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The Seven Rs of Outdoor Minimalism


Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.

—MARGARET MEAD



THE CONCEPT OF MINIMALISM COMES FROM THE ARTS—SIMPLE forms in painting and sculpture; short, repetitive phrases in music. It’s about doing more with less: reducing clutter and celebrating simplicity.

Minimalism as an approach to life has come to be known as having less stuff. To some, minimalism will look like being able to fit everything they own into a backpack, while for others, it includes owning a house, a car, and raising a family. Possessions are symptoms, though, not the core of minimalism. More broadly, minimalism is about what is essential. Minimalism brings forth a level of self-awareness of what you truly need in your specific life circumstance, and a realization that your needs are relative within all of life’s changes. What is essential is also often associated with a person’s ability to be fully present, and in the moment. Consumerism, and even “retail therapy,” are ways many of us use to escape our reality, and we use the distraction of excess to hide from our here and now. Minimalism is a journey of self-discovery that bridges necessity with intentionality.

Minimalism, especially outdoor minimalism, should be seen as a way of thinking that influences day-to-day activities, like what we buy. One of the most important aspects of moving toward a lower-impact lifestyle like minimalism is a shift in mindset. We live in a consumer culture of instant gratification that makes us believe more is always better and buying more will make us happy. Minimalism challenges that belief and gradually pushes your mindset from feeling like you should consume more to an evaluation of your needs versus wants. It is the shift from feeling like something external can make you feel fulfilled.

Outdoor pursuits often require paring down. There’s nothing like carrying the physical weight of every single item you need to get by for a week in the wilderness to make you think critically about what those needs actually are. If you’re reading this, my guess is that you are already looking for ways to reduce your environmental impact and shift your perception of material goods.

Being ready for a change is the first step, but, beyond that, knowing how to actually implement positive changes to all aspects of your life becomes more challenging. Before we dive deep into the specifics of how to implement outdoor minimalism practices into your favorite activities, such as hiking or camping, we need a solid foundation. Cue the seven Rs of outdoor minimalism: reduce, refuse, rethink, repair, rehome (or repurpose), remove, and restore. One of these will be familiar to you because it is the first R in the well-known reduce, reuse, recycle lineup. Unlike these three Rs, the seven Rs of outdoor minimalism go much deeper to challenge the consumer to reflect on a product’s whole life cycle and its impact on the environment.


1. REDUCE

Perhaps one of the most essential Rs on either list is “reduce.” In terms of outdoor recreation, that means reducing our consumption and reducing our impact on the landscapes we love to explore. Reducing consumption can come in many very impactful forms, such as reducing the amount of plastic packaging we buy, reducing the number of clothing items we buy each year, and reducing how often we replace our outdoor gear.

The reduction of consumption is an important concept, because we live in a consumer-based economy, but we live on a finite planet. Consumer-based societies often treat items and natural resources as infinite, when that is not the case. Reduction of consumption, no matter the area of reduction, then is a way for consumers to take some responsibility and accountability while recognizing that though humans must consume to survive, we have control over what it is we consume and how much of it we consume.

By first implementing the idea that we should be reducing our purchases of consumer goods, we take more control of our finances and begin to gravitate toward purchasing items that will last far longer. Instead of going for the hottest sale item or mindlessly perusing aisle after aisle, what the outdoor minimalist buys gains more purpose and meaning. Yes, we may already be assigning far too much meaning to our material possessions. Still, when restructuring our idea of meaning when it comes to consumer goods, those items no longer as easily define who we are as a person. Material goods simply begin to serve a specific purpose associated with a task in our doing, not in our being.

Reducing our impact comes in many forms. In an outdoor setting, this can look like packing trail snacks in a reusable container, using a reusable water bottle, and packing out what we pack in. In our daily lives, this may mean eating less meat or buying ethically sourced items. Each person will have a different approach to reducing their consumption or impact, and it will evolve with time and exposure to new ideas.




