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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the reasons and some of the decision factors involved in initiating a cave permitting system.  It covers some of the pros and cons of the different management philosophies of permit systems and the different types of permitting systems that are available for use.  Also addressed is what should be contained in permit applications and the permit forms as well as a discussion of applicant screening.
One of the first things a cave manager should ask himself before deciding to initiate a cave permitting system is," Why", or, what do I want to accomplish by requiring cave permits?  There are two basic reasons to gate caves.  One is to protect the cave and its resources from human impacts, and the second is to protect unsuspecting visitors from any hazards the cave may have to offer, such as, pits, unstable ceilings, dangerous gasses, or diseases like histoplasmosis.  If the cave is on federal lands the Federal Cave Resources Protection Act requires that significant caves be protected.  One way to provide a cave protection is to gate it and require permits for entry.

If a cave is gated and still made available for recreational use, some kind of permit system is needed.  There are several philosophies when it comes to permitting depending on the intensity and level of management involvement that is desired.  Budget, manpower, and the availability of a specialist to administer the program may be some of the factors used in choosing which approach is best to your situation.  At one end of the spectrum is a high amount of management interaction in which permits would be required for all caves weather they were gated or not.  And at the other end of the spectrum is a low level of management involvement which would not require permits for any caves.  There is also a middle ground in which some caves are permitted and some are not.  At some point in the decision making process a determination must be made as to weather permits will be required and if so which caves should be part of the permitting system.  This determination can and should be guided by the inventory for each cave.

There is, of course, the philosophy that says that all caves should be closed and no one is allowed to enter for any reason.  While at first this approach seems the easiest way out, in the long run it may prove to be very costly.  Gate fabrication and installation in order to enforce the NO ENTRY policy will be expensive and the maintenance of those gates when people break them to get in anyway will also be costly both in materials and man power.  Additionally, the loss of exploration and research that could be conducted in the caves would deprive the land manager of vital information necessary to make informed and sound resource management decisions.

For instance, knowing that an interconnecting system of sinkholes and cave passages provide the ground water recharge area for a cities drinking water would be a major decision factor in choosing the location for a land fill for that area.  Further, the impacts of a poorly designed cave gate on that caves ecosystem could be devastating to the biological community as well as some of the mineral formations.

Managing at the lowest level necessary (with the least management involvement) and still protecting the caves resources and public safety is another philosophy.  This approach requires an entry permit only for those caves containing high resource values or safety hazards. On these caves management would need to maintain a higher level of control.  Some of the situations which may prompt the use of permitting at this level might be: the presents of bat colonies that need seasonal or year round protection; a cave that has known health or safety hazards such as air bourn diseased or CO2 gas; highly fragile formations or ecosystems; or cultural remains to name a few.  The advantage to this approach is that it puts the least amount of restrictions on the user by not requiring permits to enter all caves.  This leaves the spontaneity of going caving in the hands of the caver.  Additionally, it is less work for the manager.  It requires less time commitment, less man power, less gate installation and repair, and less money but still leaves the manager in control of the more sensitive cave resources.  This is the approach taken by the Bureau of Land Management Carlsbad Resource Area.

One of the disadvantages to this approach is that the manager does not have an accurate record of who is visiting the caves or the number of visitors using the caves.  This can be compensated to some extent by the installation of registers in those caves where permits are not required.  It is a good idea to put registers in permitted caves as well.  This serves as verification of a parties visit and can also be used in visitor impact studies.  It can give an indication of how many visitors actually make it to a specific area of the cave.  For example, a register is placed near the entrance area of the cave and another is placed at a less accessible and more fragile portion of the cave.  If 100 people are permitted to visit the cave and 75 of those visitors sign the entrance register and 25 visitors sign the back register, this information can be very useful in monitoring visitor use impacts and determining use limitations.

In permitted caves, comparing the number of signatures on the register with the actual use (the number of people who have signed the permit) can give an estimate of the percentage of the people who sign registers.  For example, if 100 people have signed permits and 75 of them have signed the register in the cave then 75% of the people using the cave are signing the registers.  This information can be used in caves which don't require permits but do have registers.  Dividing the number of signatures on the registers by 0.75% will give the estimated "actual" use of those unpermitted but registered caves.

Another approach is to permit all caves.  This requires a bit more management involvement.  If there are to be physical controls to enforce the permit requirement that equates to a large commitment of time, money, and manpower to install and maintain the gates and locks needed to provide those physical controls.  Bear in mind, not all caves lend themselves to be gated.  Additionally, it requires more manpower to issue the permits and keep track of the system.  The advantages of this approach are that management has very good visitor use records and much more control over cave use.  This approach is used by the Guadalupe Ranger District of the Lincoln National Forest.

There can be any number of variations on these approaches.  Carlsbad Caverns National Park has adopted an approach in which only ten caves are open for recreational use.  All the rest are available only by special permit, ie. research or science trips.  This has the effect of concentration all of the recreational use on a specific number of caves and limiting traffic and visitation to the rest.  This is not considered to be identifying "sacrifice caves", but rather identifying those caves that have the highest recreational appeal and making them available to the public.

