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		“We have met the enemy and he is us.”


	


	—Pogo by Walt Kelly





Foreword


When I first read Soft Paths in 1995, I was working in the outdoor recreation field for the first time. I grew up in Colorado, spent much of my time as a kid camping with my family, and was familiar with the phrase “take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints.” I was familiar with Leave No Trace as a concept, but much of the book’s information was new to me. Soft Paths struck a chord with me immediately, yet I was somewhat intimidated by all there was to learn.


After fifteen years with the program, however, I know that Leave No Trace, most importantly, is an attitude as much as a philosophy. Leave No Trace is not simply about remembering exactly what minimum impact skill you can practice in every outdoor situation—how far you should camp from water, where to pitch your tent, how to build a fire or if you should build one in the first place. Rather, it is first and foremost an ethic. Leave No Trace is about respecting and caring for wildlands, doing one’s part to protect our limited resources and future recreation opportunities. Once this attitude is adopted and the outdoor ethic is sound, the specific skills and techniques become second nature.


Beyond a personal commitment, there are many practices and details to be learned in order to make the best possible decisions when enjoying the outdoors. This new edition of Soft Paths is an excellent resource for both shaping an outdoor ethic and providing these details. The updated text is comprehensive and practical, with new color photos illustrating specific minimum-impact ideas, skills, and techniques that allow people of many different experience levels to learn and understand their personal role in protecting wildlands. The text is user-friendly, allowing readers to enjoy the book from start to finish or to skip around from chapter to chapter. You are in good hands: NOLS—as a founding partner and ongoing educational provider of the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics—has developed much of the Leave No Trace wilderness curriculum based primarily on the information contained in Soft Paths.


Perhaps the most important information provided here is the explanation why Leave No Trace is so essential today. Many of the skills and techniques are based on research that specifically examines human recreational impacts. Many times people don’t feel as though one small action or behavior can make a difference—positive or negative. I am committed to the idea that, equipped with Leave No Trace skills and techniques, we can drastically reduce our recreational impacts and not only maintain but improve the condition of wild and natural lands, one person at a time.


Settle down with this new edition of Soft Paths, get a sense of the ethic, learn the finer points. Then ask yourself, “What would my last outing say about me?” You will never “get outside” the same way again.


Dana Watts, Executive Director


Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics








	

		“And what will be the disposition of the landscape? Will it be used, as always, in whatever way we will, or will it one day be accorded some dignity of its own?”


	


	—Barry Lopez, Arctic Dreams





About This Edition


When Soft Paths was first written in 1987, it provided practical techniques developed over decades of ecological and social research, to give backcountry recreationists information and tools that help them make better decisions about how to minimize their impact on wilderness. The initial Soft Paths recognized that “impacts” (defined here as subtle or obviously deleterious recreation-caused changes) have an ecological effect on the land, water, and wildlife. Additionally, “impacts” can be social in nature—affecting other people’s wilderness experience or enjoyment. The goal was to explain what individual recreationists can do to minimize their impacts in the back-country, preventing our wild outdoor places from “being loved to death.”
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Since that first edition, the need to enjoy wilderness and all our public recreational lands without harming them has become ever more profound. Recreational wilderness use and impact continue to grow, making it more imperative than ever to walk on “soft paths.”


NOLS’ perspectives and experiences are grounded in remote wilderness, as is much of the recreation ecology research conducted by the Forest Service and others. So our examples, techniques, and suggested practices all focus on wild backcountry settings. This book addresses impacts in different wildland environments and impacts associated with broad categories of non-motorized recreation.


That said, many of the practices and considerations detailed here are applicable in other environments and outdoor activities as well. Trampling, litter, waste disposal, fire use, wildlife health, and protecting cultural resources all come into play in areas that are not wilderness but are still threatened by overwhelming recreational impacts. City parks, local recreation areas, car camping spots, and urban greenways will all benefit from the minimum impact principles and techniques in the following chapters. With slight adaptation or extrapolation, Soft Paths remains an excellent reference for day hikes, campground camping, canyoneering, orienteering, or mountain biking. What also is broadly applicable is the ethic espoused by Soft Paths, the need for everyone everywhere to accept personal responsibility to be light on all lands.


