
LEAVE NO TRACE MEANS LEAVE NO TRACE 
5 LNT MYTHS – FROM NOLS 

MYTH: ORANGE PEELS (OR SEED SHELLS, BANANA PEELS, FRUIT PITS, ETC.) DECOMPOSE AND 
ARE NATURAL, SO I DON'T NEED TO PACK THEM OUT. 

Actually, depending on the environment, it can take an orange peel more than six months to 
decompose. For a banana peel, it could take up to two years. The thing is, even though these things 
decompose more quickly than materials like plastic or glass, they still stick around for a while. And in 
a popular area that sees dozens of visitors per day, even a handful of people leaving behind food 
waste can add up to a big pile of decomposing garbage.  How long your litter takes to biodegrade: 
Paper bag – 1 month; Apple core – 8 weeks; Orange peel and banana skins – 2 years; Cigarette end 
– 18 months to 500 years; Plastic bag 10 to 20 years; Plastic bottle – 450 years; Chewing gum – 1 
million years. 
 
MYTH: TOILET PAPER DECOMPOSES QUICKLY, SO I CAN JUST LEAVE IT UNDER A ROCK. 

 Backpacker reports it can take toilet paper anywhere from one to three years to decompose. Not 
quite as quick as you might think. Besides, regardless of whether toilet paper decomposes quickly or 
not, leaving it around is just plain gross. No one wants to turn over a rock and find used toilet paper. 
So, just like for everything else— pack it in, pack it out.  (https://lnt.org/learn/principle-3) 
 

MYTH: MY PETS ARE REALLY WELL BEHAVED, SO I CAN LET THEM RUN AROUND WHEREVER. 

It’s a surprising myth—that dog poop is actually different than that of other animals. Dog feces 
contains “harmful pathogens made up from the processed dog food, medications, and vitamins we 
feed our pets. These pathogens can make other dogs sick and add harmful additional nutrients like 
nitrogen and phosphorus to the environment.” Depending on where you are, many plants thrive in 
low-nitrogen soil, and the presence of a lot of dog poop could in fact affect the area's soil 
composition—and the ability of native plants to thrive.  (https://lnt.org/blog/5-biggest-myths-hurting-
our-public-lands) 
 

MYTH: GOING OFF-TRAIL ISN'T A BIG DEAL. 

Sure, it’s no big deal if just one person goes off trail. Shortcuts are tempting, especially when you’re 
tired. Or if there's a stunning wildflower that you want to photograph. But trails are built to concentrate 
impact and manage erosion, among other purposes, and going off trail counteracts those goals. Plus, 
seeing your footprints or trampled grass for those who follow can send the signal that it’s okay to 
leave the trail and lead to even more people following your new path. So, be the leader we know you 
are, and stick to the trail, even if it’s muddy! 
 
MYTH: IT’S OK TO WASH DISHES IN A LAKE OR RIVER IF I USE BIODEGRADABLE SOAP. 

Regardless of whether the soap is biodegradable or not, Leave No Trace recommends not using it in 
or near a water source. Soap can cause problems “from increased nitrogen to actually causing 
significant harm to aquatic inhabitants.” What you should do with your dirty dishes and hand washing 
is to wash them 200 feet away from water, then pour the water in a cathole (strain it for food chunks 
first!) 


