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CONSERVATION OF TEXAS
CAVES AND KARST

by William R. Elliott™

On the buman time scale, caves are a nonrenewable resource.

INTRODUCTION

The perceptions of scientists, cavers, and the
public about Texas caves and karst have changed
dramatically over the decades, and continue to
change as the state's population grows and more ar-
eas become urbanized. In this chapter I examine the
conservation and restoration of caves, cave fauna,
groundwater, and karst. Space does not permit a
full discussion of the many cave conservation proj-
ects that have been conducted 1in Texas.

For many years even the most conservation-
minded cavers thought only 1in terms of conserving
individual caves. Only since about 1984, when 1t
became apparent that rare cave creatures near Aus-
tin were threatened by land development, have we
had the opportunity to conserve clusters of caves or
entire karst areas. Recently these concerns have be-
come more aligned with groundwater conservation,
particularly in the Edwards Aquifer region.

CAVE CONSERVATION

Texas speleology started in 1948 with the publi-
cation of National Speleological Society Bulletin
10. That pivotal document contained descriptions of
perhaps two hundred caves, but 1t contained little on
conservation. A. T. Jackson, the Urniversity of
Texas archeologist who did the original excavation

*12102 Grimsley Drive, Austin, Texas 73759

of Fate Bell Shelter, wrote a brief article for the
bulletin entitled “Proposed: A Seminole Canyon
Park.” In 1938 Jackson and a geologist had tried to
persuade the National Park Service and the Texas
State Parks Board to set aside Seminole Canyon as
an archeological park. Jackson wrote, “For reasons
not disclosed, the project was never undertaken.
Today there 1s still no protection from vandals for
irreplaceable works of art—in the form of huge mu-
rals on the walls. There 1s still time for the area to
be given park status—if we work hard and fast. In
the meantime, 1t 1s the responsibility of each visitor
to see that he leaves everything 1n as good condition
as he finds 1t.”” Jackson's idea was prophetic—in
the 1970s the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
acquired portions of two ranches, finally opening
Seminole Canyon State Historical Park in Febru-
ary, 1980. Nowadays the Department uses elec-
tronic surveillance to keep watch on the sensitive
areas of the park.

In the heyday of Texas caving in the 1950s and
1960s, cavers practiced self-control and perceived
themselves as the biggest threat to caves. Cave con-
servation consisted of admonishing each other not
to break stalactites, not to write on the wall, not to
leave trash, and not to bury carbide in caves. Many
cavers smoked while caving. Conservation projects
consisted mainly of small caving parties cleaning
trash out of a favorite cave. The most important as-
pect of cave conservation was secrecy about cave
locations. This was the most effective way to keep
other cavers (usually perceived as less careful and
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considerate than yourself) or high school students
out of the caves.

Probably the earliest cave gating project by
Texas cavers was at Cave Y (Whitten Cave),
Schleicher County, in the early 1960s. With the
help of concerned Texas Speleological Association
(TSA) cavers, the owner filled the largest entrance
with concrete and installed a heavy steel gate on the
smaller one after a local high school student fell and
broke his arm in the cave (Meador, 1965). Cavers
are rarely allowed to enter the cave anymore. One
conservation concern was that the cave contained
human bone material (Bill Russell, pers. comm.).

Individual cave owners sometimes place gates on
their caves to keep out trespassers. One of the earli-
est examples was the gating of Ezell's Cave by J. T.
Mostyn about 1963 (see the description of Ezell's
and other caves in “Texas Wild Caves” 1n this vol-
ume). The entrance was covered with an iron plate

to keep out intruders. The gate killed or drove oft

the resident bats. In 1967 the Texas blind salaman-
der Typhlomolge rathbuni was placed on the en-
dangered species list and The Nature Conservancy
bought the cave with the help of the Southwest
Texas Grotto to protect the salamander. The cave
was regated with a bar gate, which was broken fre-
quently by local youths. In 1970 two attempts were
made to reintroduce bats into the cave to provide
nutrients to the aquatic fauna, but the bats would
not stay. Finally, a strong, state-of-the-art gate was
built by local cavers and the entrance area was

fenced and 1s now monitored by cave stewards.
Veni (1988) and Elliott and Reddell (1989)
documented the rate of cave-filling and destruction

in urban Central Texas counties. At least 5% of

known Texas caves had been destroyed or filled by
humans, mostly during land development. In Bexar
County (San Antonio), at least 44 caves had been
destroyed or filled. A notable example 1s Dead Deer
Cave, which was an important recharge cave. An-
other 9 caves were severely damaged by trash
dumping. In Travis County (Austin) at least 32
caves had been destroyed or filled. In Willilamson

