned areas in cities, towns, suburbs, and 

rural places.  

 Plans such as the 2012 Florida Black Bear Management Plan (FFWCC, 2012a) 

usually contain a section that promotes public education on how to best live with bears. It 

suggests preferred ways to scare a bear away (loud noise, air horns, etc), and suggests 

more bear-proof garbage cans be provided to towns with problem bear human 

interactions (FFWCC, 2012a). Florida has had no human fatalities inflicted by black 

bears, and the bears are considered less dangerous than bears in other areas of the United 

States (FFWCC, 2012a). Before 2006 there had been no reports of bears attacking people 

in Florida (FFWCC, 2012a). Yet on December 2
nd

 a woman taking her dogs out for an 

evening walk in Longwood, Florida, a suburban town of about 13,000 in Seminole 

County, was attacked and badly mauled by an adult female bear (Curtis, 2013). Before 

the bear was caught, two other bears in the area thought to be responsible for the attack 

were captured and euthanized by the FFWCC. The bear believed responsible for the 

attack was caught with two of her cubs and sent to a non-public area of Busch Gardens in 

Tampa, Florida. A news article reports the FFWCC as stating that the cubs will be 

released in the spring but the adult bear will be held in captivity for the duration of her 

life (Hernandez et al., 2013).  The community of Longwood is approximately ten miles 

north of Orlando and is between Wekiwa Springs State Park, the Wekiwa River Buffer 

Conservation Area, and Big Tree Park in Longwood, Florida. This is an area of exurban 

and suburban sprawl north of Orlando that reaches into the Ocala bear sub-population 

range, a population facing increased habitat fragmentation and loss due to development. 
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It can be expected that as Orlando grows and communities develop and expand in 

exurban populations that wildlife human conflicts will increase, as bears are displaced 

from habitat.  

 Bears might use as trails and other natural spaces to access resources, and teach 

their cubs to do the same. As these bear pathways become replaced with homes, 

landscaped yards, and fenced-in pets, the risk for bears to have unpleasant encounters is 

increased.  It is unknown why two adult male bears and an adult female with two cubs 

were doing in close vicinity to a home in Longmont. They may have been traveling 

through, though December is the month that bears are seeking rest and going into sub-

hibernation. It was early December, and the berry season had ended in October. It is 

possible that since 2013 was a low berry production year, due in part to heavy spring 

rains, that the bears did not have access to enough berries to gain enough weight for 

complete hibernation, and that these bears were looking for alternative food sources to 

make up for this deficit. It is also possible that these bears were looking for garbage, pet 

food left outdoors, bird feeders (nuts and seeds), fruit trees, or some other source of food. 

That these bears were in one area and not scattered suggests an attractant (cf. Merkle et 

al., 2013).  

  Merkle et al. (2013), conducted a study of food availability and black bear 

foraging habits in Missoula, Montana, and found that ―Black bears foraged on human 

foods near houses even when wildland foods were available, suggesting that the absence 

of wildland foods may not influence the probability of bears foraging near houses‖ (2013, 

p. 378).  A similar study of black bear foraging habits in south-central Florida would be 

illuminating. Without this, but given the Glades/Highland pattern of more bears in the 
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area, in yard, and in garbage over all years of berry harvesting, it may be that the cause is  

that traditional movements of bears from one resource to another is interrupted by human 

development that cuts off traditional bear pathways. 

 Beyond scaring these bears away and securing garbage, there may be two other 

possibilities to reduce bear human encounters and meet the food needs of bears. The first 

involves including wildlife corridors on the local scale within municipality planning. If 

development is inevitable in a certain area, municipalities could include zoning for 

wildlife micro-corridors, which could incorporate existing trails and also use utility 

corridors. Instead of installing grass and mowing it, these corridors could be managed for 

shelter, denning, and food for wildlife by including saw palmetto thickets. Bears do not 

like crossing open land, thus including a variety of trees and palms for cover would be 

beneficial. Controlling vegetation through burning at five to ten year intervals would 

promote berry production, providing abundant, calorie rich food for bears and other 

wildlife and perhaps be an incentive to stay out of yards and garbage.   

 A second option would include identification of saw palmetto habitat not used by 

bears as primary or even secondary range in rural and suburban areas, which do not 

regularly experience bear visits. Encouraging local municipalities and land owners to 

harvest berries or allow the harvesting of berries in these areas may discourage bear 

visits, provide income to land owners, and allow harvesters sanctioned picking areas. 