2. REFUSE

Some readers may be thinking, “isn’t refusing going to be the same thing as reducing?” In some ways, yes, but at its core, it tackles a much deeper concept of minimalism. You see, when we reduce the number of things we are buying, in most circumstances, we are only buying something new (or secondhand) when we can no longer repair or reuse that item. We can reduce our impact on the environment, but we can’t refuse to impact the environment. As long as we are alive, humans will impact the planet and any environment we come into contact with. That’s why we work hard to minimize the harm along the way.

When we outright refuse to buy something, it can be seen as a boycott of that specific product. For most of us, this is not going to happen overnight. It takes time to build new habits and to think critically about everything you buy and consume. For instance, when you are buying one item, you can choose to carry the item out in your purse or pocket instead of using a bag. Or before you buy a new pair of running shorts, look through the ones you have and think about how much you need a new pair before buying the new ones you liked while scrolling on social media. Refusal is a shift in behavior away from automatic, compulsive purchasing.

By saying no to things like single-use plastics, fast fashion, and animal products, you are telling the producers that you no longer have an interest in supporting their wasteful and exploitative practices. It is a way to “vote with your money.”

Many of the environmental issues that we face today are a trickle-down from corporate and government systems, making them feel out of our control. Refusing to consume, when it is appropriate in your life situation, is one of the easiest ways to implement an environmentally positive change into your daily life. You are then effectively shifting from an idea to action.




3. RETHINK

Rethinking is something that you’ve already begun to do if you are reading this book. Rethinking is one of the seven Rs of outdoor minimalism because it challenges us to reevaluate how we interact with natural spaces, products, waste, and consumption. No one person will be perfect when it comes to reducing or refusing in every aspect of their lives, and for many people, it comes down to accessibility. How much time can you invest in company research or DIYs? What is your financial situation when it comes to investing in quality gear? Are there gear repair shops or outdoor stores in your city? Not everyone will have access to the same knowledge, resources, money, or community support when integrating the reducing and refusing aspects discussed above.

The importance of rethinking is that we no longer see natural resources as infinite or with a sense of ownership. We see products for their entire life cycle and imagine their lasting impacts, acknowledging that natural resources are finite and necessary for life beyond that of humans. We also acknowledge that we’ve been taught that natural resources are ours to exploit when, in reality, nature is ours to protect and preserve if we want to protect and preserve ourselves. We must begin to acknowledge, if we don’t already, that all things are interconnected and we rely on each other to survive.

If you’re starting a zero-waste, minimalist, or low-waste journey, the idea of rethinking every purchase or action seems exhausting because it can be. Start with what you know and move out from there. For instance, if you know that an outdoor gear company like Osprey makes backpacks and they offer lifetime repairs, you may want to reconsider that a cheaper alternative will go straight to a landfill if a zipper breaks and you can’t fix it. Rethinking purchases and your interaction with outdoor spaces can take more initial research and sometimes means investing more money up front (like buying an Osprey pack vs. an off-brand Amazon pack). In the end, rethinking purchases is one of the easiest ways to cut back on consumption and find products that will last longer.

Rethinking purchases comes down to answering one question: Is it necessary? Yes, this is a simple question, but I challenge you, the next time you feel an impulse to buy something, stop, and


The Problem with Landfills

All waste must go somewhere. When consumer and commercial waste is not recycled, reused, incinerated, or disposed of improperly (i.e., littering), then it goes to a landfill. Most landfills are a void in a landscape, often created by quarrying or sometimes as a part of land reclamation. The purpose of a landfill is to reduce waste entering the environment (rivers, oceans, forests, etc.), keep our communities clean, and to prevent the spread of disease by isolating waste to one area.

Since landfills are not only used by individual consumers, but also used by commercial businesses like construction companies, agricultural operations, and more, they quickly can reach capacity. When this happens, the landfill is capped. What this means is that a final layer of organic material is put on top of the landfill waste, the area is reestablished, and can now be used as a recreation area or community grounds of some kind.

