Cavers Contribution to Conservation
Some of the regions life long cavers and potholers have been hard at work in difficult and exposed conditions on the fells of the Yorkshire Dales. Their aim is to give something back to the sport and the unique environment in which it takes place.
Many caves are accessed by permissive paths across sensative ground which has become eroded by generations of cavers making their way, often in darkness, to and from the entrance.
Local caving legends Andy Walsh and Jack Pickup were out in snow showers and high winds to replace the rotten wooden stile that leads to Ireby Fell Cavern with a permanent ‘stone through’ stile. Many cavers are skilled in drystone walling and revetment work after years of surface and underground engineering. These skills are now helping to protect the distinctive limestone karst landscape for future generations. 
“Our generation has been privileged to be the first people ever to explore some of these cave systems. It’s important that we conserve what we have discovered and maintain the good access that we have enjoyed” Said Jack, Who is also chairman of the Cave Rescue Organisation. 
The work continues with a second stone stile and the laying of stone flags along the eroded and boggy footpath.
 “They’ve done a grand job. It’s made a real improvement.” Said the landowner and local farmer Mr Hartley, who helped out by transporting the heavy masonry across the fell. 
 This type of voluntary work was initiated by groups of  concerned cavers from local caving clubs many years ago and has been recognised and rewarded by Natural England with the introduction of a surface works conservation grant scheme which is administered by the Council of Northern Caving Clubs. The grant money is available to groups or individuals who need financial assistance to help improve access or stabilise cave entrances.
Andy Walsh of the Red Rose Cave and Pothole club has worked voluntarily for many years on path improvements around the Easegill Cave System as well as enjoying the thrills of gaining entry to some of the most important new cave discoveries of recent years. “I think it’s really important that all cavers are aware of their personal responsibility to conserve the fragile environment in and around the caves they visit”. Said Andy.
 The surface works are just one half of the Northern Caves Monitoring Scheme. This is a joint project between CNCC and Natural England to undertake a thorough review of the scientific features of interest within the caves of Northern England to make sure they are properly conserved. . The caves of the Yorkshire Dales are protected by their SSSI status. (Site of Special Scientific Interest)  

“We have an opportunity to make a positive contribution to conserve for the future this beautiful landscape, both above and below ground.”
Said the project co-ordinator Andrew Hinde of Natural England. He continued
“Over the last 30 years cavers have taken responsibility for the protection of the hidden world they care deeply about. This is acknowledged by statutory bodies like Natural England who have benefited from the expertise of local cavers in the condition monitoring of SSSI caves.” 
It is hoped that access to caves in the future will be improved by undertaking work that benefits landowners, graziers and cavers alike.
More details about the project can be found at www.northerncavemonitoring.org.uk  