Bears are known to revisit areas and may become conditioned to expecting a food source 

in a certain place. Regular removal of this food source in suburbs and rural areas would 

discourage bears visiting for this food over time.  
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 Further, the State could co-operate with the berry industry in identifying the 

expected yield for the berry production season in various areas around the state. When 

expected yields are low, the State could open areas not important to bears and other 

umbrella wildlife species areas to berry harvesters and contract to buy these berries 

directly from them. If necessary, these berries could then be transported and placed 

within feeders within primary bear ranges where bears were found to be experiencing a 

shortage. This would be away from roads and in conservation areas, supplementing food 

sources during years of scarcity. If palms fail to mast completely, the State could do the 

same with other preferred food sources, such as acorns. Years in which production is 

high, the state could open up otherwise closed areas for harvesting permits, thus 

increasing its own income from berries while not harming wildlife food supplies.  

 Many tools are available for private and public land owners and the state to 

manage for both wildlife and non-timber forest products, such as saw palmetto berry. 

Demand for the berry is not expected to decrease, and prescriptions by consultants hired 

by the State (Duever, 20211), and policies of other land managers that insist that no berry 

picking be allowed on public lands, do not acknowledge the reality of the industry or the 

motivation of the harvesters. More flexible management plans that incorporate variable 

and socially just access to this resource would at the very least acknowledge that berries 

will be picked, whether allowed or not. Land management plans must also take into 

account their location relative to human development, and the types of developments 

(migrant camps, suburbs, cattle ranches, etc) while acknowledging that these will have an 

impact on demanded land uses.  
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 Within primary and secondary bear ranges, wildlife such as bears will impact 

human communities and further developments. Planning wildlife corridors at a local scale 

utilizing utility corridors and other features, such as buffering streams at a greater 

distance from allowed building, could become a beneficial feature of all comprehensive 

plans, whether for forests, parks, or human development. Management of forests for 

timber is a mandate for the forest service at both the Federal and State scale, but the 

NTFP literature in North America is increasingly informing how forests can be managed 

not only for timber but also for a variety of NTFPs that include commercial crops, 

medicinal plants, food (such as mushrooms), and more.  

 A healthy forest is more than a stand of timber. Healthy forests by definition have 

trees of various age and types that support a vibrant and diverse understory, often 

containing an abundance and variety of plants that are in demand by people for a variety 

of needs and uses. It is arguably the understory itself and its quality of non-timber forest 

products that separates a forest from a stand of commercial timber. Managing for both 

and incorporating access to these would be beneficial for forests, wildlife, and people 

who depend on NTFPs for some part of their livelihoods.  
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSIONS 

 

An increase in population and associated development in Florida has resulted in a 

decrease of saw palmetto berry habitat available to saw palmetto berry harvesters and the 

buying and processing companies that rely on this harvest. Legislation limiting the public 

spaces where berries can be harvested legally resulted not in a decrease of berries 

harvested but in the risks associated with that harvest to marginalized Latino/as, often 

seasonally unemployed farmworkers – both migrants and immigrants and documented 

and undocumented, who rely on the harvest for seasonal livelihood security, if only to 

bridge a gap in employment. Unemployed farmworkers, primarily Latino/a migrants and 

immigrants have incorporated berry harvesting within their livelihood practices and often 

rely on the seasonal berry harvest to get by. Increasingly limited legal access to saw 

palmetto berries has resulted in further marginalizing this community by criminalizing 

this activity without reducing demand, or supply, of the berry to the domestic and 

international markets which continue to grow every year. The continued existence of the 

informal market for the berry, especially when green and unripe, is a reflection of the 

invisibility of the variable practices within the overall berry industry and on the 

regulatory and policy landscape. Freelance harvesting is itself a sign that harvesters 

contest prescribed resource access policies by the state, and reflect the need for a change 

in the legislation that criminalizes those caught harvesting berries without permission, 

whether on public or private land. Legislation which only penalizes those that harvest
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berries becomes complicit in shifting the accompanying risks and harm to those already 

marginalized while concurrently allowing the industry as a whole to profit from harvester 

efforts. 

The saw palmetto berry industry is a little known industry. Chapter four assessed 

saw palmetto habitat and potential yields, showing that though the industry may have 

grown since 1995, the scale of the industry varies greatly from year to year. This research 

has shown that though the quantity of habitat available is still roughly the amount 

available after the anonymous post-WWII estimate (Bennett & Hicklin, 1998), the quality 

of prime saw palmetto habitat has likely decreased, potentially up to half of what it once 

was. Years when abundance is high will see larger harvests, such as in 2005, but when 

low the harvest will also decline. The market, the industry, and harvesters all react to this 

seasonality. The market pays little for the berries when they are abundant, but competes 

through price for the berries when they are not and when stockpiles are low, thus further 

driving the harvest by pushing up prices paid per pound to harvesters. Those prices drive 

harvesters to increase their activity as well as the risks involved, and the distance they are 

willing to travel for berries. Established berry buying and processing companies lease 

lands for the harvest, but face increased competition from new entrepreneurs who 

increase their profit margin by not investing in prime saw palmetto habitat leases on 

private lands but instead buy berries on the informal market for cash, particularly during 

low yield years. Much of the supply of inexpensive green, unripe berries comes through 

the informal berry market early in the season, increasing the prices of ripe berries later in 

the season, regardless of the annual abundance.  
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Spatial analysis of saw palmetto habitat shows there is enough habitat and 

potential yield to supply the industry without harvesting all available berries in the state 

or within Florida black bear primary or secondary ranges. Yet the concerns expressed by 

