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Abstract

Only comprehensive comparisons of cave management techniques and meth-
ods with various government and non-governmental organizations can limit the 
anecdotal bias of single comparisons. While the Federal Caves Resources Protec-
tion Act can help provide the basis for determining significance, Oregon Caves 
is largely dependent on input from scientists, cultural historians, and the public 
both to demonstrate the Monument’s national significance and to improve the 
effectiveness and accuracy of its programs.

The National Park Service is keenly interested 
in how best to manage caves and so is often the 
government agency best represented at venues like 
seminars and workshops. Part of such management 
assesses the effectiveness of its education by com-
paring techniques used by government and non-
government organizations in multiple countries. 
No single educational method or evaluation is best, 
in part because what each of us needs from caves 
differs and because different organizations have 
different educational goals. This is largely what the 
National Park Service calls its approach interpreta-
tion, because it doesn’t point to a single Truth or 
Method, but is an interpretation of a park’s sig-
nificance and other values using communication 
methods that make visits to park memorable.

One of the main focuses of National Park in-
terpretation is to allow visitors the opportunity to 
understand the significance of each of its 385 units. 
As highlighted in the symposium presentation of 

Ron Kerbo that immediately followed the Oregon 
Caves presentation (Halliday), Oregon Caves Na-
tional Monument contains most, if not all of the 
criteria defined to establish significance under 43 
CFR 37.11 subsection (c), to wit:

(c) Criteria for significant caves. A significant cave 
on Federal lands shall possess one or more of 
the following features, characteristics, or val-
ues.
(1) Biota. The cave provides seasonal or year-

long habitat for organisms or animals, or 
contains species or subspecies of flora or 
fauna that are native to caves, or are sensi-
tive to disturbance, or are found on State 
or Federal sensitive, threatened, or endan-
gered species lists.

(2) Cultural. The cave contains historic prop-
erties or archaeological resources (as de-
scribed in 36 CFR 60.4 and 43 CFR 7.3) 
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or other features that are included in or eli-
gible for inclusion in the National Register 
of Historic Places because of their research 
importance for history or prehistory, his-
torical associations, or other historical or 
traditional significance.

(3) Geologic/Mineralogic/Paleontologic. The 
cave possesses one or more of the following fea-
tures:
(i) Geologic or mineralogic features that are 

fragile, or that exhibit interesting forma-
tion processes, or that are otherwise useful 
for study.

(ii) Deposits of sediments or features useful for 
evaluating past events.

(iii) Paleontologic resources with potential to 
contribute useful educational and scien-
tific information.

(4) Hydrologic. The cave is a part of a hydrologic 
system or contains water that is important to 
humans, biota, or development of cave resourc-
es.

(5) Recreational. The cave provides or could pro-
vide recreational opportunities or scenic val-
ues.

(6) Educational or Scientific. The cave offers op-
portunities for educational or scientific use; or, 
the cave is virtually in a pristine state, lacking 
evidence of contemporary human disturbance 
or impact; or, the length, volume, total depth, 
pit depth, height, or similar measurements are 
notable.
The national significance of Oregon Caves Na-

tional Monument changes as we learn more about 
the Monument, especially from scientists and cul-
tural historians who can adequately compare the 
Monument with other areas. We also use input 
from others to find out what is nationally signifi-
cant to a majority of the public. The Monument is 
emblematic of its bioregion, where geologic diver-
sity favored speciation and migration while slow-
ing extinction. Therefore we have many “living fos-
sils” (relicts), disjuncts (isolated from main range), 
hybrids, polyploids (speciation by adding chromo-
somes), extralimitals (here once but now gone), 
narrow endemics, and species at their geographical 
limits. The only sites for a millipede family (Drs 
Hoffman & Shelley) and a snail species (Dr Frest) 
and the only known Oregon and North America 
site for a moss (Dr Christy) and two lichens (Dr 

Mikulin), respectively, are from the Monument’s 
484 acres. The only other American cave that 
comes close to Oregon Caves’ nine known endem-
ics restricted to a single cave and its more than 260 
known species overall is Mammoth (Roth). Other 
caves with many such endemics include Samuel 
(7) and Clough (6) in California, Malheur (7) in 
Oregon, Cave Spring (7) in Alabama, Ezells (5) in 
Texas, Gilley (5) in Virginia, and Carlsbad (6).

