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More than 1,000 Texas caves in suburban areas are threatened by rapid development. Many are set aside for water protection or for cave-related endangered species.  This creates an opportunity for cave conservancies or grottos.  The Texas Cave Conservancy builds parks, trails, develops educational material, conducts fire ant control, and monitors the caves as part of our long-term cave protection efforts. With rapid development occurring in Karst areas throughout the country your group may face new challenges in cave protection.


As cavers, we have often viewed developers as the enemy.  They buy land, develop it and leave.  Some of us may stand with the “tree huggers” and shout, “Why don’t you do this or that”.  This approach usually does not result in the goal that we seek.  The Texas System allows cavers to work with developers and often the needs of both parties are achieved.  You do not have to “sell out” to work with them.  Increasingly, the developer understands the benefit of “going green”.  Suburban homeowners want more than a house.  They want hiking trails, nature areas within walking distance and a place where they can educate their children about the wonders of nature.  A cave in a development represents opportunity for cavers and for the developer.


Today most cities and even many counties require that the developer set aside part of the development for parks, green belts, open spaces or preserves.  As a general rule, a developer does not want to build on top of a cave. If they have a cave in their development, this would be good land to set aside.  For example, if one or two acres are set aside around the cave, wood mulch trails could be installed.  With a picnic table and educational signs, this cave preserve could both satisfy the open spaces requirement and help sell houses.  “Why should I choose your sub-division”?  Among other entities, we have a high quality cave preserve and natural area!  Think Green.


To work with developers you have to be able to function as a business.  For you, your business is the protection of caves.  For them, you build and maintain cave preserves and conduct general land management activities.  How can a cave-related land management operation be started? If your group is already incorporated, check the language in your Articles of Incorporation—can you conduct a cave management 

business?  Since this often has to do with the IRS, you may need to add language to your Articles of Incorporation under the purpose section.


The purpose for which this corporation is organized are as follows:  the protection of caves and caverns…..to build, maintain, and or manage parks or cave preserves for the protection of the cave and the cave life…  

Do you have General Commercial Liability Insurance?  Often, this is required before a contract will be issued.  The client usually requires that you name them as a co-insured for $1,000,000 or more.  In some cases they will require that you have Workman’s Compensation Insurance as well.  This is the problem.  The insurance companies do not have a table to show the risk on anything concerning wild caves.  Often it is almost impossible to obtain insurance. 

 Recently, Chubb Group Insurance started issuing insurance to cave conservancies.  The bad news is, that one conservancy recently saw a 600-800% increase in their insurance.  They now have to pay $8000 per year. Insurance is the number one problem for cave conservancies across the nation.  The Texas Cave Conservancy will request assistance from the NSS Board at the 2007 NSS Convention. 

Many states require that you have a DBA or “Doing Business As”.  This can usually be obtained by going to the County Courthouse and registering your organization.  

To be able to set up a land management operation you should line up cavers in different fields that would assist you.  Do you have support from individuals with expertise in sales, geology, biology, accounting, public education, drafting, construction, cave laws, etc.?  Do you have a good spokesman?  You will need someone that can walk in and talk with a city, county, municipal water district, homeowner’s association, or developer cave owner. 

Can you work with developers to obtain contracts in such areas as site evaluation, cave gating, park building, development of educational material, and cave management?  When they need surveyors or carpenters, they hire them.    When they have caves, you could have the ability to solve their “problems.” Your experts outlined above can make you the ones to turn to when caves are involved.

 My name is Mike Walsh and I am with the Texas Cave Conservancy.  We are involved with cave related land management and the building and managing cave preserves.  We offer solutions to your cave related problems.  

        With suburban caves in the hands of developers, you have at least two ways to negotiate. If the cave is not one that you want to own, offer to gate the cave and build a park for the developer for a reasonable price ($10,000-$12,000).  Then you could manage the cave preserve for a monthly fee ($100-300).  

Consider that you have a cave management contract with the Oak Brook Homeowner’s Association.  Land has been set aside, wood mulch trail laid down, picnic table set up and educational signage has been installed.  The cave is gated and you control access.  The cave is not one that you would want to own so you ask for and have received a contract for $250 a month to manage the cave preserve. You are required to make regular inspections and conduct mitigation for any problems. Such things as regular inspections do not work well through volunteers—are you open to hiring cavers as “independent contractors”?  You could pay them $100 a month and use the surplus to buy the caves that you want to own.

To obtain ownership of a good cave, offer to pay all costs: legal, gating, park building. Make sure they do what they do best, parking, pavilions and rest room facilities.  

The developer has a great cave on his property.  This is a cave that you would like to own.  You would suggest setting the cave and some land aside for the open space requirements.  Tell them that the land could be turned into a cave preserve. Offer to gate the cave, build and maintain the park for no charge to the developer or the homeowners association if they would donate the land and to your organization. Offer an easement to the Homeowner’s Association that would allow them access to the surface areas of the cave preserve during daylight hours. Can you invest $10,000-$15,000 to obtain the donation of a significant cave and land from a developer?  Loans may be obtained for this purpose.  Can you build high-quality cave gates, lay out and build wood mulch trails, develop and places signs and picnic tables, etc.?  

Are you prepared to invest time and money into this exciting fund-raising opportunity? 

If you are considering the creation of a new cave conservancy and would like more information, the Texas Cave Conservancy and the Bubble Cave Conservancy will be available to assist you.  
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Cave Gates

I am not an attorney however this is what I understand the cave situation to be under the law.  A cave is a natural feature.  If a landowner does not allow or encourage visitors, the owner has a lower level of responsibility.  Once the land owner makes changes to the natural feature such as a ladder or a cave gate, the land owner assumes a higher level of responsibility.  

When a developer acquires vacant land with a cave and intends to build houses or otherwise develop the land, that developer is bring the public onto the property.  The land owner (developer) has a higher level of responsibility.  The developer should apply the” Reasonable Man principal”.  What would a reasonable man do to protect the public and him-self from cave related liability?

One option would be to fill in the cave with concrete.  That, of course, is not our choice.  Also, it may take dozens of truck loads of concrete and still not do the job.

     That brings us to cave gates.  A typical cave gate would cost around $3000-5000.

A bat gate could be higher.  In either type, building the cave gate would cost the developer less that multiple truckloads of concrete. 

       A high quality cave gate would be one good option for the reasonable man.  We should strongly suggest cave gates built to national standards such as the American Cave Conservation gates or gates used by the U. S. Fish & Wildlife. The highest standards in the cave gate provide the developer the best degree of legal protection. 

Regular monthly inspections must be carried out to insure that the gate is still intact and still providing legal protection for the owner.  That is where your group comes in through cave management contracts.

Mike Walsh 

P. S. I also do not like cave gates, however, in urban and suburban areas they seem to be the best way to protect the cave and the cave life.  