Bennett and Hicklin (1998) and Maehr and Layne (1996) cannot be dismissed because 

the harvest is not equal spatially throughout the state but is instead highly variable, with 

the scale of the harvest dependent on market forces. By estimating the scale of the 

harvest, this research shows that even during below average production years enough 

berries are likely available for the industry to harvest, and that harvest is likely to not 

demand all available berries in the state. It also suggests that there is much saw palmetto 

habitat outside of protected public lands, and that these could be made available to 

harvesters if the state wanted to reduce any potential impact from the harvest on wildlife, 

especially Florida black bears.  

Field work confirms that berries are harvested by many people, but primarily 

Latino/as migrants and immigrants who are seasonally unemployed farmworkers. They 

engage in this activity as either a means of getting by during the lack of seasonal work in 

agriculture, or as an opportunity to supplement other work. For some it is a means to 

simply earn enough for food and rent and for others an opportunity to save for 

homeownership, purchase a vehicle, or start their own businesses. For this community it 

is an opportunity that is taken by some at great risk, particularly those undocumented 

workers who may be arrested and deported if caught harvesting berries. It is also a 

practice that unintentionally subsidizes the formal agricultural sector as farmworkers 

make up for low agricultural pay by harvesting berries. Low pay from seasonal 

employment on farms is thus further normalized as workers engage, at their own risk, in 



316 

 

the informal saw palmetto berry industry. The portion of the industry that operates 

informally on a cash basis provides opportunity for those willing to assume those risks, 

either environmental or legal. They may be invisible on the landscape, except when 

reported arrested for harvesting berries, but as people they want their needs to be 

understood and their voices to be heard.  

Placing the practice of harvesting within a livelihood framework illuminates the 

structures and processes within which Latino harvesters attempt to improve their 

livelihoods by engaging in berry harvesting. Environmental, economic, and social shocks, 

trends, and seasonality create the context in which Latino/a harvester vulnerabilities 

affect livelihood opportunities. Annual seasonal unemployment, low farm incomes, and 

compromised ability to do farm work due to poor health all push farmworkers into the 

berry harvest. A drought or other environmental disaster can reduce demand for farm 

workers and further pressure the unemployed into finding a means to make a living. 

Lacking documentation further increases harvester vulnerabilities and affects the type of 

livelihood assets he or she can draw on, such as access to health care, food stamps, and 

other benefits those with documentation might be able to access.  

Laws and enforcement policies that determine who has access to the berry and 

where are not simple to navigate or understand, and further increase the risk of being 

caught and deported for harvesters lacking documentation. Latino farmworker unions, 

religious and charitable institutions, and cultural practices help to mitigate vulnerability 

for many. Social networks developed in agriculture fields and in communities further 

enhance livelihood assets and provide support for both migrants and immigrants in a 

myriad of ways, not least to reduce the physical and legal risks of berry harvesting. The 
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practice of harvesting berries improves livelihood outcomes by strengthening individual 

and household assets. Though the berry is protected by the state it provides too much 

opportunity for those seeking to improve their situations for people to stop harvesting it, 

with or without permission. The common saw palmetto palm and its berries form the 

foundation of a livelihood strategy that is able to liberate farmworkers from farm work, 

one of the only strategies available to them, if not the only. It allows them to reframe and 

reclaim their own individual identities, moving from anonymous and replaceable migrant 

or immigrant Latino/a farmworker into the possibility of the Nuevo American Dream: 

becoming Pedro, owner of Pedro‘s Fruit and Vegetable market, or Paulina, independent 

proprietor of her own berry buying business, Paulina‘s berries. The only limitation to the 

possibility of transformed lives is access, sanctioned or not, to the palmetto berry and a 

willing buyer. 

