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LEAVE WHAT YOU FIND
)



Observe, photograph, and learn about the rocks, plants, wildlife, and natural and cultural artifacts you see during your outdoor visits, but leave them “as found” for others to enjoy.  Help preserve the special qualities of the areas you visit by “leaving what you find,” and pass the gift of discovery on to those who follow. 


Consider your last outdoor visit and what made it “special” to you. Could it have been the turtle or lizard found along the trail, an amazing display of native flowers, or a fascinating fossil, arrowhead, or archaeological ruin?  Many of us learned about and grew to love nature and wildlife by taking care of pet amphibians or reptiles. However, numerous studies have documented the potential harm that can be done when we collect and take home native wildlife, pick trailside flowers, or collect artifacts and other natural objects to keep as mementos of our visits. “Leaving What You Find” can be challenging but consider this:  What if everyone took home a desired natural object?  Would your outdoor adventures be as “special” if you failed to see such objects?  

Observe It, Photograph It, and Leave It

When we go on vacations, we frequently purchase a souvenir to keep and display as a reminder of our visit. Outdoor visitors are equally tempted to collect and take home interesting natural and cultural objects, but such acts are rarely sustainable if everyone did the same.  Such collecting has the potential to do substantial harm so resist the urge to collect and teach others to do the same. Consider the adage: “Take only photographs and leave only footprints.” Substitute a photograph or sketch to share or display your “find,” and allow you to identify and learn more about it following your trip. There are many reasons for leaving special objects behind. 

Consider the cumulative effect of millions of visitors to our public lands. If we each picked a few flowers or took a cactus, fossil, or pet home, the cumulative effect would be devastating. Instead, load your camera and not your pack. Let photos, drawings, and memories comprise your souvenirs. People come to public lands to enjoy them in a natural and pristine state. Allow others a sense of discovery by leaving plants, artifacts, and other objects of interest as you find them. Bring and introduce children to the wonders of nature but help them to understand the interconnectedness of plants, animals, and natural environments. For example, teach youth that picking flowers prevents the development of seeds, which produce next year’s plants and flowers. A study in Great Smoky Mountains National Park found significantly fewer pink lady slipper orchids flowering along park trails than away from trails. Teach youth about stewardship and their personal responsibility to preserve these important resources by leaving them where they are found so that others may discover, experience, and enjoy them as they did.

Respect Wildlife by Leaving It Alone.  Consider box turtles, which have traditionally been popular pets. Did you know that box turtles can live over 100 years in the wild but rarely survive a year or two in captivity? Box turtle populations have declined markedly in recent decades, partly because people are collecting them in large numbers to keep or sell as pets. The same is true for many other reptiles and amphibians collected in the wild, including toads, frogs, snakes, and lizards, which also suffer shortened life spans as pets. Few youth know enough about their pet’s habitat and dietary needs, which can be highly specific. Exercise wildlife stewardship instead of ownership by ensuring that your activities do not diminish the ability of other species to survive.

Many states have passed laws making it illegal to collect wild animals, including amphibians and reptiles, without special permits. The ethical option for youth who want to raise such pets is to purchase only captive-bred animals from responsible retailers. Wildlife biologists also stress that only healthy wildlife caught in the wild and kept as pets should be released, and only in the exact location where it was caught. Captive-bred animals lack the knowledge to forage for food or escape predators, or may carry harmful diseases that infect native animals. Although natural areas seem like a reasonable place to release unwanted pets, doing so disrupts the local ecology and often condemns the abandoned pet to a slow death.

Leaving Your Mark:  Respect nature and leave it as you found it – this is the true essence of Leave No Trace! Good campsites are found, not made. When you alter a site or move and rearrange logs, rocks, or other features you are altering natural habitats and creating an unnatural scene for visitors who follow you. Accept nature on its terms, ensuring that those in your group don’t litter, alter natural features, damage trees, create a new campfire site, or carve/write graffiti on rocks or park structures and signs. 

Harvesting:  If you plan to fish, hunt, or collect a large quantity of berries or other natural items always check with local land managers on regulations, permitting, and guidance. Ask about harvest limits, the best method for disposing of animal remains, safety practices, and what types of collecting are not permitted. 
 
