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TRAVEL AND CAMP on Durable Surfaces
)



Research reveals that vehicle and trampling impacts to plants and soils occur quickly but recover slowly. Minimize impact in popular areas by concentrating your activity on the most durable surfaces available, and in pristine areas by dispersing your activity so visible impacts never form.  


Low Impact Driving Practices:  Whether traveling to or from your recreation destination, or driving a vehicle, ATV, or motorcycle as part of your outdoor experience, you can avoid or minimize resource impacts by following a few simple low impact driving practices. Most importantly, drive responsibly and stay on designated roads that are open to public use, or secure permission from private property owners.  If driving off-road is acceptable and necessary, do so only when soils are dry.  Minimize your traffic and stick to the most durable surfaces available. Check with local land managers to determine the best driving routes and designated safe parking locations. Avoid driving on unsurfaced roads when conditions are muddy. Use only vehicles that can safely negotiate the roadbed without having to go around mud-holes or other obstacles as this substantially increases road width and impact. Yield to the horseback riders, hikers, and mountain bikers you encounter. Carry out all trash and check/wash your vehicle before and after trips to prevent the spread of non-native species. Additional low-impact vehicle use practices is available at the Tread Lightly website:  www.treadlightly.org

Durable Surfaces

Durable and Non-durable Surfaces.  Durable surfaces include pavement, rock, gravel, snow/ice, and barren soils on well-established trails and developed recreation sites. Concentrating your travel and activity on non-vegetated durable surfaces spares vegetation from trampling impacts and minimizes the signs of your visit. If durable surfaces are unavailable, use non-vegetated areas of organic litter (leaves, pine needles) or dry grassy areas. Studies show that grasses in sunny, dry areas are the most durable type of ground vegetation. Dry grassy fields are generally the best sites for large-group camping or picnic events.  

Learn to recognize and avoid non-durable surfaces, including tall broad-leafed herbs/forbs, ferns, wet soils, substrates on steep slopes, and cryptobiotic soils. Most broad-leaved herbs that grow in shade have stiff or weak stems that break easily, even under light traffic.  In arid regions, cryptobiotic soils have a living “crust” of algae, cyanobacteria, fungi, lichens, and mosses. These crusts prevent soil erosion, retain soil moisture, and fix atmospheric nitrogen but they are extremely fragile and easily degraded by traffic. 

Actively seek out and use the most durable and resistant surface that’s available to you for driving, riding, hiking, lunch or rest sites, and campsites. Explain what durable and non-durable surfaces are to your group and help them avoid areas of sensitive vegetation and soils.

Concentrate Activities on Established Trails and Recreation Sites.  Research demonstrates that initial and low levels of trampling quickly remove most groundcover plants and organic litter, with substantial impact occurring in the first year of use.  In contrast, recovery rates are very low, so the restoration of impacted trails and recreation sites to natural conditions can require 10-30 years!  An important implication of these findings is that visitors should concentrate activity on formal or well-established trails and recreation sites and  avoid expanding them or creating new ones. Your group’s resource impacts are likely to be substantially greater if you travel off-trail into pristine areas. Visiting these areas requires greater knowledge and experience of low impact practices and considerable care to avoid the creation of lasting impact. For these reasons, only groups skilled in Leave No Trace dispersed use practices should venture off the beaten path.

Concentrate use in popular areas

In popular frontcountry or backcountry areas, concentrate your activities on marked formal or well-established trails and developed sites, including picnic areas, recreation and vista sites, and campsites. Staying on formal trails and well-established sites focuses your traffic on hardened or bare surfaces that resist further trampling impacts. Also recognize that trails widen or form parallel paths when people walk on the edges of trails, detour around obstacles, or walk side-by-side. Keep trails narrow and prevent these impacts by wearing appropriate footwear so you can walk single file in the center of trails—even where it’s rocky or somewhat muddy (walk around the edges of deep mud-holes). If you are leaving deep prints (hoof, tire, or boot), the trail is too wet to use – find a drier alternative trail. Stay on the trail or a durable surface when being passed or to pass others. Never short cut a trail, especially on switchbacks, as steep short cuts quickly erode into gullies requiring costly restoration.  Promote the recovery of closed trails and areas by avoiding them altogether. 