Harvesting is an activity that people of all ethnicities and ages rely on for income 

to get by and improve their livelihood outcomes and opportunities in the future. Though 

many are Latino/a farmworkers, they do not intend to work in the fields forever. Farm 

work provides a living, not a livelihood, and it is only the first step up the economic 

ladder toward better lives and livelihoods. Without permitted access to berries, though, 

many face the possibility of citation, arrest, and even deportation if found to be 

undocumented. The plant is common throughout the landscape but regulations governing 

access on public lands does not distinguish between someone harvesting on the side of 

the road at a rest-stop off a highway, a common place to find the palm, and someone 

harvesting in a state park that contains species of concern to the state.  
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How the activity of harvesting is portrayed in the media can affect public land 

managers‘ perceptions of the activity, and thus permitted access.  Though the Florida 

black bear is no longer listed by the state as a threatened species, management agencies 

and conservationists continue to strive to assure the population not only survives but 

thrives. Interviews with state biologists confirm that there is a common notion that the 

sheer volume of the annual berry harvest may affect the amount of food available to some 

sub-populations of bears, though there has not yet been a study to determine whether 

bears have been affected by the harvest. Nonetheless, it appears to be a working 

assumption and this can affect management policies practices on state lands. The 

orthodoxy that berries are critical to many species, black bears in particular, may not be 

shared by all within the FFWCC, nor by all protected land managers, but it is suggested 

that the mandate and vision of any one agency will influence employee‘s understanding 

of harvesting impacts on that land. They may further be influenced by the discourse 

surrounding the practice of harvesting, one which is primarily neutral at best and negative 

at worst. This in turn can affect policies of access and impact how aggressively any one 

agency pursues those found trespassing to harvest berries.   

The annual temporal and spatial variation of the harvest requires that any 

legislative efforts must understand the different supply streams and markets that these 

streams supply. Though impossible to estimate, the harvest of green berries is of concern, 

not least because they are not known to have much, if any, benefits as a supplement or in 

any other form. As the industry continues to evolve, demands for transparency and more 

will increase accountability within the industry as a whole and will push some 

entrepreneurs out of the market.  
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Organizations that trace their visions to those of Muir and subsequently promote 

preservation (fences and fines) over multiple-use conservation (people and parks) should 

recall that Muir himself was not adamantly against the use of natural lands and 

wilderness by people, nor would he likely be worried about the collection of non-timber 

forest products from natural lands, though he would be concerned about the scale of 

harvest. To enact any policies surrounding the harvest, the scale must be known first.   

Advocates of large scale conservation projects aimed at rewilding and re-

establishing some degree of wilderness in areas already populated by humans must be 

clear about the direction of associated policies and how these could affect local residents. 

Using zoning tools to delineate buffers and corridors for conservation near established 

communities such as Immokalee will have to incorporate local socio-economic needs 

within the planning and implementation process. Further, this research shows that it could 

only be beneficial for large-scale conservation planners to work with local planners to 

reduce localized harm to wildlife, particularly species of concern such as the Florida 

black bear. 

Assessing the possible impact of harvesting on Florida black bears, this research 

shows that there should not be localized food famines due to the harvest of berries. 

Instead, a  discussion of the implications of current berry access policies and possibilities 

for expanding access for berry picking through a flexible planning process that takes into 

account both the needs of wildlife and berry harvesters in exurbs, suburbs, and other 

types of development encroaching on nature is necessary. By examining and analyzing 

scales of spatial data incorporating Florida black bear nuisance calls, saw palmetto 

habitat, distance traveled and harvested by berry pickers, lands uses and conservation 
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areas, it is clear that though there are some places where harvesting may overlap with 

bear habitat, bears, like people, do not stay in one place, and will travel outside of 

conserved lands for a variety of reasons, only one of which is to access berries that may 

be scarce within their home area.  Not all land that bears inhabit is under protection. It is 

critically important to bring as much of these lands as possible into conservation, but the 

reality is that suburban and exurban development has reworked some of these bear home 

ranges into one dominated by humans. Scale matters in conservation planning, especially 

for those conservationists thinking big.  

Faced with increasing suburban sprawl and the reduction of habitat for large 

mammals, wildlife conservationists such as Noss and others have worked hard to plan 

and create interconnected habitats for umbrella species beyond relatively small, 

unconnected, protected areas and promote a system of corridors and nodes to link these 

areas and thus sustain and enhance the population viability of bear and panther 

populations (Noss, 1987; Dixon et al., 2006; Hoctor et al., 1999; Hoctor, 2006). This kind 

of large scale regional conservation planning is recognized as necessary by many 

conservationists and if successful will certainly be conducive to wildlife sustainability 

and mobility in Florida. Yet most of these plans fail to acknowledge the reality of people 

that already live in these planned areas in cities, towns, suburbs, and rural places. Large-

scale regional planning can only be enhanced through  working with local planners and 

developers to conserve micro-scale corridors and nodes for wildlife, which could serve to 

reduce conflict between resident human populations and wildlife.  

Conservationists who plan corridors, networks, buffers and such are planning for 

umbrella species and increased gene pools and space, and this naturally places wild 
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nature as a priority, but how are these to be managed and for what use? Would these 

conservation planners necessarily be opposed to allowing people to live in or access new 

protected areas? If not, these areas are likely to be managed through a preservationist 

approach that uses ‗fences and fines‘ as management tools. 

Plans such as the 2012 Florida Black Bear Management Plan usually contain a 

section that promotes public education on how to best live with bears (FFWCC, 2012a). 

