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An Outdoor Ethic

More and more people are taking to trails, rivers and byways to discover North America.  On foot or horseback, mountain bikes or boats, there are vast expenses to be explored on public lands.

We seek these areas for solitude, adventure, or a wilderness experience to get away from the crowds, noise and daily pressures of urban life.  In order to protect and maintain the health, beauty and solitude of these areas for the future, we must use them with care.  The following Leave No Trace principles provide guidelines you can use that will help to reduce the evidence of your visit and minimize disturbance to the local ecology.

Plan Ahead and Prepare

Take the first step in leaving no trace by carefully planning your trip.  It will help make your outing safer and more fun.  Learn about the regulations, inherent risks or any special concerns for the area you will be visiting.  Some areas have group size limits, restrictions on the type of uses allowed or other limitations due to overuse, or to help protect fragile environments.

When planning a trip, think small –six or less is best!  Larger groups often cause more damage and can disturb wildlife or other groups.  It is also much easier to 

plan meals and equipment for a smaller group.  To maximize your feeling of 

privacy, avoid trips on holidays and busy 

weekends, or take your trips during the off-season.

Be sure to obtain a good map and know how to use a compass.  Public land 

management offices, or local sporting goods stores can provide current maps and information on trails, campsites, water and other conditions.

Plan your route and leave an itinerary with a relative or friend at home.  Know what the weather conditions may be and come prepared for the worst.  Always carry survival gear:  extra food, water, warm clothing and a first aid kit.  Take responsibility for your own safety and be prepared to rescue yourself from tough situations.

Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces

Trails provide a pathway for walking, mountain biking, horseback riding, and are designed to drain water with a minimum amount of soil erosion.  Whenever available, utilizing existing trails.  Many people take shortcuts or create new trails trying to save time and energy but this only causes erosion and creates unsightly scars.  Sturdy boots and gaiters protect feet from mud and water making it easier to stay on the trail even in wet conditions.  If you travel off trail or cross-country, try to avoid having your group traveling on the same path.  By taking slightly different routes, you will help prevent creating new paths and scars.  Boats and canoes in the water leave no trace but can cause damage at landing sites.  Choose a sandy, rocky or established landing site.

Camping.  When provided use designated or established campsites as they lessen damage to surrounding vegetation by concentrating impacts to already disturbed areas.  When there are no established sites, place your camp on a durable surface 200 feet (about 80 adult steps) from water and trails to minimize impacts.  By setting your camp on a slight slope you avoid the need to trench for drainage.  Beware of standing dead trees or other potential hazards.  In bear country store your food and scented toiletries outside of your tent.  It is best to use a bear proof container or hang you food in a tree. 

Pack It In, Pack It Out

If you plan your trip carefully, you will create very little trash.  Never bury trash because animals often dig it up.  Collect all your trash, including cigarette butts or spent brass and shotgun shells.  Peanut shells, orange peels and eggshells are also trash.  They decompose slowly, create an eyesore and attract insects or animals, which can be a nuisance or even a hazard, to you and others.  If you pack it in, pack it out!

Properly Dispose of What You Can’t Pack Out  

Washing and human waste disposal must be done carefully so the environment is not polluted, and animals and aquatic life are not injured.  Water can be polluted with soaps, food, or human wastes.

Wash Water.  If a cleaning station is provided, use it.  If not, do all dishes, cloths washing and personal washing at least 200 feet from water sources and campsites.  For kitchen waste, collect food scraps in a plastic bag before washing.

Human waste.  If a toilet is available, use it.  If not, urinate away from trails, camps and sites where people gather.  Feces and toilet paper should be kept from contact by people, animals, insects and water.  To assure this happens, put human waste in a “cathole.”  Choose a remote spot at least 200 feet from water sources and dig a shallow hole in topsoil for human waste deposit.  When finished, cover the hole with dirt.  Either carry out toilet paper in a plastic bag or burry it deeply but do not leave it on the ground surface.  

Leave What You Find

Historical and archeological sites.  Remnants of the past can be found on national, state and private lands.  Enjoy and learn from these sites, but remember that some of these are sacred to Native Americans or are important cultural reminders of our heritage.  Do not disturb or remove any objects.  Not only does this degrade the integrity of the site but it is prohibited by federal law. 

Wildlife and plants.  Good hunters and naturalists learn by quiet observation.  Observe wildlife from a distance so they are not scared or forced to flee.  If you are hunting, know your game and take only safe, good shots.  Wildflowers, picturesque trees, and unusual rock formations all contribute to the natural beauty we enjoy and are best left undisturbed.  There’s no need to chop trees, pound nails in trees or otherwise harm standing living trees.

Courtesy.  One of the most important components of outdoor ethics is to maintain courtesy toward others.  It helps everyone enjoy their outdoor experience.  Excessive noise, unleashed pets and damaged surroundings take away from everyone’s experience.

Minimize Use and Impact of Fires 

It is easier to Leave No Trace by cooking on a stove rather than a campfire.  Today’s backpacking stoves are economical, lightweight, provide fast clean cooking and require little cleanup.  If you wish to build a fire, learn about the local fire restrictions or closures.  In most designated campsites fire pits are provided for your use.  If no fire ring exists, a new ring is unnecessary.  Instead, plan to use either a fire pan which can be purchased or homemade (like a trash can lid), build a mound fire which is a small fire built on a mound of dirt that is placed on a tarp, or choose to not have a fire at all.  When collecting firewood, use dead and down wood no 

bigger than the size of your wrist.  When done with your fire, always make sure it is dead out.  Clean up any trash in or near the fire area.  If you had a mound fire, return the dirt to the point of collection and naturalize the areas.  
Leave No Trace

Leave No Trace Skills and Ethics booklets are available for a variety of ecosystems and uses such as Backcountry Horse Use, Western River Corridors, Dessert & Canyon environments and more.  Leave No Trace information and materials are available by calling 1-800-332-4100.  Internet access:  http://www.Int.org
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in its programs on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD).





To File a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Avenue SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410, or call 202-720-5964 (voice or TDD).  USDA is an equal employment opportunity provider and employer.
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