County, at least 10 caves were degraded. Most of

the damage occurred since 1970. Projection of the
1970-1989 destruction rate led Elliott and Reddell
to conclude that no known caves would be left n-
tact in Travis County by the end of the 21st Cen-
tury, assuming that no new caves were discovered.
Because of the protection of endangered species,
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this historical trend has been significantly slowed
since 1989 in Travis and Williamson counties, and
previously unknown caves are being dug open dur-
ing contract karst studies faster than old ones are
being destroyed. A few previously sealed caves
have even been re-opened during biological survey
work related to endangered species (e.g., Williams
Cave, Williamson County). Vem (1993c¢) presented
a graph showing the rates of cave discovery and
cave destruction 1n Bexar County. The rate of dis-
covery now exceeds the rate of destruction. Al-
though the increased rate of discovery in several
counties means new opportunities in exploration
and science, 1t 1S important to remember that there
still 1s a net degradation of caves occurring. Many
of the caves are too close to pollution sources and
are being invaded by pest species (see below). On
the human time scale, caves are a nonrenewable re-
source.

Unlike the gating of Ezell's Cave, owners more
typically have filled caves to avoid perceived habil-
ity. In response, several cavers formed the Texas
Cave Law Coalition in 1989, and succeeded 1n
having a bill passed to add cave owners to an exist-
ing statute that protects landowners from hability
for injuries sustained in outdoor activities, such as
hiking and boating (Texas Legislature, 1989).
However, many landowners still mistakenly believe
that owning a wild cave 1s a legal liability, despite
the statutory protection and the fact that no one has
yet been sued in Texas, to the writer's knowledge,
for a cave-related injury or death.

CAVE RESTORATION
AND PROTECTION

Attitudes about the commercial development of
caves have changed for the better. A case in point 1s
Longhorn Caverns, which was acquired in 1932 by
the Texas State Park Board. The Civilian Conser-
vation Corps (CCC) worked for several years to
excavate 15,000 m3 (20,000 cubic yards) of clay
fill from the cave and to develop trails for the pub-
lic. These excavations took place during place dur-
ing The Great Depression when people needed
work, but the scientific and natural values of the
cave were not adequately preserved. H. M Law of
Southern Methodist Unmiversity led a cave survey
and reported, “Bats are so numerous 1n some parts
as to necessitate their removal before the rooms can



Joann Deluna cleans up in Caverns of Sonora,

Sutton County, before going to bed (see “Cot
Cave” in Kickapoo Caverns chapter; photo by
Nathan Summar).

be opened to the public.” (Craun, 1948). Bats no
longer inhabit the cave, and the cave 1s nearly de-
void of natural fauna except in a few areas. Much
of the cave at that time consisted of low crawlways,
so the CCC had to excavate much of the full. Arti-
ficial shafts were dug to facilitate removal of the
original floor deposits of mud, guano, and bone-
laden clay. These were dug out or washed down to
the lower levels with high-pressure hoses. The
original level of the clay floor can still be seen 1n
several passages. Semken (1961) was able to study
some of the fossil bones in the remaining clay fill,
but a major scientific resource probably was
washed away during the development. By the 1950s
one room was so covered with signatures written 1n
lipstick that 1t was called © The Lipstick Room.”
Civil Detense supplies were also stored 1n the cave

Conservation

on the premise that it would make a good atomic
bomb fallout shelter, a questionable idea at best
since caves have many atmospheric and hydrologic
connections to the surface. In the 1960s manager
Doyle Clawson had the Lipstick Room cleaned up.
In 1989 the TSA held a volunteer cleanup project
with the help of manager Ronnie Waggoner, and
removed the Civil Defense materials and an old
photographic lab from the cave. A sinkhole that had
been used for decades as a dump was cleaned up
and many truckloads of trash hauled off.

The TSA has held annual, volunteer, work proj-
ects at Caverns of Sonora in 1991, 1992, and 1993,
led by George Veni. The management recognized
the need to rid the cave of rock, gravel, and dirt that
originated from trail construction in 1960. Some of
the material had washed down onto delicate areas,
which required careful brushing (see photo). The
labor costs for such work would have been ex-
tremely high, thus volunteers were needed and the
owners worked alongside them. A short, new trail 1s
being constructed more carefully under the direction
of Jack Burch (Veni, 1992a, 1992b, 1993a, 1994).