It suggests preferred ways to scare a bear away (loud noise, air horns, etc), and suggests 

more bear-proof garbage cans be provided to towns with problem bear human 

interactions. Florida has had no human fatalities inflicted by black bears, and the bears 

are considered less dangerous than bears in other areas of the United States (FFWCC, 

2012a). Before 2006 there had been no reports of bears attacking people in Florida 

(FFWCC). Yet on December 2
nd

 a woman taking her dogs out for an evening walk in 

Longwood, a suburban town of about 13,000 in Seminole County, was attacked and 

badly mauled by an adult female bear. Before the bear was caught, two other bears in the 

area thought to be responsible for the attack were captured and euthanized by the 

FFWCC. The bear was caught with two of her cubs and sent to a non-public area of 

Busch Gardens in Tampa, Florida. FFWCC states that the cubs will be released in the 

spring but the adult bear will be held in captivity for the duration of her life (Hudak, 

2012). The community of Longwood is just approximately ten miles north of Orlando 

and sits between Wekiwa Springs State Park, the Wekiva River Buffer Conservation 

Area, and Big Tree Park. It can be expected that as Orlando continues to sprawl through 

suburban and exurban development into natural areas and near conservation areas that 
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that wildlife and human conflicts will increase as bears are displaced from habitat and 

traditional pathways.  

As areas that bears might have traditionally used as pathways between resources 

(water, shelter, dens, food) become replaced with homes, landscaped yards, and fenced-in 

pets, the risk for bears to have unpleasant encounters is increased.  It is unknown what 

two adult male bears and an adult female with two cubs were doing in close vicinity to a 

home in Longmont. They may have been traveling through, though December is the 

month that bears are seeking rest and going into sub-hibernation. It was early December, 

and the berry season had ended in October. It is possible that since 2013 was a low berry 

production year, due in part to heavy spring rains, that the bears did not have access to 

enough berries to gain enough weight for complete hibernation, and that these bears were 

looking for alternative food sources to make up for this deficit. It is also possible that 

these bears were looking for garbage, pet food left outdoors, bird feeders (nuts and 

seeds), fruit trees, or some other source of food, or were simply distracted by the 

availability of attractants. That these bears were in one area and not scattered suggests an 

attractant, likely more related to homeowner neglect than to the bears seeking to 

intentionally interact with humans.  

 Merkle et al. (2013) conducted a study of food availability and black bear 

foraging habits in Missoula, Montana, and found that ―Black bears foraged on human 

foods near houses even when wildland foods were available, suggesting that the absence 

of wildland foods may not influence the probability of bears foraging near houses‖ 

(Merckle, et al. 2013, p.378).  A similar study of black bear foraging habits in south-

central Florida would be illuminating. Without this, but given the Glades/Highland 
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pattern of more bears in the area, in yard, and in garbage over all years of berry 

harvesting, it may be that the cause is  that traditional movements of bears from one 

resource to another is interrupted by human development that cuts off traditional bear 

trails. 

Beyond scaring these bears away and securing garbage, there may be two other 

possibilities to reduce bear human encounters and meet the food needs of bears. The first 

involves including wildlife corridors on the local scale within municipal planning. If 

development is inevitable in a certain area, municipalities could include zoning for 

wildlife micro-corridors, which could incorporate existing trails and also use utility 

corridors. Instead of installing grass and mowing it, these corridors could be managed for 

shelter, denning, and food for wildlife by including saw palmetto thickets. These would 

be different than trails set aside for residential use as a featured amenity by educating 

residents to avoid these areas and to not disturb wildlife.  Bears do not like crossing open 

land, thus including a variety of trees and palms for cover would be beneficial. If berry 

yield in the local area is a concern, controlling vegetation through burning at five to ten 

year intervals would promote berry production, providing abundant, calorie rich food for 

bears and other wildlife and perhaps be an incentive for bears to stay out of yards and 

garbage.   

A second option would include identification of saw palmetto habitat not used by 

bears or other wildlife species of concern as primary range and in rural and suburban 

areas, which are shown to regularly experience bear visits. Encouraging local 

municipalities and land owners to harvest berries or allow the harvesting of berries in 

these areas may discourage bear visits, provide income to land owners, and allow 
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harvesters sanctioned picking areas. Bears are known to revisit areas and may become 

conditioned to expecting a food source in a certain place. Regular removal of this food 

source in suburbs and rural areas would discourage bears visiting for this food over time. 

Further, the state could co-operate with the berry industry in identifying the expected 

yield for the berry production season in various areas within the state. When expected 

yields are low, Florida could open areas not important to bears and other umbrella 

wildlife species areas to berry harvesters and contract to buy these berries directly from 

them. If necessary, these berries could then be transported and placed within feeders 

within primary bear ranges where bears were found to be experiencing a shortage. This 

would be away from roads and in conservation areas, supplementing food sources during 

years of scarcity. If masting fails completely, a scenario that is not known to have ever 

occurred, the state could do the same with other preferred food sources, such as acorns. 