Our national significance also includes one of 
the most complicated and longest forming geologic 
terranes in the world (Dr Donato et al.; Furtney). 
Our nationally significant fossils (Dr McDonald) 
include the most northerly, westerly, oldest dated 
(38,600 years), and one of the most complete fossil 
jaguars (Dr Seymour), one of the richest Cenozoic 
amphibian sites in the country (Dr Mead, et al.), 
and the oldest or second oldest (both greater than 
50,000 years) known American grizzly (Santucci, 
et al.), a valid species for that time (Dr Toomey). 
The Monument has a National Historic Landmark 
(McMurray) and Historic District (Mark; USDI), 
the best and longest researched bat population in 
the Northwest (Albright; Dr Cross and Waldien), 
and one of the best researched paleoclimate (Drs. 
Clark, Turgeon, and Lundberg; M.S. Ersek and 
Vacco) and complex hydrologies (Salinas) of any 
cave (Salinas). By contrast, Halliday’s belief that 
Oregon Caves is only regionally significant because 
“there are many other marble caves in the area” is 
not a useful comparison.

On the other hand, the history of past delistings 
of national park areas can make for useful com-
parisons. Shoshone Cavern National Monument 
in Wyoming Lewis and Clark Caverns National 
Monument in Montana were deauthorized from 
the National Park System at least in part because 
of the lack of cave formations, lack of national sig-
nificance, and/or difficulty of access. Both former 
monuments together have only one known cave 
endemic (Roth), few if any surface regional endem-
ics or other significant species,  and, compared to 
Oregon Caves, a low diversity and/or significance 
of its water flow, bats, bedrock, sediments, miner-
als, cultures, fossils, cave formations, and cultural 
history. Other delistings resulted from an area be-
ing too small for development, low visitation, the 
loss of nationally significant features, a need to re-
duce joint administration with the USDA Forest 
Service, and recognition at one site that it wasn’t 
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historically significant because the explorer in ques-
tion likely never reached it. (Hogennauer 1991).

Like understanding national significance and 
delistings, increasing educational effectiveness is 
also best done through comprehensive compari-
sons, not single anecdotal incidents such as com-
paring a single guided tour at Oregon Caves to one 
at Blanchard Springs. More helpful comparisons 
that evaluate our effectiveness include educational 
research, standardized audit forms (Roth), com-
ments from visitors, and contracted surveys (Ho-
ger et al.; Rolloff et al.). Our own science-validated 
surveys show that visitor satisfaction and under-
standing the significance of the Monument rose 
from the low nineties percentile and 5–10% in the 
late 1990s to 99% and 70% in 2005, respectively. 
The vast majority of nearly 1,000 letters responding 
to Oregon Cave’s proposed general management 
plan in 1998 approved of all of our cave manage-
ment directions. Since changing to ranger-guided 
tours, hundreds more have commented in writing 
on the better quality of the tours when compared 
to those given previously. We are also looking for-
ward to comments on the draft of our subsurface 
management plan and its environmental assess-
ment which is now up for review at www.nps.gov/
orca/pphtml/documents.html. We especially value 
comments by cavers, scientists, and historians who 
have first hand experience of Monument resources 
and values. Although they are less than 1% of those 
visiting the Monument, their comments by way of 
their experience and comparisons can be highly 
substantive and insightful.

Halliday, for example, did point out that the 
word “amphibian” should be changed to “salaman-
der” in the park brochure to make a sentence more 
accurate. Such corrections are minor and can be 
handled by the normal revision cycle rather than 
revising the brochure immediately with funds that 
could be better spent protecting the Monument in 
other ways.

There are less impacting educational methods 
to make a cave trip memorable than Halliday’s sug-
gestion that Oregon Caves be deauthorized as a 
National Park Service unit and be made into a place 
where visitors can touch all the cave formations 
they want. We need more caves better protected, 
not fewer. However, the National Park Service 
does not have to manage every nationally signifi-
cant cave. It is likely that, like education, a diversity 

of management styles, methods, and partnerships 
will best protect our diverse caves. “We don’t need 
any more land,” as Director of the National Park 
Service recently said. We do need to better manage 
what we already have.

As with any resource subject to competing val-
ues and pressure, there are ongoing issues and chal-
lenges at Oregon Caves, but not of the kind argued 
by Halliday. Among the most important issues are 
our ignorance of how global climate is impacting 
the Caves and the lack of long-term, longitudinal 
studies that evaluate educational effectiveness. 
Each year between 3,000 and 5,000 students at 
Oregon Caves and nearby schools learn about the 
importance of caves and karst and how they can 
help to preserve and protect them. Perhaps the 
best and only way we can adequately evaluate this 
program will be if or when most of the adults in 
our county have participated in programs similar 
to our successful curriculum-based education part-
nership with area schools. If policy and decision 
makers were to follow this example, perhaps they 
would be more likely to understand and appreciate 
the national significance of Oregon Caves and why 
the Monument needs to be better protected, as ap-
pears to have been the case for the longer-running 
educational program at Everglades National Park.
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