Cairns:  These are stacks of rocks used to mark trails and guide hikers in the mountains above tree line, in open areas that lack trees, or in trail-less areas. Never create unauthorized new routes or cairns, dismantle existing cairns on formal routes, or add rocks to cairns. Limiting your traffic to formal routes in alpine and subalpine environments is critical to protecting sensitive plants, which if trampled, can require decades to recover due to short growing seasons. When visitors create new routes or cairns they greatly expand trampling impacts and misdirect visitors from official routes into more fragile or dangerous areas, particularly in the winter when trails are hidden by snow. Finally, the removal of rocks to build or add to cairns make mountain soils more prone to erosion in an environment where new soil creation requires thousands of years.   

Preserve The Past

You are likely to encounter historic, archaeological, or fossil sites during your visits to public lands. These sites are special places that tell the story of our past. Historic resources are those that are more than 50 years old, and include structures, equipment, and artifacts from old mining, logging, or homestead sites. Archeological and historical structures and artifacts are reminders of our rich human history. When damaged or stolen, these irreplaceable resources are gone forever. Be aware that the Archaeological Resources Protection and National Historic Preservation Acts make it illegal to disturb archaeological or historic sites or remove any artifacts – including potsherds, arrowheads, mining tools, or antique bottles. Archaeological sites represent our only source of knowledge about prehistoric humans and the most valuable sites are those preserved intact since being abandoned. Similarly, removal of fossils or petrified wood can result in the loss of scientific information or diminish the quality of recreational experiences for other visitors. 

Look but Don’t Touch!  These fragile heritage resources are not always readily visible so be especially careful when visiting areas where such resources occur.  Observe or photograph heritage resources but do not disturb, touch, or steal them. Consider the permanent cumulative effect if thousands of visitors took “just one” item. Preserve America’s priceless heritage exactly as you find it! Treat heritage sites with respect, as Native Americans consider many sites sacred. Allow future visitors the same sense of discovery; even picking up or moving artifacts takes them out of context and diminishes their archeological value. Be careful to avoid any ground disturbance by staying on trails, not climbing on ruins, and camping well away from heritage sites. Admire and photograph rock art but do not touch or add to it—graffiti is vandalism that forever damages pictographs and petroglyphs. 

If you see someone stealing artifacts or digging at heritage sites, observe and record (from a distance) their physical description, location, activities, and license plate number, and call 911 to report it as soon as possible. Many heritage sites are in remote areas that are difficult to monitor and enforce. You can help protect your heritage by reporting crimes or suspicious activity.
Avoid spreading non-native plants and animals

Non-native or exotic plants and animals are those that were not originally indigenous to a particular area, that is, they were transported and introduced to a new area, generally by humans. Non-native “invasive” species are those that out-compete and replace native species over large areas. The negative effects to ecological conditions and biodiversity can be significant, and highly invasive species cause substantial economic impacts. For example, ecological studies have discovered that introduced earthworms, including “bait” worms released by anglers, have altered the soil and nutrient conditions of entire forests, causing reduced forest plant groundcover, increased erosion rates, and a reduction in the number and diversity of native insects. The estimated damage and control cost of invasive species in the U.S. alone amount to more than $138 billion annually.

You can help prevent the spread of non-native species where you live and on outings by the following these actions:
· Learn more about non-native species in your area, what they look like, and prevention and control measures. Many resources are available on the Internet. 
· Inventory and control non-native plants in your yard, including “invasive ornamentals” that commonly escape our yards to invade nearby woods and fields. 
· Contact local parks and forests to volunteer your assistance in efforts  to remove non-native species.
· Never release unwanted pets or any live leftover fishing bait. 
· Carefully inspect and clean your boats/trailers, vehicles, outdoor gear, clothing, footwear, and pets or livestock to remove insects and egg cases, burrs, seeds, and mud prior to visiting a protected natural area. 
· Use weed-free feed for horses and pack-stock for three days prior to your protected area visit. 
· Never transport firewood - it may contain invasive insects or diseases that kill trees. 
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