Years, in which production is high, the state could open up otherwise closed areas not 

used by bears for harvesting permits, thus increase its own income from berries while not 

harming wildlife food supplies.  

Many tools are available for private and public land owners and the state to 

manage for both wildlife and non-timber forest products, such as saw palmetto berry. 

Demand for the berry is not expected to decrease, and prescriptions by consultants hired 

by the State (Duever, 2011), and policies of other land managers that insist that no berry 

harvesting be allowed on public lands, do not acknowledge the reality of the industry or 

the motivation of the harvesters. More flexible management plans that incorporate 

variable and socially just access to this resource would at the very least acknowledge that 

berries will be picked, whether allowed or not. Land management plans must also take 
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into account their location relative to human development, and the types of developments 

(migrant camps, suburbs, cattle ranches, etc) while acknowledging that these will have an 

impact on demanded land uses.  

Within primary and secondary bear ranges, wildlife such as bears will interact 

with human communities and further developments. Planning wildlife corridors at a local 

scale utilizing utility corridors and other features, such as buffering streams at a greater 

distance from allowed building, could become a beneficial feature of all comprehensive 

plans, whether for forests, parks, or human development. Management of forests for 

timber is a mandate for the forest service at both the federal and state levels of 

management, but the NTFP literature in North America is increasingly informing how 

forests can be managed not only for timber but also for a variety of NTFPs that include 

commercial crops, medicinal plants, food (such as mushrooms), and more. A healthy 

forest is more than a stand of timber. Healthy forests by definition have trees of various 

age and types that support a vibrant understory, often containing an abundance and 

variety of plants that are in demand by people for a variety of needs and uses. It is 

arguably the understory itself and its quality of non-timber forest products that separates 

a forest from a stand of commercial timber. Managing for both and incorporating access 

to these would be beneficial for forests, wildlife, and people who depend on NTFPs for 

some part of their livelihood. 

Incorporating local socio-economic needs over the long term will be important to 

reducing any real or perceived conflict between people and conservation agencies and 

their management.  This could be done by implementing a LTSER (Long-Term Socio-

Ecological Research) approach into conservation planning within the state. Just as 



326 

 

political ecology recognizes the role that human institutions play in their interactions with 

environmental processes, conservationists should incorporate socio-economic realities 

within their projects. Understanding the evolution of conservation in Florida and the 

divergent discourses between preservationists and conservationists is important to 

understanding places and people that might be negatively by large-scale conservation 

visions, goals, and practices. Maehr and Layne (1996) described the saw palmetto as 

Florida‘s all purpose plant, and suggested it is so useful as to merit being named the state 

plant. It is certainly an important plant for wildlife, and also for humans who seek out its 

berries for their commercial value. These two uses need not be at odds as this research 

has shown that there should be abundant saw palmetto berry habitat to meet both wildlife 

and harvester needs. The threat to both is the increase in sprawling suburban and exurban 

development into natural areas that encroach on and fragment both protected and 

unprotected wildlife habitat and natural resources. Maehr and Layne (1996) noted the 

preference of developers for prime saw palmetto habitat because it is often indicative of 

favorable building conditions, including (somewhat) higher ground and easy to build on 

soil. Should this still be true, it is time for the state to afford the plant protection from 

development through better planning, perhaps placing saw palmetto habitat on par with 

wetlands and requiring similar mitigation before site plan approval.   

The saw palmetto palm has until recently been thought of as a pest on the Florida 

landscape, and research was primarily centered on how to best eradicate it from the 

landscape. More recently it has been appreciated for its services to wildlife, and also to 

the growing industry based on the commercial trade of its berries. It is still common in 

the landscape, but this research has shown that prime saw palmetto habitat may have 
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declined by as much as fifty percent since the middle of the 20
th

 century. Much more 

needs to be understood about this plant and further research is warranted into all aspects 

of this palm. Still understood as common, it is under no special protection, much like the 

Passenger pigeon, the Ivory-billed woodpecker, and the Carolina parakeet. So common it 

was thought nothing humans could do would cause their extinction until shown 

otherwise. These species are believed extinct. The same should not happen to the saw 

palmetto. Abundance in the landscape is no guarantee of permanence. Development and 

climate change are two immediate challenges facing this plant, and both conditions 

warrant further research. 

Overall, the topics addressed in this work expose a complex and scaled problem 

occurring in Florida that is centered within several realities and accompanying discourses 

revolving around conservation, local planning and growth management, the saw palmetto 

berry industry, and the livelihoods of the harvesters who rely on the seasonal harvest. 