About the time that Soft Paths initially appeared, many federal and state land managers had come to realize that public education was key to minimizing human impacts on wildlands. In the 1980s, the United States Forest Service (USFS) led the way with a national wilderness ethics program called Leave No Trace and was investing in research on the impacts of recreation on wilderness. Other public land management agencies had programs devoted to educating people about low-impact camping. By the late 1980s, NOLS was intimately involved with Leave No Trace, helping bring together the four major land management agencies—the U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, National Park Service, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service—with manufacturers, outdoor retailers, user groups, educators, and individuals who share a commitment to maintain and protect our wildlands and natural areas for future enjoyment.
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In 1994, the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics was spun off as its own nonprofit organization. Today, building on material originally presented in Soft Paths, Leave No Trace has grown into an international program that brings its message to millions of outdoor recreationists. NOLS is a proud partner of Leave No Trace, providing materials, training, and curriculum for educators throughout the world. Today, you may see Leave No Trace messages in magazines, on television, and on the packaging of sporting goods. Readers of Soft Paths will easily recognize close parallels between the practices in this book and those of the Leave No Trace program.


New research has been steadily conducted since the first edition of Soft Paths was published. The results of this work help us prescribe better minimum-impact techniques for wilderness use. Many readers have asked us for expanded discussions of the rationale behind recommended camping practices. We have included this new research and provide more explanation without getting too deep into the technical detail.


Some of the recommended practices have been changed from previous editions on the basis of additional field experience, and we’ve incorporated Leave No Trace principles into the text. Statistics, graphs, and photos have been updated, and the bibliography has been expanded and updated for those who want the latest additional sources of information.


It’s clear that wild-country travelers want to invest in the future of the lands they love to explore. We’re grateful for the interest and enthusiasm that the original Soft Paths and the Leave No Trace program have generated. Acknowledgment of the great value of the earth’s remaining wilderness is growing; so too is the public’s willingness to develop a new relationship with the lands that bring us so much joy.


Rich Brame and David Cole








	

		“The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include . . . the land.”


	


	—Aldo Leopold
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The Case for Minimum Impact


From the Appalachian Mountains in the eastern United States, to the deserts of Baja California, to the high peaks of California’s Sierra Nevada, and to the remote coastlines of Alaska, the story is the same: User impact is spreading faster than land managers can control it. People visit the backcountry because they both value and enjoy it, but in the words of one observer, “We are loving our wilderness to death.” The following scenarios are typical:




		In the Pacific Northwest, some high lake basins are visited by up to twenty-five thousand people in a snow-free season of less than ten weeks.


		Popular campsites in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area of Minnesota have suffered an 80 percent loss of vegetation.


		So many hikers have traversed the Old Bridle Path up New Hampshire’s Mount Lafayette that the trail has eroded into a gully four feet deep, prompting trail crews to call it the “Old Bridle Trench.”





Recreational use of America’s wildlands has exploded in the past fifty years. Since passage of the 1964 Wilderness Act, wilderness recreational users have increased about sixfold. Much of this increase occurred during the 1960s when backpacking first became popular, but use has continued to grow as our country’s population has expanded. Recent studies indicate that the number of Americans who backpack is 2.5 times greater in 2009 than it was in 1982. Day hiking tripled over the same time period. Today there are more than 50 million more day hikers and 14 million more backpackers than there were 25 years ago. Since NOLS first published Soft Paths in 1987, the National Park Service’s backcountry overnights have increased over 18 percent and several iconic parks are setting visitor attendance records. Today our wilderness lands host about 20 million visitor-days per year (a twelve-hour stay by one person). As the number of backcountry visitors grows, our responsibility to the land changes. No longer is it enough to simply pick up litter and extinguish matches. These efforts help, but wilderness is more than just an unspoiled environment. We need to be concerned about two dimensions of recreational impact: damage to the integrity of the land and injury to the wilderness experience of others.




