Information for those wishing to
lead in underground environments.

CONSERVATION
1.

INTRODUCTION

Remember that other people use the same mines as you and they may have many other interests. In addition,
certain plants and animals actually live underground and thoughtless action on your part can destroy whole
communities. Conservation should be a very important point that you put across to novices in your charge. It might
also increase the value of your trips if you learn something about the different features and tell your novices.
2.

ARCHAEOLOGY

Some ancient mine sites, eg Llanymynech Ogof in Powys, were used for human habitation or burials and any bones
or artefacts left behind represent a valuable source of information to archaeologists. These are usually buried
beneath rocks or earth but may be accidentally discovered by cavers digging out blocked passages. If you find such
items, NEVER disturb or remove them. Tell the local mining history society who will arrange for an archaeologist to
visit the site.
3.

HISTORY

Mining historians are interested in the history of mines and mining techniques. What may appear to you as only a
piece of rotting wood or rusty machinery could be a valuable artefact to them. In some cases, it might be the only
one of its kind left accessible in the country. They are also interested in mining techniques and the way miners built
pack walls, deads or roof supports. Thoughtless destruction of these can prevent valuable research. The current
philosophy is to try and leave artefacts in situ, so that they are in their natural setting and can be seen as such by
others. If your party destroys anything, it is possible that all other artefacts are removed for safe keeping and this
will detract from any visit you make in future. See the NAMHO leaflet “Removal of Artefacts”.
4.

GEOLOGY

Mines are ideal places for geologists to study the rocks and minerals since they have been exposed without the
weathering action that occurs at surface. In some cases, mineral formations may be extremely rare or even unique
and should be left for others to enjoy. You must not allow minerals or speleothems to be removed by your group.
See the NAMHO leaflet “Mineral Collecting at Disused Mines”. REMEMBER – take only photographs.
5.

BATS

Bats are a protected species in the UK and it is illegal to interfere with their roosts and hibernation sites. Some
species which use mines are extremely rare, especially the Lesser Horseshoe Bats found in some Welsh mines. If you
disturb a bat during hibernation, its metabolism will increase and use up stored fat reserves. It will be unable to find
food during the winter and may literally starve to death before hibernation ends. Even the presence of a human
body nearby can wake up a hibernating bat, as well as noise, light etc. The hibernation period is usually November
to March and you should never disturb bat hibernation sites during this period. Sites used by a large number of bats
should not be visited at all, in other sites you should retreat as soon as you see a hibernating bat. See the English
Nature leaflet “Bats Underground – a Conservation Code”
6.

WILDLIFE

A number of animals live in mines and these are divided into three categories:
TROGLOBITES – spending their whole lives underground and not found on the surface.
TROGLOPHILES - spending their whole lives underground but can equally exist on the surface.
TROGLOXENES – spending part of their lives underground. Accidental Trogloxenes may be carried in by water or
other means, they either survive or die depending on whether they can adapt. Habitual Trogloxenes spend part of
their lives underground, eg. Hibernating over winter.
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In the UK, Troglobites are mostly invertebrates such as springtails or shrimps. Troglophiles are usually rove beetles
or spiders. Trogloxenes include bats, spiders, flies, butterflies and cavers! Food is very scarce and many Troglobites
and Troglophiles are carnivorous, thus destruction of only a few species can have disastrous effects on the whole
population. Most are never seen since they shun light and hide in crevices but rock pools are very important
habitats for them and should never be disturbed. The roof and walls near to an entrance are often used by animals
such as flies, butterflies and spiders for shelter or hibernation.
Fungi are the only type of plant that can survive in the compete darkness of a mine and they form a valuable food
source for animals. They are often seen growing on old timbers and can occur in many colours and shapes. Never
destroy any fungi found growing underground, since you may be removing part of the food chain.
7.

FORMATIONS

Speleothems, e.g. stalactites, stalagmites and flowstone are not as common in mines as in caves but they can occur
anywhere there is a limestone stratum above. Speleothem-like formations can also be derived from other minerals
apart from calcite, particularly in disused mines. A peculiar form of stalactite can sometimes be found hanging off
rotting timber. It is formed by bacterial action and is translucent with a jelly-like consistency. Another rare find
occurs where the water of the mine has high iron content. This can sometimes precipitate out in pools to form a
structure similar to a shellfish. This is very fragile and will crumble when touched. Perhaps the most spectacular
formation occurs in copper mines where copper is leached out of the rock above to form sheets of brilliant green
flowstone on the walls. All of these formations should be treated with respect.
8.

LITTER

The practice of dropping litter underground should be actively discouraged since seeing litter already on the floor
may encourage others to add to it. If this is allowed to continue then the mine rapidly becomes unsightly and, in the
case of broken bottles or cans, potentially dangerous. In a similar way, leaving food behind causes an unsightly mess
and may encourage rats. Always ensure that you and your party take your litter back out with you and, if possible,
set a good example by picking up litter already there. REMEMBER – leave only footprints.
9.

GRAFFITI

Some people like to show that they have visited a mine by leaving their name behind on the wall, either carved,
painted or burnt by a candle. Graffiti has to be really old to be interesting and examples such as “Fred was ere” or
“Mike loves Sharon” doesn’t leave much of interest to future historians. REMEMBER – leave only footprints.
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