At Natural Bridge Caverns, a new trail in the
South Caverns has been under construction since
the mid-1980s (Wuest and Burch, 1989). Concrete
steps and trails are being placed on flowstone
slopes with mimimal impact and with consideration
for moisture flow. Extra care i1s being taken in the

placement of lighting. No date has been projected
yet for opening this section to the public because

the first goal of the developers 1s to build the trail
correctly.

An act of vandalism at Cave Without A Name
spurred cavers to try mnovative techniques to re-
store broken speleothems. Veni (1993b) found that
glueing large stalactites back together with indus-
trial epoxy worked better when a simple lever-and-
fulcrum was used to press the stalactite upwards
(see photo).

In 1986 the Texas Cave Management Associa-
tion (TCMA) was founded and began several proj-
ects, including a revision of the Texas Caverns
Protection Act. The statute originally had been
passed 1n the 1960s at the request of show cave
owners, but was partly rescinded later when the
Texas Penal Code was revised. A section relating to
pollution was removed. The statute was reauthor-
1zed (1977) but retained its original weakness 1n
permitting destruction of caves if the owner gave
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Restoration of a stalactite with epoxy, fulcrum,
and lever. Philip Farrington in Cave Without a

Name, Kendall County (photo by George Veni).

written permission. A bill drafted by TCMA was
sponsored 1n 1987 to strengthen the statute by add-
ing protection for groundwater, bats, and cave
fauna, and by increasing the penalties for vandal-
1Ism. The bill was rejected iIn committee even after
recerving favorable support from all who testified.
The bill's chances may have been damaged by its
own sponsor 1n the Texas House—when questioned
about bat protection by a House committee, she
speculated that bats probably could be written out
of the bill since they probably were not natural 1n-
habitants of caves anyway. Subsequent testimony
by a biologist correcting this and several other mis-
conceptions about bats did not sufficiently persuade
the commuttee.

To further 1ts goals, TCMA acquired its first

cave (Whirlpool Cave, Travis County) mn 1990.
TCMA also manages O-9 Well and Amazing Maze

Cave in West Texas for the University of Texas
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System. In 1993 TCMA acquired Marigold Cave

in Willilamson County as an endangered species
preserve for the Tooth Cave ground beetle Rhadine
persephone. TCMA's Mike Warton has gated nu-
merous caves, some with U. S. Fish and Wildlife
Service approved bat gates for the benefit of cave
myotis (see photo). TCMA 1s mvolved in cave
cleanups and stewardship in cooperation with the
City of Austin. Grottos (caving clubs) throughout
Texas are now mvolved with cave conservation
projects of all types.

CAVE FAUNA CONSERVATION

As mentioned above, the first cave preserve in
Texas was Ezell's Cave in San Marcos, established
in 1970. At about the same time Tooth and
Kretschmarr caves near Austin were placed under
the stewardship of the Texas System of Natural
Laboratories to protect the diverse invertebrate cave
fauna. Gehlbach (1971) proposed that Texas bi-
ologists and conservationists begin building a sys-
tem of cave preserves with a variety of natural
communities. Gehlbach bemoaned the fact that few
biologists were taking the time to preserve caves for
research. That proposal went unheeded and Ezell's
Cave and the Kretschmarr Ranch remained the only
Texas cave preserves for many years.

In 1984 land development began to encroach on
the rural Jollyville Plateau west of Austin, particu-
larly the Kretschmarr Ranch. Further studies of the

caves were conducted to document the rare species
and numerous caves 1n the area (Reddell, 1984). It
was hoped at that time that the developers would
voluntarily set aside some of the land to preserve
the more significant caves. Although the City of
Austin had adopted a Comprehensive Watershed
Ordinance, 1t was too weak and too late in coming
to protect the caves. The land was considered valu-
able and part of 1t was to be developed. In 1986 the
Travis Audubon Society petitioned USFWS to list
six species of cave arthropods, mostly located on
the Jollyville Plateau, as endangered under the fed-

eral Endangered Species Act (Chambers and Jahrs-
doerfer, 1988).

Meanwhile, other conservation issues began to
heat up in Austin. People became interested in the
endangered birds, such as the golden cheek warbler

and the black capped vireo, and rare plants, such as
the bracted twisttlower. The news media frequently
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