While this seems good in theory, and currently landfills are a societal necessity, there are many environmental issues left unresolved. There are a few big problems with the use of landfills:


	The creation of new landfills requires the destruction of natural habitats with the average landfill size being around 600 acres. As of 2021, there were over 3,000 active landfills and 10,000 closed landfills (Environmental Protection Agency).

	The production of leachate, a liquid formed when water filters through waste during breakdown. While landfills are required to have a plastic or clay lining, leachate can easily leak through imperfections in the lining. Most leachate contains high levels of ammonia, eventually being nitrified to produce nitrate when it enters an ecosystem. Nitrate can lead to eutrophication (lack of oxygen caused by plant growth) in nearby water sources, creating dead zones.

	Landfills release greenhouse gases into the atmosphere from decaying waste. The primary greenhouse gas emitted from landfills is methane. Methane is created as organic materials decompose and has eighty times the warming potential of carbon dioxide when it enters the atmosphere (Environmental Defense Fund, 2021).



Although these are the primary environmental issues that landfills present, other secondary issues may include unpleasant views and smells for people that live near the landfill and area gull or rat infestations (Vasarhelyi, 2021).



ask yourself, “is this necessary?” If you even hesitate, don’t buy it. Rethink your intention and redirect your attention.

Rethinking your purchasing habits is one thing. Rethinking the implications of what you purchase and every step it takes to get to your door is another. It takes time to get to a spot where you feel confident in every purchase you make. I’m not quite there yet. As I shift my mindset and train my brain to reconsider and reevaluate purchases, I gain a deeper respect and understanding of the process as a whole.




4. REPAIR

Knowing how to repair outdoor gear can not only save you when in the backcountry, but it can save your gear from being “retired” too early. For details on how to repair gear, jump to the “Don’t Throw Old Gear Out” chapter of this book. In that chapter, we discuss the importance of learning to repair gear instead of replacing an item anytime even one little part breaks or wears down. When it comes to outdoor gear, many items like backpacks, clothing, tents, and boots use long-lasting materials in the form of polyester or other plastics. Yes, these materials are durable and hold up well outdoors, but that is because plastic never fully biodegrades, and many materials, like nylon, have a high melting point. Both of these aspects make them perfect for rugged outdoor use, but impossible to recycle or dispose of in an ecologically responsible way.

Look at the life span of a product like a backpack. It lasts for years but might become effectively useless if one small piece, like a buckle, breaks. Without trying or knowing how to fix the buckle, the whole backpack could be destined for the landfill. The thing is, a simple fix could extend the life of the backpack tenfold. Depending on the brand, the user might not even have to repair it themselves. Yes, they would have to send it to the company and maybe be without a pack for a few weeks, but they also wouldn’t have to buy a brand-new pack and would save a lot of plastic from entering the landfill.




5. REHOME/REPURPOSE

Rehome and repurpose are grouped together because in most cases when you’re choosing to rehome or repurpose something, that particular item no longer serves its original purpose. You are ready to move on from using it, and now you need to find something else to do with it. If we take the case of the backpack buckle breaking above, if that person is set on getting a new pack, they also can choose to rehome the pack to someone that maybe can’t afford a backpack but is willing to repair the old one.

Then, there comes a time when we simply outgrow a piece of gear, and that’s okay. But that doesn’t mean that we should throw it in the garbage or just let it degrade in the back of a closet somewhere. When you’re getting to a point where you need to upgrade your gear, first consider rehoming it. By rehoming something as simple as a decent pair of rain pants, a tent, or a backpack, you likely are giving someone a chance to experience the outdoors when they couldn’t afford to do otherwise. It’s no secret that high-quality outdoor equipment is expensive, and the high price point makes accessibility to some outdoor experiences feel elitist. Rehoming gear that is still functional and safe opens up accessibility to others (even if you decide to sell it secondhand).