	Solution by Default





In his book Basic Rockcraft, Royal Robbins says, “A simple equation exists between freedom and numbers: the more people, the less freedom.” Today, this maxim guides many public land managers in their attempt to strike a balance between providing free and unconfined access to back-country recreation, and protecting the wildland environment from these same recreationists.


Managers have implemented a wide variety of actions to minimize impact problems in the backcountry. In more than half of national parks, there are limits on group size and length of stay, and overnight visitors are required to have permits. In addition, approximately 40 percent of parks restricted the total number of people allowed overnight in the backcountry.




	[image: Image]


	Restrictions often appear after the damage is done. DAVID COLE





The lands managed by the Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Fish and Wildlife Service have fewer restrictions on their use than national parks, but the trend at all agencies has been toward more regulation. One need not look far for examples. Managers of the Linville Gorge Wilderness in North Carolina allow a maximum of thirty individuals per day to enter the area. In Yellowstone National Park, users must obtain a permit before hiking into the back-country, and campsites are designated. Only seven parties per day are allowed to launch on Idaho’s Middle Fork of the Salmon River.


Sometimes such restrictions are unavoidable. But often they come too late, after the damage is already done. No one who values wilderness wants to see these lands suffer more abuse. Yet is the only solution to tell users how to camp, where to camp, and how long to stay? Many of us, after all, seek the solitude and freedom of wildlands as temporary relief from a restrictive society.


This book’s underlying premise is that most damage to wildlands is the result of lack of education, not malice. In fact, it would be difficult to find a more intelligent, more caring group of individuals than backcountry users; most, no matter what their preferred recreational activity, are anxious to do the right thing. Yet good intentions alone have fallen short.




	The Path to a Wildland Ethic





Minimum-impact backcountry use is a hands-on, practical approach to caring about both the land and the people who share its richness. Its success hinges on the willingness of individuals to learn, to think, and then to commit knowledge to action. The resulting techniques are flexible and tempered by judgment and experience. They depend more on attitude and awareness than on rules and regulations. As individuals and organizations, we must care enough about the land to be willing to change our techniques and attitudes about what is appropriate behavior in the outdoors.


“Rules are for fools,” NOLS founder Paul Petzoldt used to say. But Petzoldt wasn’t advocating anarchy. He was reminding users that the most successful approach to being light on the land is to use good judgment, not to follow a set of rules blindly.


The Leave No Trace program expresses the essence of minimum-impact camping in seven basic principles:




		Plan ahead and prepare.


		Travel and camp on durable surfaces.


		Dispose of waste properly.


		Leave what you find.


		Minimize campfire impacts.


		Respect wildlife.


		Be considerate of other visitors.
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	Unclean campsites inspire further abuse and proliferation. DAVID COLE





These principles are interwoven throughout this book and serve as guidelines that can be returned to time and again when trying to make the best possible decisions about wildland use. The minimum-impact techniques described here are adaptable to changing conditions. Visitors must consider the variables of each backcountry decision—the soil, the vegetation, the wildlife, moisture, the amount and type of use the area receives, individual and group abilities, and the overall effect of their own use—and then use their judgment to determine which practices to apply.


We believe that an absolute, step-by-step Leave No Trace rule book can never and should never be written. We don’t seek to dictate anyone’s actions or ethics. We strive to tap users’ obvious love of the backcountry and challenge them to use up-to-date and evolving minimum-impact techniques to be as gentle on the land as they can be.


