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PLAN AHEAD and Prepare
)



Successful outings require good planning and preparation. Every outdoor visit is enhanced when we take time to improve our outdoor knowledge and skills, learn about the area we will visit, carefully plan our trip, and bring the right equipment. 

Improve Your Outdoor Knowledge And Skills

Our outdoor knowledge and skills are important elements of safe and enjoyable outdoor visits, whether hiking a woodland trail, bird watching in a local park, or canoeing a whitewater river. Do you and your group members have the knowledge and skills necessary to ensure that you will have a successful outing? For example, hiking and camping skills vary by environmental setting, activity, and season. Work to improve your knowledge, or invite others with the necessary abilities on your trip. Seek out opportunities to expand your outdoor knowledge and skills, and convey what you learn to your family, friends, and group members. Remember, poor preparation and knowledge can transform an easy hike into a dangerous situation that threatens the safety your group. It can also cause impacts from makeshift campsites or poorly sited campfires, or from emergency rescue operations. 

Learn About The Area You Will Visit

Know Before You Go.  Outdoor settings are often unfamiliar and both private landowners and public land managers have practices they expect us to learn and apply. Examples include common courtesies like leaving fence gates as we find them or regulations such as keeping our dogs on a leash or parking only in designated spots. Seek out and ask landowners about such practices and rules, and be sure everyone in your group knows and abides by them. Doing so will preserve access to these areas and potentially deters the need for additional rules and regulations. Most areas used by the public for recreation have websites where you can find relevant guidance, use it in planning your visit, and provide electronic links or copies in your e-mails to friends or group members. Learning about the area you plan to visit in advance will help you to select an area that best meets your needs and saves time during your visit. 

For public lands be sure to find and carefully read all applicable rules, but also look for tips and recommended practices. Be aware that such rules and practices can vary substantially between and even within protected areas. For example, campfires may be permissible, discouraged, or prohibited, with guidance dependent on location or seasonal fire danger. Similarly, some areas only recommend maximum group sizes while others impose strict limits. If you cannot find guidance through internet searches call or stop at agency visitor centers to obtain all applicable guidance. It is best to do this in advance of your visit so you can plan your trip accordingly. Here are some topics of special concern to guide your inquiries:

· Driving maps/directions; detailed topographic maps with trails and water sources
· Regulations applicable to your activity and location
· Recommended outdoor practices, including low impact techniques
· Policies related to camping, campfires, pets, groups, fishing, wildlife, and food and trash storage.
· Natural history information about flora, fauna, or historic and cultural features
· Information on area-specific hazards as well as emergency contact information

Carefully Plan Your Trip

The most successful outdoor adventures nearly always involve careful pre-trip planning. Even day hiking requires directions, map and compass, appropriate footwear and clothing, food and water, and knowledge of trail distances and hiking difficulty. Anticipate problems and prepare for them, like unforeseen changes in weather, a twisted ankle or poorly marked trail, or a flooded stream crossing. Prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies, and carry a personal locator beacon and/or cell phone with charged batteries (be aware that cell phone service is unreliable in many backcountry areas). Develop contingency plans if your schedule is altered by unexpected events and carry emergency contact information for the local area (e.g., sheriff, land management agency, local search and rescue) and for your group members (e.g., parent, guardian or closest relative). 

“Green” Transportation.  When planning the logistics of your trip consider public transportation alternatives, including trains or busses, and plan to use public bus systems available in many National Parks. Search online for transportation options and schedules. If driving by car, minimize the number of vehicles by carpooling if visiting with a group. This helps to minimize congestion and demand on parking spaces in popular parks and forests.

Scheduling Your Trip.  Avoid crowding problems by scheduling your trip around times of high use. Doing so can reduce visitor crowding and conflict and impacts like trail widening and the creation or expansion of recreation sites and campsites. You will also ensure more solitude for you and your companions. Locating a parking spot or campsite is always easier during weekday visits or by avoiding holiday and peak use weekends. Expect noise and commotion around busy picnic areas, large campgrounds, and developed recreation sites, particularly during times of high use. If you must visit a popular area during a period of higher use, you will encounter less crowded conditions if you avoid or quickly pass through areas with attraction features such as waterfalls or  scenic vistas. Finding an open campsite that is the right size for your group can be especially challenging during times of high visitation, especially near attraction features. Check with local land management agencies for guidance on selecting routes and campsites that can best accommodate your group’s needs, and if camping permits are needed. 

Avoid impacts to sensitive resources by scheduling your visit around times or areas where recreation impacts are more likely to occur.  Examples include times where frequent rains or snowmelt create muddy trail conditions, or times and areas where wildlife may be nesting or raising young. If you must visit during such times, ask managers to direct you to the most durable trails and areas. 

Stick to Established Trails and Campsites.  Unless your group is experienced in low impact off-trail travel, stick to areas with formal or well-established trails and campsites. Concentrating your activities in these more developed areas prevents harming less-visited pristine areas that require more advanced low-impact skills. If your adventure will be taking you away from roads, visit in small groups when possible and include enough experienced leaders to divide your group to travel and camp separately. Large groups can substantially increase the sizes of campsites, which rarely recover because subsequent campers continue using the newly expanded areas. Research shows that new impacts occur quickly while recovery requires many years or decades. The guidance presented later in this booklet will allow you to avoid such impacts. 

