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IMPLEMENTATION

The appendix describes the methods and processes for implementing decisions in the NCA Plan.  

Limits of Acceptable Change within Fort Stanton Cave

As stated in the No Action Alternative, current visitation limits in Fort Stanton Cave are 10 people per permit in the front portion of the Cave and six people per permit beyond the Hell Hole gate.  No more than 16 people are to be in the cave at one time.  The total number of recreational permits issued per year is not to exceed 400.  Total recreational visitation per year is not to exceed 3,200 people.  Permits issued to commercial operations would be a percentage of these totals.

The numbers listed above can be calculated using the number of days available for entry into the cave (April 15 through October 31 equals 200 days).  Two permits are available every cave day, one for the “front” portion of the cave and one permit for access beyond the Hell Hole gate.  This equals 400 permits.  Using the maximum number of visitors allowed (16), multiply 16 by the number of cave days (200) and the total number of recreational visitors allowed in Fort Stanton Cave is 3,200.

Since the recreational permit process and visitor limits to Fort Stanton Cave were implemented the number of recreation permits has not exceeded 200 and the number of recreation visitors has not exceeded 1,500.  

Survey/scientific trips to the Snowy River passages are conducted under administrative permits.  These permits and the number of people included in these permits are not included in the total recreational visitors to the cave.  Survey and/or scientific trips carried out under an administrative permit may exceed 16 people per day.

Limits to Visitors to Fort Stanton Cave

Alternatives A, B, and C establish a range of visitors so that at any one time three to 16 people could be in the cave.  As in the No Action, occasional survey trips under administrative permits may exceed 16 people.  The acceptable range of visitor use would be determined by the following factors:

· Impacts of visitor use

· Public demand for permits

· Lack of impact to the resident bat population

· White-nose syndrome (WNS) in the bat population

Although a change in any one of these factors may result in a change in visitors allowed in Fort Stanton Cave, the presence or threat of white-nose syndrome may cause the cave to be closed to all recreational visitors.

Impacts of visitor use would be monitored with periodic surveys of the cave conditions and would include photographs illustrating impacts to the cave.  Other monitoring methods may include, but are not limited to, barometric air pressure studies, air temperature records, and water quality monitoring in the cave.

After the NCA Plan goes into effect, the BLM would continue with permitting the current numbers of visitors to Fort Stanton Cave and use the factors above to determine if any adjustments need to be made.

Recreational Visits to Snowy River Passage

During the scoping period the issue of allowing recreational visits to Snowy River Passage was raised.  Accordingly, this issue is analyzed in Alternative C.  The BLM would consider allowing recreational visits to the Snowy River Passage when:

· The extent of the passage is known.  Biological, cultural and geological surveys of Snowy River must also be completed.

· Portal access large enough for people to pass through is available to Snowy River or, should portal access not be available, the prospective visitors must demonstrate a physical fitness level equal to the physical demands of the trek through the cave.

· The BLM develops a clothing and equipment protocol necessary to protect the mineral deposits in Snowy River.  The purpose of the protocol would be to maintain the whiteness of the calcite formations and to ensure visitors are adequately prepared for their visit.

· The BLM develops visitor limits after learning the extent of Snowy River and the value of the resources within the passage.  Any group visiting Snowy River would be led by a BLM-approved guide.

The BLM cannot predict with any certainty when exploration of Snowy River or when biological and geological surveys would be completed.  Currently, BLM allows three expeditions per year to map the cave and survey for biological and geological resources.  These expeditions are seven to 10 days in length.

Baseline Parameters

Before any change in the cave system can be detected, baseline data must be collected.  The BLM currently has data relating to bat species and hibernation within the cave, air flow data, water quality within the cave, and preliminary information regarding microbes and minerals within Snowy River.  Also available are color images of resource conditions within the cave system.

The BLM and its partners are engaged in activities to expand this data base.  As these activities continue more information can be added to the base line data.  The continued monitoring of these parameters should allow the BLM and its partners to detect changes within the cave system.

Acceptable Changes

The BLM expects impacts to the calcite deposits of Snowy River by expeditions as discovery and survey continue.  Examples of these impacts are mud accidentally tracked onto the calcite, cracks where the calcite deposits are thin, and rubs or scrapes of the calcite resulting from crawling in narrow passages.  Periodic flooding of Snowy River, such as the 2010 flood, may contribute to natural restoration by washing away mud and depositing new calcite over disturbed areas.

Without knowing the extent of the Snowy River Passage or the source of the flood water, it is difficult to define limits of acceptable change, even with baseline data available.  Changes in the cave system, however, can be limited by focusing management prescriptions on the objectives listed in the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009, PL 111-11, that established this NCA.  Section 2203(a)(3)(A) of the Act directs the BLM to provide for “the conservation and protection of the natural and unique features and environs for scientific, educational, and other appropriate public uses of the Conservation Area.”

Until exploration of the passage and the biological, cultural, and geological surveys of Snowy River are complete, the acceptable changes in the cave would be limited to those impacts associated with these activities and the recreational visits to Fort Stanton Cave.

White-Nose Syndrome Decontamination Protocols

The efforts to prevent the spread of white-nose syndrome may close Fort Stanton Cave to recreational visits.  Administrative trips, such as survey and scientific research, would continue but would follow the decontamination protocols listed below.

New Mexico BLM, Roswell Field Office, is one of the first federal agencies west of the Mississippi to initiate strict decontamination protocols for cavers and scientists entering BLM caves in an effort to slow the possible spread of fungal spores by human traffic.  These include sterilization of all cave clothing and equipment with antibiotic solutions before and after entering caves in New Mexico -http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/nm/programs/recreation/rec_docs/rec_docs_roswell.Par.31837.File.dat/BLM-WNS-Flyer.pdf and Roswell Field Office permits.  See also Appendix 1 for an example of a cave permit with decontamination procedures.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has provided strict guidelines for decontamination of all equipment taken into bat caves - http://www.fws.gov/northeast/whitenose/FINALContainmentandDecontaminationProceduresforCaversJune2009.pdf



