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Forest Insects as Food: Humans Bite Back

A Workshop Focused on Asia-Pacific Resources and Their Potential for Development 

19-21 February 2008

Chiang Mai, Thailand
Background

Humans have consumed insects for thousands of years – in some cases as emergency food, in other cases as a staple, and in still other cases as delicacies.  In modern times, consumption of insects has declined in many societies, and has often been shunned as old-fashioned, dirty, or unhealthy.  Yet, among various cultures scattered throughout the world, insects remain a vital and preferred food and an essential source of protein, fat, minerals and vitamins.  For some members of the rapidly growing upper and middle classes of urban society, insects are “nostalgia food,” reminding them of earlier, simpler days in the rural countryside.  

Worldwide, over 1,400 insect species are reportedly eaten as human food.  Most are harvested from natural forests.  Although, while insects account for the greatest amount of biodiversity in forests, they are the least studied of all fauna.  Surprisingly little is known, for example, about the life cycles, population dynamics, and management potential of many edible forest insects.  Similarly, little is known of the impacts that over-harvesting of forest insects might have on forest vegetation, other forest fauna and the ecosystems themselves.

Among forest managers, there is little knowledge or appreciation of the potential for managing and harvesting insects sustainably.  There is almost no knowledge or experience in manipulating forest vegetation or harvest practices to increase, maximize, or sustain insect populations.  Indeed, as many insects cause massive damage and mortality to valuable commercial trees, virtually all insects are considered undesirable pests by many forest managers.  What knowledge does exist in these respects is often held by traditional forest dwellers and forest-dependent people.

The capturing, processing, transporting, and marketing of edible forest insects provide interesting income and livelihood opportunities for an undetermined number of people around the world.  Traditionally, these activities were all locally based and largely under-recognized.  Recently, however, more sophisticated and wide-reaching marketing and commercialization of edible forest insects have been advanced, including attractive packaging and advertising.  Some advocates believe that creating a wider market for food insects could provide an economic incentive for conserving insect habitat.   

To further promote forest insects as human food, six major areas need to be addressed:

· geographic information gaps;

· improved insect identification; 

· better understanding of the ecological roles of edible forest insects;

· assessment of the potential for rearing insects for food and other purposes;

· post-harvest handling of insects and improved processing and storage; and 

· economic and marketing data and information.

The Chiang Mai workshop will attempt to address these issues and discuss strategies to promote edible forest insects for enhancing human nutrition and forest management.  

Workshop scope

The workshop will focus on all aspects of edible forest insects, including management, collection, harvest, processing, marketing, and consumption.  Social, environmental, and economic aspects will be explored, including opportunities and issues related to income and livelihoods. The focus of the workshop will be on knowledge and experiences from Asia and the Pacific, but the workshop will also draw on examples and resource persons from other regions of the world as well.  Consideration will be given to insects and their edible relatives, such as spiders and scorpions.

Workshop objectives

The objectives of the workshop are: 

· raise awareness of the potential of edible forest insects as human food source;

· document the significance of food insects to people’s livelihoods and assess their linkages to sustainable forest management and conservation; 

· identify key challenges to promoting edible forest insects in wider markets and possible solutions to address those challenges;

· develop working relationships and contacts with colleagues from other countries on edible forest insects;  

· share existing knowledge on the collection/capture, processing, marketing and consumption of edible forest insects in the Asia-Pacific region and fill gaps where information is insufficient; and 

· develop recommendations and strategies for promoting forest insects as food on a regional scale.

Tentative workshop outline

Dates: 19-21 February 2008

Venue: Chiang Mai, Thailand

Invited participants: up to 25

Workshop themes and subjects: 

Edible forest insects as a natural resource.  Overview of current status of forest insect exploitation for food in Asia and the Pacific.  Insect conservation issues.  Thematic presentations by participants, with particular attention to the identified geographic gaps (i.e., Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar, Peninsular Malaysia, and the Pacific Islands).

Models of insect management for food and other products.  Examples from beekeeping, silk worm farming and palm grub harvesting.  Complementary and competing economic non-food insect products and uses (i.e., medicine, livestock feed, ritual, ornamental, IPM).  The relationship of insect exploitation to the extraction of common non-wood forest products (NWFPs) and linkages to forest management.

Development potential for edible forest insects.  The role of edible forest insects in food security.  Insect protein as a contribution to better nutrition.  Economics of collecting edible forest insects.  Harvesting, processing and marketing of edible forest insects.  Promoting insect eating: snacks, dishes, condiments, recipes, etc.

Working groups.  One half-day session to develop recommendations and present to plenary final session.

Field trip: Tour of an insect museum, local insect farm and a market where edible insects are being sold.

Tentative schedule:

Monday, 18 February

Arrival of participants, registration.  

Evening: 
Participants free to visit Chiang Mai Night Bazaar on their own

Tuesday, 19 February 

Morning:  
Opening ceremony.  Keynote presentation.  

   
Overview presentations

Afternoon:  
Thematic presentations 

Evening: 
Welcome reception/dinner

Wednesday, 20 February  

Workshop field trip to insect market, insect farm, and local insect museum

Thursday February 21

Morning: 
Three concurrent working group sessions on:

· Taxonomy and ecology

· Harvest practices and management implications

· Post-harvest processing, shipping and marketing

Working groups to address three basic subjects within their topics: 

· Current status of edible forest insects in Asia and the Pacific 

· Key bottlenecks to future development 

· Recommended short- and long-term actions

Afternoon:
Working group reports




Finalization of recommendations




Closing

Proceedings: Edited by one or more of participants and published by FAO.

Other side events such as display of prepared edible insect products from a commercial company and luncheon or dinner buffet of prepared edible forest insects for sampling is also being planned.  

                                                                                                                                              The workshop is co-organized by the Food and Agriculture Organization on the United Nations (FAO) and Chiang Mai University.  Local support is provided by the Forest Restoration Research Unit (FORRU), Chiang Mai University.  

For more information, contact:  Patrick B. Durst, Senior Forestry Officer, FAO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, 39 Phra Atit Road, Bangkok, Thailand 10200.  Telephone: (66-2) 697-4139; Fax: (66-2) 697-4445; E-mail: Patrick.Durst@fao.org 
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