Stick to Well-Established Trails and Campsites.  Seek out and use only marked or blazed trails in heavily used areas. Formal trails are sustainably designed, safer and easier to use, facilitate faster travel, and are marked on maps so you are less likely to become lost. Studies reveal that visitors created most unmarked “informal” trails and that they frequently degrade quickly and impact sensitive or rare plant communities. Informal trail networks may also fragment wildlife habitats and hasten the dispersal of non-native plants. While some recreational pursuits require their use, such as accessing a fishing spot, you can help preserve natural areas by minimizing the creation and use of these unofficial, unmarked, and sometimes illegal trails. If your activity requires travel away from formal trails in popular areas, it’s best to find and travel on a well-used informal trail, unless you can stay on more durable rock or gravel surfaces. In particular, avoid using faint trails or areas where impacts are just beginning to show, to allow them to recover. 
When picnicking or camping in heavily used areas, choose only designated or legal well-established sites. Check with the local land management agency for advice on selecting a site and on applicable camping regulations or permitting. For camping, some land managers require camping permits and use of designated sites; others simply promote the use of well-established campsites. For daytime or overnight activities, choose a well-established recreation site you can use without enlarging. If you have too many people or tents, divide into smaller groups and use additional sites. Avoid expanding a site’s size by confining your activities on the most durable and previously disturbed surfaces. Preserve native vegetation by not stepping on plants and avoiding traffic in adjacent offsite areas. Most importantly, note that recreation sites enlarged from just one group’s use rarely return to their original size as subsequent groups often continue using the newly expanded areas.  

Never create a new recreation site or campsite and avoid using lightly impacted sites to promote their recovery.  Recreation site and campsite proliferation are significant problems in many areas. Ask managers to identify likely possible locations that meet the needs of your group. Also check for guidance on group sizes, number or placement of tents, food storage, campfires, and firewood sources. In bear country, it’s advisable to separate the sleeping and cooking/food storage areas. Land managers generally provide special guidance on camping practices in bear country. Otherwise, place all tents, gear, and your cooking area in the center of your site. Confining your activities to the core barren area keeps your site small, protects surrounding vegetation, and prevents development of disturbed “satellite” sites in offsite areas. 

Good Campsites Are Found, Not Made.  Spend time finding your perfect campsite; remodeling or altering a site isn’t necessary. Bring a lightweight chair instead of moving logs and rocks to sit on. Modern tents and sleeping pads allow greater flexibility and comfort in selecting a durable, dry and comfortable tent site. Ditching soils and removing or adding vegetation and organic material should never be necessary. Portable stoves and even tables allow you to prepare meals anywhere without a campfire.

Protect trees and shrubs around your campsite from damage. Take care not to break off branches when securing tent, tarp, or clotheslines, and when suspending food or game carcasses. Don’t use wire or nails and if necessary, place a stuff sack, an old piece of carpet or other padding under ropes to protect bark. Likewise, place lanterns where they will not singe bark. Even breaking off a tree branch for firewood creates an ugly scar and can expose the tree to insects and disease (see Minimize Campfire Impacts for information on collecting firewood). When camping with stock, use provided hitch rails, well-rigged high lines, portable fencing, or hobbles to restrain your animals without tying them directly to trees. Ask about the best stock confinement options for the area you plan to visit. Come prepared to confine your animals. 

Leave your campsite clean and natural looking—as you would like to find it. Remember that you are a host to those who use the site after your visit and they will notice your hospitality, or lack of it! Litter, graffiti, tree damage, visible human, stock and pet waste, spilled food, and unsightly fire rings are all avoidable impacts. By taking the time to pick up after ourselves and others, we and the environment all benefit. 

Large Group Activities.  If you have a larger group, stick to popular areas and ask land mangers about the availability of group use picnic or camping sites (which often require advance reservations). If such facilities are not available, secure approval to hold large group picnics or camping events in dry grassy fields. Be sure to have contingency plans for moving gear to and from the activity areas in the event of heavy or sustained rains or snow. Otherwise vehicles can become stuck or create severe rutting damage. Monitor vegetation impacts and shift activities if you see the loss of vegetation cover beginning to occur.

Disperse use in pristine areas 

Does your recreational activity truly require off-trail travel or visiting pristine areas?  If not, then stick to formal marked trails and recreation sites whether in the frontcountry or backcountry. Recognize that the resource impacts of your visit on formal, designated trails and sites are often quite low.  When you venture away from these impact-resistant trails and sites, the potential for harming natural resources is substantially higher. Accept the personal responsibility to “Leave No Trace” of your visit if you must venture off-trail. 