The practices outlined by the Leave No Trace principles demonstrate ways we can care for our wildlands, but more important, they point to a larger relationship that is the inevitable goal of any land ethic. Perhaps this relationship is best expressed in the beliefs of an old Eskimo man, related by the early twentieth-century arctic explorer Knud Rasmussen: “His philosophy of life was to the effect that we human beings know so very little of life and its controlling forces that we have an imperative duty, not only to ourselves but also to those we hold dear, to live as carefully as possible.”


By accepting responsibility for our remaining wildlands, we may take better care of all of Earth’s landscapes.
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Backcountry Travel


Examine the gear of someone who is about to embark on a backcountry journey, and you are likely to find organized piles of lightweight equipment—everything from maps with trimmed borders to a toothbrush with a shortened handle. Why such fastidious organization? Because a successful trip depends on careful preparation and bringing just the right equipment.


These days, thoughtful backcountry visitors are asking another question: How can I travel through wildlands so that I make as little impact as possible? Many are learning that the same care and planning that contribute to a successful journey also serve to minimize disturbance to other visitors and the environment. If backcountry travelers find themselves wet and cold without the necessary equipment or clothes, they may be forced to build a large, environmentally destructive fire to stay warm. Visitor safety is clearly the priority, but careful planning often precludes unnecessary impact.


Methods of wildland travel vary greatly, but motorized recreation in federally designated wilderness is in most cases prohibited, making hiking, horseback riding, and boating the primary modes of transportation for most visitors. Although many of our recommendations apply to all types of recreation, this chapter looks primarily at how to reduce the impact of the most frequent mode of backcountry travel: hiking. Later chapters deal with the specifics of travel with pack stock and boats.




	The Impact of Hiking





A superficial look at the numbers raises doubts about whether there really is an impact problem caused by backcountry travelers. Although wilderness areas are visited by millions each year, use intensity averages only about 0.2 visitor-days per acre annually. That’s less than a single three-hour visit by one person—not much compared with other kinds of land use. Yet according to surveys of land managers, crowding is considered a problem in more than half of all wilderness areas. Why are so many managers complaining of crowding if visitor use is so low?


Visitors don’t distribute themselves evenly across our wildlands. Most use is concentrated in a few specific places in a few specific wilderness areas. In fact, more than half of all wilderness use occurs in a mere 10 percent of the total 105 million acres of designated wilderness. Similarly, in most wilderness areas, over half of all use occurs on only about 10 percent of the trail miles.
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	Weekend and holiday use is high in many backcountry destinations. In Yosemite National Park, for example, wilderness use on Memorial Day weekend is five times as great as on the weekends that follow.





Visitation is also unevenly distributed over the course of the year. Certain seasons tend to be popular; others see little use. Weekend and holiday use is also high. In Yosemite National Park, for example, wilderness use on Memorial Day weekend is five times as great as on the weekends that follow. With this in mind, it is easy to see why crowding is a problem in many wilderness areas.
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Examining why so few acres are favored is even more revealing. The popular spots are often close to population centers—areas with easy access, scenic views, or attractions such as good fishing or pleasant camping. Researchers have learned that within these areas, people generally prefer to go where others have traveled; most often this means following a trail.




	The Trail Dilemma





Why do people concentrate on trails? Sometimes travel off established trails is prohibited or impractical, perhaps even dangerous; sometimes visitors just like the familiarity and ease of following constructed paths. Whatever the explanation, we users are profoundly affecting the areas we like the most. Trails may be a small part of the wilderness acreage, but they are crucial to our wilderness experience because we spend most of our time along them.


But trails are declining in number. In the 1930s, our national forests had 132,000 miles of trails; today there are only about 70,000 miles of maintained trails. The reasons for the decline are many. The primary one, however, is that land managers deemphasized trails when fire control and timber harvesting became increasingly mechanized. As a result, road mileage increased while the number of trails declined. Today, although our national forest backcountry has fewer trails, the public’s use of trails has grown steadily. For every person hiking a trail fifty years ago, many more people now leave their bootprints.