Traveling in Groups.  If you plan to visit with a large group, check with land managers about group picnic or camping sites and stick to trails and other developed areas designed to accommodate high traffic and large groups. Minimize impacts to resources and other visitors by teaching Leave No Trace practices to group members and ensuring adequate supervision.  Be sensitive to the resource impacts associated with your visit and how your group’s activities affect other visitors you encounter. 
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)Bring The Right Gear

“Ten Essentials” of Gear.  There are many versions of the “Ten Essentials” list, but everyone agrees that there are certain necessities that every outdoor enthusiast should carry when venturing outdoors. Having the right gear is essential to safe and enjoyable trips, and to minimizing the impacts of your outdoor experience. The type of equipment you’ll need varies depending on your activity and environment, but reviewing the “Ten Essentials” is always a good starting point.  Follow that up with consideration of the “Leave No Trace Essentials” to help you avoid or minimize resource and social impacts. 

The “Leave No Trace Essentials.”  Even walking your dog requires advance planning—bring a leash and plastic bags to clean up your pet’s waste. Wear appropriate shoes so you can stay on and avoid widening muddy trails. Bring a trash bag and pack out all trash—yours and others’. If you use trekking poles, use them with rubber tips, they cause less damage to plants, soil and rocks, than metal tips. 

“Trash-free” Outings.  Planning a picnic or campout?  Challenge your group with the goal of making it a “trash-free” or “zero-waste” event by opting for reusable containers to bring and consume all food and drink.  If reusable containers are not an option, bring containers you can return home for recycling. Repackage your food to minimize weight, bulk, and trash and carefully plan your food portions to avoid carrying out leftovers. Reuse food containers and zip lock bags to store your trash or leftover food. Try these practices; you will be amazed at how easily you can avoid creating trash that has become an expensive burden for land managers to collect and dispose. Trash is also difficult to store safely from wildlife, which can become ill when they consume it. Improperly stored trash can also create nuisance behaviors in otherwise wild animals. Animals that obtain human food and trash invariably threaten visitor safety and must be trapped and relocated or even killed. 

Finally, consider low impact options for cleaning dishes and disposing of cooking oils, food particles, and dishwater. Use biodegradable soap and bring a sieve or piece of fiberglass screen to filter food particles from greywater (cooking or dishwater), and a container to carry home used cooking oil or bacon grease. If camping in a developed campground, check with campground hosts or rangers for proper greywater disposal practices and bring a container to carry it to a sink, sump, or home. For vehicle-assisted activities it may even be possible to plan a “zero-waste” outing by carrying out everything when you depart. 

Cooking Options.  Will your outing involve cooking or open fires?  There is a diverse array of outdoor cooking options. Portable stoves offer the easiest and least impactful cooking, ranging from lightweight backpacking stoves to larger dual-burner liquid or propane gas stoves. Next, consider cooking over charcoal, but make sure open flames are allowed. If using charcoal, burn it only within provided or allowed portable grills, and bring a container for carrying the cold and fully extinguished ashes to a disposal receptacle or back home. 

Many significant and avoidable resource impacts are related to campfires, so choosing to build a fire involves additional responsibilities and skills to minimize impacts. Always check with landowners to see if and where campfires are permitted. Park and forest managers have documented numerous instances of highly invasive and destructive non-native insects transported in firewood by visitors from their home to a camping area; this practice is no longer recommended and is prohibited by an increasing number of states and protected areas. Insects crawl out of the wood during transport or before it’s burned, particularly when wood is moved or split.  These pests can infect the local plant life, causing devastating effects over time. If permitted, bringing scraps of preservative-free lumber from a home or commercial woodworking shop may be permitted, but bringing artificial fire logs or purchasing wood at or near your campground are the best options. 

Consider bringing gear like a metal fire pan to protect vegetation and soils by elevating your fire. Portable grills with short legs, metal oil pans or trash can lids, or small satellite dishes elevated on large rocks make great fire pans. A variety of portable propane campfires and candle lanterns are also available, providing additional low impact campfire options.

Finally, consider leaving some gear at home. Specifically, axes, hatchets, and saws can be useful in conservation projects but are no longer recommended or necessary for most camping. See more about this topic under the “Minimize Campfire Impacts” principle. 

Food Storage Options.  Whether picnicking or camping, bring adequate storage containers to protect all food, smellables (lotions, soaps, and odorous items), and trash from wildlife. Large metal and plastic containers with securely clamped or screw-on lids are often acceptable in areas that lack bears. Vehicles are generally safe too, though in some areas bears have learned to pry back door windows and trunk lids to obtain food. Food storage inside vehicles is strictly prohibited in these areas, which require the use of steel storage lockers at campsites and trailheads. In bear country, inquire with managers about recommended storage options and practices, such as hanging bear bags or using metal storage lockers or other approved bear-proof containers. Check with local land managers on which animals pose problems and their recommended food storage practices, and then bring whatever gear is necessary to ensure the safe storage of your food, smellables, and trash.
 
Toilet Options.  Portable human waste facilities constitute a final “Leave No Trace Essentials” discussion topic. Consider bringing a portable toilet when camping in areas that lack toilets, particularly if vehicles, boats, or pack stock can carry them. Conduct an internet search to learn about and evaluate portable toilet options, many are compact and lightweight and some even have privacy screens. Backcountry visitors are increasingly encouraged, and in some areas required, to carry out their human waste. Search the internet to learn about commercial pack-out toilet kits, which can be disposed in a trash can on your return. If you will be using the traditional “cat-hole” waste disposal method be sure to include a durable digging trowel. Finally, all feminine hygiene products must be disposed in a trashcan, never in toilets or cat-holes.
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