Off-trail Hiking Practices.  As previously noted, you may encounter informal (visitor-created) trails and sites, often only distinguishable from their formal counterparts by their lack of blazings, markings, or signs. Consult with land managers for specific guidance, but understand that off-trail traffic frequently leads to the proliferation of these informal networks of trails and sites. Furthermore, studies show that visitor-created trails and sites are more susceptible to resource impacts because they lack professional design, construction, and maintenance.

If your activity requires travel into low-use pristine areas, or far away from formal trails and recreation sites in popular areas, disperse your footsteps and activities to avoid repeat traffic and visible impact. If each person takes a slightly different route, a distinct trail won’t form because no single plant receives multiple footfalls. Your objective in these areas is to avoid concentrated hiking or activity that leaves visible impact to plants and soils. Avoid using informal trails or recreation sites, particularly those that are not well-used, to promote their recovery. Research shows that even a few passes by hikers or a single night of camping can substantially delay their recovery to natural conditions. Because low levels of repeat traffic can create new trails and recreation sites, dispersal is generally an effective policy only in areas that receive low use. 

Avoid Leaving Visible Impact.  The degree of dispersal needed depends on the surfaces your group encounters. Rock surfaces that lack plant or lichen cover can tolerate concentrated traffic, as can barren gravel shorelines or dry washes, and snow or ice. Walking single file is acceptable only where there is little chance of trampling plants. If you must travel or camp on vegetation, look for dry grassy meadows—grasses have flexible stems and leaves that resist damage and recover quickly. In contrast, ferns and weak-stemmed broad-leafed plants are highly susceptible to trampling damage—avoid these! When traveling or camping in forests, find and use areas with dense canopies that support little or no vegetation groundcover.  When in doubt, periodically examine the effects of your group’s activities and minimize impact by increasing dispersal or use of durable surfaces.

Even low or inconsistent traffic along the same routes quickly leads to the development of informal, visitor-created trails. Cross-country hikers quickly discover that topography and vegetation acts to concentrate their traffic to routes with the fewest obstacles. Resist this tendency and keep your group broadly dispersed, with single file traffic only on the most durable rock, gravel, or snow surfaces. Recognize that dispersed travel requires constant vigilance and is considerably slower and more difficult than hiking along a trail. Plan your schedule accordingly. Failure to disperse your group’s traffic will accelerate the formation of informal trails that can quickly attract further use and impact. 

Dispersed Camping.  Dispersed camping is generally not permitted or is discouraged in frontcountry areas as the potential for repeated use is simply too great. In less-visited backcountry areas, camping impacts can be minimized by selecting the most durable and resistant site available and by staying only one night. Avoid any pre-existing camping spots that show minimal use to promote their recovery. When possible, also avoid areas that are highly visible to other visitors, vegetated shorelines, and areas with signs of wildlife. 

Locate cooking areas on the most durable site available, like a large rock slab, gravel, or barren area. Unless durable surfaces are available, avoid creating trails by limiting your trips and varying your route to water, sleeping, and cooking areas. Monitor the effects of your activities, concentrating use on the most durable surfaces or dispersing your activities—whatever is necessary to avoid creating lasting impacts. 

Before departing, naturalize and disguise the site—your objective is for no one to see or use the site again. Add leaf litter or pine needles to any scuffed up areas. Fluff up flattened vegetation and organic material and replace any rocks or sticks you may have moved. If possible, place a log or branches across your tenting and cooking areas to deter their future use. Almost any forested setting can accommodate a single night of use each year without showing permanent effects; grassy areas can handle several nights. If you need to stay in one area longer, plan on moving your campsite when lasting vegetation or soil impacts begin to show.  
Protect Water Resources.  In most areas, sand and gravel bars along rivers or the ocean are durable surfaces that are generally suitable for low-impact camping. However, your first choice should always be either a designated or previously impacted site. Avoid lakeshores and the banks of streams unless your campsite is in dry grassy vegetation and set back from the water (>200 feet when possible). Avoid shoreline sites, particularly those with substantial soil exposure or steeper slopes that erode soil into waterways. Where possible, also avoid camping near water in arid regions—these areas are ecologically important because they support diverse plant and animal populations that need water to survive in harsh dry environments. Additionally, plants and animals in arid environments are usually more sensitive to recreation disturbance. Hikers, fishermen, and boaters are also drawn to water, so camping near shorelines increases your potential to intrude on the experiences of other visitors.
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