Increased trail use has prompted more than half of all wilderness managers to list human-caused soil erosion and vegetation damage as major problems on trails. The next most widespread trail problem is erosion caused by horses, mules, burros, and other pack stock. Although only about 10 percent of all parties entering the wilderness use pack animals, pack stock damage on or near trails is considered a problem in almost half our wilderness areas.


Today, new trails are mostly wishful thinking, and existing trail maintenance budgets have been cut back severely. Some land managers have recommended increased off-trail use in the belief that visitor impact will spread more evenly throughout the backcountry, resulting in less damage to established trails. But cross-country travel has proven no panacea. Indeed, the worst nightmare for these managers is a backcountry that looks in its entirety like their most heavily eroded trail. In the Sierra Nevada, for example, obvious paths are visible on the landscape far from established trails—providing access to trail-less lakes and traversing most of the reasonable mountain passes. As a user, you’re often faced with a choice: Should you travel off-trail or on-trail? Our answer is that depending on local regulations, your evaluation of the land, and your skill in minimum-impact techniques, either choice can be appropriate. Although heavy use of existing trails does increase contact with other visitors, staying on trails is a good way to avoid disturbing fragile areas. When trails are well designed and maintained, they can accommodate a great deal of use and minimize impact—particularly in popular areas.


There are times, however, when cross-country travel is appropriate. In suitable terrain, highly skilled travelers can often minimize their impact by choosing an off-trail route, but they have to be willing to exert special care. The message is clear: Users must carefully consider the trade-offs when deciding whether to travel by trail or cross-country.




	Traveling on Trails





Even traditional, well-established trails can suffer abuse. Problems surface when they receive too much traffic or when hikers walk out of the established tread. Properly designed and maintained trails rarely suffer if visitors simply stay on them. But not all trails are well designed or properly maintained. What happens when they deteriorate, and how can we minimize the damage?
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Trails are effectively areas that land managers have designated to sacrifice, creating a route or constructing a pathway that withstands and focuses trampling. Thoughtful use of existing trails protects area vegetation and diminishes trail proliferation. RICH BRAME


The major environmental problems with trails are erosion, muddy stretches, and the development of informal trails. Most often, the solutions to erosion and muddiness are effective trail location, engineering, and maintenance. These are the responsibilities of the wilderness manager. Still, there are several things visitors can do to avoid contributing further damage.


When following existing trails, walk single file and stay on the path. This is an important part of concentrating impact. Walking outside the tread—for example, traveling abreast or trying to avoid rocks or mud—breaks down the trail edge and widens the path. Such behavior also leads to the development of multiple trails, which scar some of our most beautiful meadows. Staying on trails is sometimes difficult when conditions are wet, yet this is when they are the most susceptible. Wearing a pair of well-fitted gaiters allows hikers to remain dry while walking through wet or muddy areas.


As with muddy stretches, it’s better to cross low-angled snowbanks than to skirt them and thus create additional trails. If you’re familiar with the area and know where the trail is under the snow, tramp a path to lead the way for others. When crossing high-angled snowbanks, however, safety is often the foremost concern; in this case, there may be no alternative to skirting the snowbank. Here it’s better to risk widening the path by walking on the edge of the trail than to encourage the development of an entirely new impromptu trail. Sometimes merely avoiding popular backcountry areas during wet periods such as the spring thaw is the best practice.
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	When horseback riders and hikers don’t stay within the confines of a trail, multiple trails result. Even if it is muddy, stick to the trail so you don’t contribute to further erosion or new damage. RICH BRAME