Further research could address the roles that berry buying and processing companies have 

in negotiating sanctioned access to berries.  A deeper interrogation of conservation 

ideologies is needed because these are reflected in both discourses and policy practices 

surrounding berry harvesters and the place of the harvest within public lands. This 

research has shown how formal laws and policies determine where access to berries is or 

is not sanctioned, but more work needs to be done to identify spaces that could allow 

permits without affecting conservation goals. Local micro-planning within exurban and 

suburban developments may provide a solution to the perceived conflict between the 

berry harvest and wildlife.  

Research Outcomes 
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 This research engages with several sets of literatures including the North 

American NTFP literature; economic, resource, and rural geography and ‗first world‘ 

political ecology; conservation; regional planning; and livelihood understandings from 

development literature in order to understand the importance of NTFPs for Latino/a 

farmworkers who harvest saw palmetto berries. The findings contribute by: 

(1) Addressing several important gaps in the scholarly literature of NTFPs, public 

land use policy, and access to natural resources by NTFP collectors; 

(2) Sheds light on the role that Latino farmworkers, naturalized, immigrant, or 

migrant play in the regional American NTFP landscape and locally in the state of 

Florida in the saw palmetto berry industry;  

(3) Situates berry collection practices within a greater understanding of who 

collecting practices within the larger political, social, environmental, and 

economic contexts that influence these practices;  

(4) Informs public land managers and federal and state forest policy makers of the 

nuances of access and the influence of discourses on access to resources by 

Latino/as.  

(5) Contributes to policy makers an enhanced understanding of where berry 

harvesters seek to harvest and why, thus allowing future access policies to better 

integrate collection practices into policies and to better communicate to the 

harvester population both reasons for restricted access and desired collection 

practices when allowed; and   

(6) Extending the existing knowledge and discourses of human-environment 

interactions.  
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Broader Impacts 

The broader impacts of this research are:  

(1) Contributions to evolving federal and state public land polices regarding NTFP 

access, as well as to conservation and resource use policy making that is 

cognizant of the variable and nuanced livelihood strategies of Latino farmworkers 

and berry harvesters and the natural resources they depend on access to;  

(2) Benefits to Latino farm-workers and berry harvesters from enhanced 

understanding by land use managers; knowledge of which state and federal forests 

allow harvesting via permit; 

(3) Contributions to multiple disciplines by access to my dissertation, dissemination 

of results at conferences, and in peer-reviewed journals. To reach broader 

audiences, results will also be interpreted, synthesized and presented to policy 

makers, the berry industry, and Latino community organizations, specifically the 

Florida Farmworkers Association, and others in a language and with graphics that 

are understandable to interested parties.
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APPENDIX A: SAW PALMETTO HABITAT CLASSES 

 

Florida Cooperative Land 

Cover (v2.3) Classes
Abundance

Assigned 

Habitat Class       

(1, 2, 3)

Literature

11 Hardwood Forested Uplands Common 2 CLC v2.3

112 Mesic Hammock Frequent; Ubiquitous 3 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3; Duever, 2011

1122 Prairie Mesic Hammock Found Within 2 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3

1124 Pine mesic oak Found Within 2 CLC v2.3

1150 Xeric Hammock Found Within 2 CLC v2.3; Duever, 2011

113 Rockland Hammock Found Within 3 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3

12 Other High Pine  Frequent 2 CLC v2.3

121 Scrub 2-16% 3 Abrahamson, 1984; Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; 

Duever, 2011

124 Sandhill 1-3% 3 Abrahamson, 1995; CLC v2.3; Duever, 2011,

1231 Upland Pine Common 2 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998

13 Pine Flatwoods and Dry Prairie Dominant 1 Abrahamson, 1999; Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC 

v2.3; Duever, 2011

131 Dry Flatwoods Abundant 1 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998

1311 Mesic Flatwoods over 75% 1 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Carrington & Mullahey, 

2006; CLC v2.3; Duever, 2011 

1312 Scrubby Flatwoods 22% cover 2 Abrahamson, 1984; Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; 

Duever, 2011

132 Pine Rockland Common 2 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Duever, 2011

133 Dry Prairie Also palmetto prairie - 

abundant

1 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Duever, 2011

134 Palmetto Prairie Abundant 1 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3

164 Coastal Strand Dominant 3 CLC v2.3; Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; Duever, 2011

2232 Hydric Hammock Mesic/hydric 1 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998

1831 Rural Lands Common 2 CLC v2.3

183111 Oak/Cabbage/Palm Forest Found Within 2

183214 Unimproved/Woodland 

Pasture

Likely SP 2 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3

Wet Prairie Likely SP 3 Bennett & Hicklin, 1998; CLC v2.3

2112 mixed shrub/scrub wetland Low 3

Wet Flatwoods Likely SP 3 CLC v2.3

22211 Hydric Pine Flats Low 3

Other Wetland Forested Mixed 2242 Cypress 

Pine/Cabbage Palm

3 CLC v2.3

2242 Cypress/Pine/Cabbage/Palm Formerly part of mesic  

hammock

3 CLC v2.3

Saw Palmetto Habitat Assigned Classes

Note : Habitat categories from the Florida Cooperative Land Cover Map, v2.3. These are reclassified based on approximate 

abundance. 