Repurposing doesn’t always work for outdoor equipment, which is part of the reason why it is grouped with rehoming. However, it is possible. For example, an old climbing rope should not be rehomed for safety reasons. To avoid throwing a rope largely made from plastic fibers into the trash, you can donate it to companies, like CragDog, that make dog leashes and toys out of ropes. Or you can invest time into a craft project to make an entry mat from the rope. So, while not every piece of equipment can be repurposed, some of them can, and you’ll get more life out of your initial purchase by doing so.




6. REMOVE

The last two Rs have less to do with outdoor equipment and buying habits and more to do with the natural spaces we love to explore. Every time you enter a natural space, be it the neighborhood near your home, a city park, a mountain trail, or the lakes of a wilderness area, you’ve likely noticed trash left by humans who used the area before you or that was brought by wind or water. No matter how the trash ended up there, it becomes a detriment to your experience, and litter is known to harm plants and animals that call that ecosystem home.

A good practice to get into when using outdoor spaces is to leave it better than you found it. This idea is adopted from a quote by Robert Baden-Powell urging everyone to “try and leave this world a little better than you found it, and when your turn comes to die, you can die happy in feeling that at any rate, you have not wasted your time but have done your best.” You may be familiar with this idea if you were in the Boy Scouts growing up, as it has been adopted as the scout’s rule.

At its core, leaving a natural space better than you found it means that even if you were not the one who left that beer can or that candy wrapper, you have the shared responsibility to remove it




7. RESTORE
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

THESE ARE THE CERTIFICATIONS TO LOOK FOR WHEN BUYING from sustainable brands and outdoor companies.


ANIMAL WELFARE CERTIFICATIONS

Leather Working Group (LWG): Member businesses are audited at every step of the leather supply chain. leatherworkinggroup.com

Leaping Bunny: Certified cruelty-free brands commit to not testing products on animals at any stage of development. leaping bunny.org

Responsible Down Standard (RDS), Responsible Wool Standard (RWS): Administered by Textile Exchange; Certifies responsible sourcing of down and wool, humane treatment of geese, ducks, and sheep in supply chain. textileexchange.org

Vegan Certified: Products contain no animal products, byproducts, or animal-derived materials and have not been tested on animals. vegan.org/certification




PRODUCT CERTIFICATIONS

Bluesign: Certifies textiles for environmental impact, workplace safety, consumer protection. bluesign.com/en

Cradle to Cradle Certified (C2C): Covers material health, circularity, clean air and climate protection, water and soil stewardship, and social fairness at the product level. c2ccertified.org

Fair Trade: Labor, environmental, ethical standards that prohibit slavery and child labor, promote sustainability, support farmworkers, and mandate fair wages, safe and fair working conditions. fairtradecertified.org

Fairtrade International: Fairly produced and traded products; traceable supply chains. fairtradeamerica.org

Forest Stewardship Council: Paper and wood products sourced from certified sustainably managed forests that promote and protect biodiversity, benefit lives of local people and workers, and sustain economic viability. fsc.org

Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS): Organic fibers certified based on ecological and social criteria, independent third-party supply-chain certification. globalstandard.org

OEKO-TEX: Textile safety standard; certifies fabrics are free of harmful chemicals, safe for humans. okeo.tex.com

Protect Land + Sea: Personal care product does not contain environmental pollutants. haereticus-lab.org/protect-land-sea-certification-3/

Recycled Content Certification: Certified measurement of recycled content as a percentage of product. scsglobalservices.com/services/recycled-content-certification

Reef Friendly or Reef Safe: Sunscreen or topical cosmetic free from ingredients, preservatives, and additives found to be toxic to coral reefs. biorius.com/cosmetics-certifications/reef-friendly-certification/

Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI): Certifies products made from forests based on measures to protect water quality, biodiversity, wildlife, and environmental conservation. forests.org