To limit erosion, trails are typically designed to avoid steep grades. Where trails negotiate steep hills, the grade is kept low by using switchbacks. Many hikers are tempted to shorten their distance by shortcutting these switchbacks. Yet by doing this, hikers cause erosion and damage to vegetation. If the slope is vegetated, the first shortcutters probably just damage a few plants. But if the plants die, their roots no longer bind the soil, and soon the topsoil begins to wash away. Without topsoil, other plants can’t recolonize the site, and the shortcut becomes a barren trench. Runoff and erosion accelerate. Eventually the shortcut becomes impassable, stripping away the corner of the switchback. Once erosion begins, it’s hard to stop, and it may become impossible for nature to repair itself, particularly at high altitudes where growth is slow. If you come upon shortcuts, you can help by throwing brush or logs across them to block hiker access. If an established switchback is impassable because of erosion or mud, walk on hard surfaces (such as rock, sand, or snow) as much as possible, and notify the managers responsible for that area. You may be surprised by how much management action a few concerned voices can bring.


Another major trail impact caused by hikers occurs when they encounter other visitors. The result: less solitude for both your group and the other party. Encountering others often detracts from the user’s wilderness experience. The impact of this situation can be lessened if you follow a few simple techniques. Unless regulations prohibit it, take breaks some distance off the trail at a durable stopping place, preferably out of view. Durable stopping places include rock outcrops, sand, other non-vegetated places, and sites with resistant vegetation, such as dry, grassy meadows. Here you can enjoy more natural surroundings, and other parties can pass by without noticing you.


If you do meet other hikers on a trail, move off to one side and stop; continuing to walk at the edge widens the trail. When you meet a horse party, allow it plenty of room, as horses can be frightened easily. Your entire group should move off to the same side of the trail, preferably the downhill side, and stand quietly until the horses pass. It’s easier for the wrangler to control a spooked horse if it bolts uphill rather than downhill. Sometimes it helps if one of your party talks in a low voice to the first rider to give the horses advance notice of your presence.
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	Shortcutting trail switchbacks accelerates erosion, resulting in a scar almost impossible to heal. RICH BRAME
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	Off-trail hiking and rest breaks on rock, sand, snow, or other durable surfaces reduce the trampling and development of multiple trails. RICH BRAME







	Traveling Cross-Country





Leaving the trail allows you to explore the 90 percent of wildlands not accessed by most backcountry visitors. Off-trail travel can be difficult, however, and is not for everyone. In particular, it is not for those who are unable to leave minimal traces of their passage—those who hike in large groups, choose routes over fragile ground, or travel with large numbers of pack stock. When you travel off-trail in remote backcountry, you must accept a special responsibility for the greater impact you have the potential to create. Off-trail areas are special because they are seldom visited. Trampling will change their pristine qualities, so these areas require a different attitude and a commitment to extra care.


When traveling cross-country, don’t blaze trees, build cairns, or leave messages for members of your group in the dirt or sand. Such markers detract from other visitors’ sense of discovery.


Select a route that avoids fragile areas, particularly wet areas, unstable slopes, and areas covered by dwarf shrubs or dense broad-leaved herbs and ferns. These are the most fragile types of vegetation, and a few passes by hikers will cause lasting damage. Spend as much time as possible on durable surfaces such as bare rock, sand and gravel, snow and ice, the deep duff of the dense forest floor, and other non-vegetated surfaces. Watch where you put your feet—try to step on as few plants as possible. Travel in small groups of no more than four to six people, and when not on a hardened surface, spread out rather than follow the same route and create a path. Where places are so fragile that even the passage of one person leaves a trail, it is better to walk single file so that only one lane is created. Although this may be the best you can do under some circumstances, challenge yourself to find routes that avoid such impact.


Why all this concern for avoiding plants and unstable soil and minimizing the trampling any one place receives? Most plants die if stepped on more than a few times, and unstable soils start eroding even with light trampling. Once these processes begin, the impact accelerates quickly. An obvious path soon attracts others; footsteps on top of yours kill more plants and displace more soil. Trails develop where they are not wanted. Without careful route selection and the maintenance of constructed trails, informal trails erode into permanent trenches that continue to deteriorate even without use. When these trails finally become too difficult to use, cross-country hikers move away, initiating trails elsewhere.
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