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Memorandum

To:

Assistant Secretary - Land & Minerals Management (6628-MIB)

From:

Director, Bureau of Land Management (5660-MIB)

Subject: 
Petition/Application for Withdrawal of Public Lands for the Protection of Highly Significant Caves of the Bureau of Land Management, Carlsbad Field Office, Carlsbad New Mexico

We request your approval to file an application to withdraw 3,312.5 acres of public lands from the operation of the public land laws including the mining laws but not the mineral leasing laws, for a period of 20 years this action is

needed to protect highly significant caves and their associated resources.

The proposed withdrawal would serve to protect 25 caves in 10 different areas (see maps, Attachment #2).  Each of the caves contains highly significant resources such as archeological, paleontological, biological, geological, mineralogical, hydrological, or scenic values.  These caves represent the very best examples of the above-stated cave resources with BLM administered land in this region.  The area contains over 200 caves known and many more suspected.  Cave environments by their very nature provide a unique closed system which is highly valuable for scientific study.  Additionally, they provide excellent natural classrooms for environmental education of unique underground resources and the interrelationships between the surface and subsurface.  These caves are regularly used for education by such national and international organizations as the Armand Hammer United World College, the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS), the University of New Mexico, the University of Texas and several other universities and civic groups such as the Boy Scouts of America, Explorer Scouts, high school groups, and church groups.

Many of the mineral formations which occur in these caves are very rare, extremely fragile and can only be found in caves.  Examples of such formations include aragonite crystals, soda straw stalactites, helectites, selinite needles, gypsum flowers, and cave pearls (see photo attachment #3).  These formations, as well as the more common variety of cave formations, are irreplaceable in human time frames.  Once broken, tens of thousands of years would be required for regrowth.

Many of the caves contain excellent examples of paleontological and archeological remains.  The paleo bone deposits are extremely valuable for the scientific study of late pleistocene ecosystems of the entire southwest region of the United States.  These materials are irreplaceable.  The archeological remains found in some of these caves are the best preserved and most useful for study.  The stable cave environment has preserved these cultural and paleontological resources in near perfect condition.

Biologically, the caves provide totally unique ecosystems for troglobitic (totally cave adapted) species of animals.  Three of the caves proposed for withdrawal contain rare species of cave life.  One of these caves is suspected to contain an as yet unidentified species of fish; verification of this species is pending further academic investigation.

Geologically, these caves are nationally and internationally important for the study of Permian Age reef deposits, particularly the backreef facies.  The caves provide the unusual opportunity to study geologic structure from inside the reef.  The Guadalupe Mountains, in which most of these caves are located, are considered to be the textbook example of Permian Reef geology and are studied by geologists around the world.

Over the past several years the digging efforts of interested cavers have resulted in the discovery of significant new caves and new sections of known   caves.  Such discoveries show that there can be much more as yet undiscovered cave passage in these areas.  One group of caves are found in the gypsum plains out in front of the reef escarpment.  Caves which are formed entirely in gypsum bedrock are very uncommon.  Additonally these gypsum caves provide point sources for groundwater recharge and are highly significant to regional hydrology.

Because of their notoriety, an average of 350 cave entry permits for recreational use are issued each year.  Ninety percent of these permits are issued to people outside of this region (150 miles away or more).

The recently completed Carlsbad Resource Area’s Resource Management Plan (RMP) has designated each of these cave areas as Special Management Areas.  Two of them have been designated as Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), and two of the areas are designated as Research Natural Areas (RNA) due to highly significant cultural and paleontological remains.  One of the areas is designated as a Special Recreation Management Area (SRMA).  The management intent of these designations is to protect the important environmental research while providing for recreational, educational, and scientific research opportunities, and increased public awareness of the values, significance, and fragility of caves.  There are mitigative measures outlined in the Carlsbad RMP to protect cave resources from many types of impacts; however, there is no protection against disturbance associated with mineral location allowed pursuant to the regulations in 43 CFR 3809.1-3.  Any surface disturbance on or adjacent to these cave areas could cause irreversible damage to the geological, mineralogical, cultural, paleontological, biological and hydrological values and would be incompatible with the scientific research, educational, and recreational uses of these cave areas.

In 1970 the BLM published in the Federal Register (Vol. 35 No. 128, July 2) a listing of several caves and classified them under the Classification & Multiple Use Act as segregated from the mining laws.  Later that year these segregations were amended to include more caves.  (See F.R. & maps attachment 4).  These segregations were an attempt to provide adequate administrative protection for the cave resources.  Mineral withdrawals are the appropriate method for such actions since the passage of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act.  Because these segregations were only departmental actions and do not constitute a true Secretarial Withdrawal we do not feel that the current segregations adequately reflect the intent of management.

Caves have further been recognized as important and valuable natural resources with the passage of the new Federal Cave Resources Protection Act.  The act protects caves on federal land from many things but leaves them quite vulnerable to impacts from mining claims.  Attached (attachment #1) is the information required for submission of a petition/application per 43 CFR 2310.1-2(C).

Your approval is recommended.

Approved:

______________________________________________________________________________

Assistant Secretary - Land & Minerals Management                        Date