BRAND CERTIFICATIONS

Carbon Neutral Certified: Certification process that helps companies measure their carbon footprint, offset carbon emissions, and put plans into place to reduce or eliminate future emissions. carbonneutral.org

Certified B Corporation: Holistic social and environmental impact certification for companies based on verified performance, legal accountability, and transparency. bcorporation.net

Green America’s Green Business Certification: Certified commitment to using business as a platform for social change through social justice, environmental sustainability, and transparency. greenamerica.org

1% for the Planet: Companies pledged to donate at least 1 percent of gross sales to environmental nonprofits. onepercentforthe planet.org




AGRICULTURAL CERTIFICATIONS

Demeter Biodynamic: Certifies organic farming practices with higher standards for holistic, ecological, ethical farming; requirements for fertility, on-farm solutions for disease, pest, and weed control, water conservation, and biodiversity. demeter-usa.org

Marine Stewardship Council: Certifies marine and freshwater organisms sourced from effectively managed fisheries that do not deplete species habitats and minimize environmental impact. msc.org

Non-GMO Project Verified: Wholesale and consumer goods made by brands with verified systems in place to minimize and avoid genetically modified organism contamination via testing, traceability, segregation, formulation, labeling, and quality assurance. nongmoproject.org/product-verification/the-standard

Rainforest Alliance Certified: Farm and forest products sourced, made, and sold sustainably according to farm and supply chain requirements. rainforest-alliance.org

Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO): Certifies responsible sourcing of palm oil across complex supply chain. rspo.org

USDA National Organic Program: Agricultural production that minimizes synthetic materials and promotes resource recycling and ecological balance. usda.gov/topics/organic

To close the loop, divert waste from going to landfills, and prevent further virgin material extraction, buying secondhand is a necessary part of an outdoor minimalist lifestyle. While I encourage you to look for gear consignment shops within your local community, there are other places to find quality gear and outdoor clothing. Buying used outdoor equipment not only helps the environment, but it can help close the gap and make outdoor recreation more accessible no matter your financial situation.


Where to Buy Used Gear and Equipment


	Patagonia Worn Wear

	REI Good & Used

	Arc’teryx Used Gear

	The North Face Renewed

	Geartrade

	Isella Outdoor

	Switchbackr

	Out&Back

	Rerouted.co

	Outdoor Gear Exchange (gearx)

	Online Goods Exchange Platforms: Facebook Marketplace, craigslist, eBay, etc.








COMPANIES AND ORGANIZATIONS MENTIONED IN THE TEXT*

Clean Trails: international 501(c)3 nonprofit organization with a worldwide community of people dedicated to keeping our wild places and the trails that access those spaces free of litter.

CNOC Outdoors: outdoor gear company manufacturing trekking poles, hydration systems, and more in Portland, Oregon.

CragDog: company repurposing used climbing equipment into gear for dogs based out of Duluth, Minnesota.

Fish Gods LLC: creators of an easy to wear trash collection bag you can use on hikes.

Great Lakes Gear Exchange: used gear consignment store based out of Duluth, Minnesota.

Green Guru: company making gear and bike bags by upcycling materials like bike tubes, tents, and wetsuits based out of Boulder, Colorado.

Khala & CO: low-waste reusable food storage option made from cloth and wax materials. Based in Frederick, Colorado.

Lava Linens: women-owned company that produces a rugged outdoor towel made from flax linen using sustainable practices based out of Boulder, Colorado.

Metamorphic Gear: outdoor and travel gear company that makes products by upcycling them out of sailing equipment.

National CleanUp Day: globally recognized day for individuals and organizations to get out and clean up. It falls on the third Saturday in September every year and was started by the founders of Clean Trails.

Pooch Paper: plastic-free alternative to dog poop bags made in the United States from recycled paper.

Rubbish: mobile app designed to track trash as you pick it up to provide data for areas that may need more infrastructure like trash bins and dog poop stations.

Stasher: reusable silicone food bag

*Listed alphabetically, not in the order of appearance.
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