Class 1 = saw palmetto is over 75% of land cover

Class 2 = saw palmettto is 20%-75%  of land cover

Class 3 = saw palmetto 1% -20% of land cover
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APPENDIX B: SPATIAL DATASETS USED IN ANALYSIS  

 

Data Set Download Source Source Brief Description

cities_feb04 FGDL National Atlas of the United StatesCities and Towns

CLC v2.3 FNAI FNAI & FFWCC Florida Cooperative Land Cover Map

counties24k_fl_poly FGDL FFWCC & FWRI County Boundaries

shca_prio_09.fgdc FGDL FFWCC & FWRI Florida Priority Conservation Rankings

FLMA_Jun13 FGDL FNAI  Florida Conservation Areas

grnway_v3_3 FGDL UF GeoPlan Center Greenways and Linkages Ranked

tiger_roads_2011 FGDL U.S. Census Burearu Roads

black_bear_range FGDL FFWCC & FWRI Primary and Secondary Ranges

bearnuisance_2011 FFWCC FFWCC  Bear nuisance calls 1980-2012

Bear_Calls_1980_2012 FFWCC FFWCC  Bear nuisance calls 1980-2012

Publicly Available Spatial Datasets Used in Analysis

Note : FGDL is the Florida Geographical Data Library, FNAI is the Florida Natural Areas Inventory, and the FFWCC refers to the 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.
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APPENDIX C: IRB APPROVALS 
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APPENDIX D: INFORMAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  

 

 

Saw Palmetto Berry Harvesters 

 

How many years have you been harvesting berries? 

How far do you go to find the berries? 

How did you find out about the berries? 

Did someone show you where and how to pick the berries? 

Have you shown others? 

Do you pick through the whole berry season? 

What other kind of work do you do? 

 Where? 

Do you work full time in agriculture the rest of the year?  

Do you collect any other plants or plant products to sell or use for yourself? 

About how much do you usually make selling berries in a week? A season? 

What‘s the most you ever made on berries? 

What is the lowest price you ever got for a pound of berries? The highest?  Do you 

remember the years? 

What do you do with the money you make from the berries? 

Do you see animals when you are out harvesting berries? What kinds? 

How do you get permission to pick berries? 

Do you pick alone or with others? 

Do you go to the same places every year? 

Do you work for yourself or someone else? 

How do you get paid?  

What are some of the problems with picking berries? 

What would you like to see changed? 

What are some of the benefits to picking?  

Will you pick again next year? 

 

Saw Palmetto Berry Middle-Men 

 

How did you get into buying berries? 

What have the prices been like this season? 

What was your best season? Your worst? 

How do you decide who to sell berries to? 

 

Saw Palmetto Berry Industry Representatives 
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How long have you been involved with buying and selling berries? 

How much processing do you do?  

What kinds of volumes do you process in an average year? Best? Worst? 

How does the market work? 

Where do your berries go? 

How are you regulated? 

What are the downsides to dealing in berries?  

What has been your experience in the industry? 

Where do you think the industry is going? 

What are some of the issues in the industry? 

What is the process of leasing land? How much does that cost? 

How do you decide how long of a lease you need? 

Do you supply organic berries also? How do you get them certified? 

 

Botanical Industry in General  

Do you buy or sell saw palmetto berries? If so, in what form?  

Where do you get the berries from?  

What is they used for?  

What is your experience with the industry? 

How much do you buy or sell a year?  

Do you mix it with other botanicals? 

How important is it to your business overall? 

How much processing do you do? How? Where? 

 

Public Land Managers 

 

Under what circumstances do you permit berry harvesting? 

What do you know about berry harvesting? 

How many permits do you sell a year?   

How can a person get a permit? 

Do you include allowed harvest areas with the permit? 

Do you have permit information in Spanish? 

What are some of the issues with the harvest? 

What kind of information do you need to be given to assign a permit? 

How do you monitor berry harvesting?  

How does the state regulate berry harvesting? 

Do you ever have problems with harvesters? What kinds? 

What do you think would be good to do differently? 
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Farmworker Association 
 

What do you know about the berry industry? 

What are some of the risks that people take? 

What are the benefits? Why do people harvest berries? 

Do you know where permits are available? 

Are people worried about documentation?  

What kind of information would you like to have about berry harvesting? 

Do you know where people are allowed to harvest berries? 

What have people told you about their experience harvesting berries? 

What would you like to see change?
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APPENDIX E: INFORMAL HARVESTER INTERVIEW VISUAL AIDS 
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