All three of the agencies mentioned above may be contacted to find out more information about their respective cave permitting systems.

Once an approach has been decided upon there are a number of different permitting methods to choose from.  For each permitted cave a resource evaluation or inventory should be conducted to determine which method is best suited for that cave.  This evaluation and determination can be done using the information in the cave inventory records, from first hand knowledge of the cave, and from consulting with those people who are most familiar with the cave.  Once a permitting method has been selected, that doesn't mean it can not change.  If at a later date the management situation changes due to newly discovered information of increased visitation which has lead to unacceptable impacts to the cave, that may require the cave to be reevaluated and a new permitting method established.

The following are some of the different permitting methods that may be applied.

The General Permit-  This is probably the most common type of recreational permit issued.  It is primarily used to authorize access to caves of sections of caves which are not particularly subject to unintentional damage.  Other than the standard types of stipulations and requirements of all permits there are few other restrictions.

Trip Leader Permit-  This type of permitting requires that the trip leader (the person to whom the permit is issued) must have been to the cave a certain number of times in order to qualify for being issued a permit.  The documentation of their visitation is easily acquired by looking at the signed and returned permits of their previous trips.  This method can be used for caves that have moderately high resource values that may be subject to damage by the casual or unobservant user.  The purpose of the trip leader is to thoroughly explain to the group all the areas to be careful in.

Designated Trip Leader-  The designated trip leader is the next level of protective permitting.  In this method the agency designates specific people who are accepted as trip leaders for that particular cave.  A list of these people is kept in the caves' case file.  This method may be used for caves which have highly sensitive or fragile resources that are easily subject to damage.  The individuals that are accepted as the designated leaders should be very accomplished cavers who know the cave intimately and can effectively serve as a trip leader.  That means that if the trip leader feels that the group or a member of the group is not up for the trip then he may cancel the trip or ask the individual not to go with the rest of the group.

Guided Trips-  With guided trips a member of the agency leads the group.  The purpose for guided trips is to provide the visitor with specific management guidance such as in caves having unique and highly sensitive resources or during restoration trips, mock rescues, collection trips, or on any trip where close supervision is necessary.  The guided trip is by far the most costly to the agency in terms of manpower and money, however, it can also be some of the most rewarding to the visitor in terms of the personalized environmental education that can be given and the opportunity to develop good cave stewards.

It is often convenient to have a cave entry application.  This allows the agency to get a limited amount of information about the visitor, such as: name, address, home and day-time telephone numbers, who to contact in case of an emergency, what caves they want to visit and their preferred and alternate dates, and signatures of the parent or guardian of those who are under 18 years old.  Example 1 is a sample of an application.

The permit itself should contain some basic information which includes: the name of the permittee, the cave(s) which they are authorized to visit, the authorized date of entry, the number of people permitted, and the signature of the authorizing officer.  Signatures should also be provided by all those who enter the cave.  Other items which might be useful to include on the permit are: The laws and regulations which protect caves, an indemnity clause, where and when to return the permit, and some general rules of conduct in the cave.  Example 2 is a sample of the permit used by the Roswell District of the Bureau of Land Management.

Permits may be restricted in other ways.  They can limit the number of persons to enter the cave per trip and also limit the number of trips per week, month, or year.  Establishing these restrictions should be closely tied to the use of the inventory and classification system in conjunction with information derived from visitor use data and cave register information.

Once a permit is issued a Special Stipulations and Hazards Sheet may/should be enclosed with it (Example 3).  This sheet gives specific information about the hazards and restrictions particular to that cave. It also has the combination to the lock on it.  This ensures that the permittee has a copy of the special stipulations and hazards prior to entering the cave.  On the back of the Special Stipulations and Hazards Sheet is some general safety and conservation information.  The object being, to give the cave user the most information possible in order to make their trip safe and enjoyable, and provide the cave with the most protection.

Should anyone who wants a cave permit be able to get one?  That is a sensitive question involving liability and the rights of the public to use public land resources.  One of the goals of a conscientious cave manager is to match the group to an appropriate cave.  In this way the group will be less likely to inflict damage on the cave and to themselves as a result of inexperience.  It also helps to ensure that an enjoyable recreational experience.

A screening process is a good way to try and fit the caving group to a cave that is best suited to them.  The screening involves asking the applicant some basic questions concerning the experience level of their group.  Questions such as: how long have the members of your group been caving?, what types of caves have they been in?, what level of climbing experience do they have?, do they have any vertical experience?

These types of questions will give the cave manager an idea of the competence level of the group and their leader.  To some extent the group should be governed by the least experienced member.  However, a certain amount of flexibility can be can be exercised.  After the initial screening process, it may be a good time to suggest a particular cave that is suitable to that group.  Of course, that requires that the person conducting the screening and issuing the permit knows something about the caves they are issuing permits to.

If people want to go caving or become interested in caves the best we, as cave managers and resource protectors and educators, can do is provide them with the best conservation and safety information we can.  This lets them know that caves are important and need to be cared for and that there are people and organizations available to learn more from about cave resources.  

If you think educating the inquiring public about cave resources is too expensive a price for the caves to pay, just try ignorance.                 

