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IT’S A FEW months since the NSW elec-
tion and a good time to reflect on the 

challenges ahead for the growing public 
campaign to save the magnificent Clief-
den Caves. The Save Cliefden Caves As-
sociation (SCCA) President, Tim Gartrell, 
reports in on the March 28 election—the 
promises made that will set the scene for 
the years ahead—and a major public fo-
rum held in Sydney.

As far as politics go, the recent NSW 
election was a predictable affair. The Baird 
Coalition government was easily re-elected 
albeit with a smaller majority as the Foley 
Labor Opposition regained much of its 
heartland from the 2011 wipeout. The 
Greens won three seats in the inner city and 
north coast and the Rev Fred Nile got the 
balance of power in the Upper House.

It was in this context that the public cam-
paign to save the Cliefden Caves waged its 
pre-election campaign.

For any readers who haven’t heard about 
the threat to the caves, here is the short ver-
sion. 

Situated on private property in Central 
West NSW, the Cliefden Caves have been 
superbly protected by generations of land-
owners and the good folk of the Orange 
Speleological Society. Spurred on by the 
local Federal National Party MP, John Cobb, 
the NSW Coalition Government hastily an-
nounced that it would proceed to identify 
a preferred site for a dam on the Belubula 
River. 

They initially proposed The Needles 
Gap dam site that would have flooded and 
devastated the entire site. After lobbying, 
submissions by OSS, a media campaign by 
SCCA and a petition with more than 5,000 

When the lesser of two evils  
is too evil
Cliefden Caves, the Needles Gap and Cranky Rock Dams

Tim Gartrell  
SCCA

Tim Gartrell is the President of the Save 
Cliefden Caves Association and a member of 
the Orange Speleological Society. Tim first en-
countered the Cliefden Caves in the 1980s as 
a young caver when he went on several OSS 
trips, many of them led by the editor.
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signatures, the Government settled on the 
nearby Cranky Rock site. The Cranky Rock 
site is, to be blunt, a shocker that must also 
be opposed—but more about that later.

Sydney Forum - Professor Tim 
Flannery joins the chorus of concern

Three weeks before the election, the 
SCCA and its campaign partner, the Nature 
Conservation Council of NSW, held a pub-
lic forum in Sydney to raise the alarm about 
the proposed dam and build further public 
support.

Guest speaker, 2007 Australian of the 
Year, Professor Tim Flannery, headed the 
list of speakers who outlined a strong case 
for the preservation of the caves, fossil site 
and other important features at Cliefden.

Opening up, Tim Flannery thanked the 
crowd of around 150 people and called us 
to action.

‘Nothing ever changes unless good 
people stand up and give a little bit of their 
time to do things that are important, like 
preserve these caves,’ he said. 

Professor Flannery spelt out the increas-
ingly important role caves have in under-
stand the past and predicting the future.

‘Caves are the nearest things we have to 
time machines. People do a lot more with 
caves and cave sediments that reveal much 
deeper aspects of our own pre-history that 
you could have imagined 10 years ago. 

‘Now people think they can take a slice 
of the sedimentary profile, look at each 
individual sand grain using new techniques 
and reconstruct what happened in that cave 
over time, what sort of animals came and 
burrowed into the cave surface, who lived 
there, built a campfire or hunted. 

‘So we are slowly beginning to unlock a 
much greater potential for caves to tell us 
about our past.’

He told us that recently rare DNA from 
40,000-year-old megafauna was extracted 
from remains of a giant species of kangaroo 
found in a cave in Tasmania. 

It was only the unique conditions in the 
cave that had allowed this crucial link to 
our past to survive. 

Similarly, invertebrates have been dis-
covered living in a cave in northwest WA—
the only remnants of a rainforest ecosystem 
that existed more than 50 million years ago.  
Their nearest relatives are found in the rain-
forests of Southern Chile.

Professor Flannery said the Cliefden 
Caves were under-researched. ‘There’s a 
lot of good reasons why you might want to 
preserve caves, especially caves we know 
next to nothing about. It would be really 
foolhardy to rush in and destroy an asset 
like that and deprive all future community 
members of the benefits that might derive 

from a thorough investigation and proper 
analysis of what those caves can tell us.’

Not just the caves—an Australian 
scientific treasure

Respected University of Sydney cave 
scientist Associate Professor Armstrong 
Osborne, outlined the scientific importance 
of the Cliefden Caves.

While the focus of the campaign and the 
media has been on the caves, Armstrong 
reminded us of the importance of the other 
features at the Cliefden site.

‘The number one thing at Cliefden 
and the thing of most demonstrated in-
ternational scientific importance are the 
Ordovician fossil sites. This is one of Aus-
tralia’s most important invertebrate fossil  
localities.

‘These ancient fossils dating back 450 
million years contain an impressive array of 
191 genera and 263 species. including 101 
species unique to the area.

‘This is the first place in the world where 
there is a record of animals building them-
selves up above the waterline. It’s one of the 
few sites where we have both shallow and 
deep-water fauna preserved. 

‘It’s a locality where over 460 million 
years ago we shared an ocean with China 
and there are beasts found here that are 
only shared with China.’

We heard that there are also other im-
portant features at the site—a very rare 
warm spring associated with the caves that 
will go under with all the various dam plans, 
surface karst features that show a complex 
landscape history, active tufa dams that 
are uncommon and the unique history of 
discovery at the site.

Turning to the caves, Armstrong gave 
further examples of their importance to 
our scientific knowledge. The first was the 
Taplow Maze.

‘One of the caves at Cliefden is a really 
complicated maze cave and maze caves are 
of international scientific interest right now.

‘The maze cave is one of the lowest level 
caves at Cliefden; there are more than 3 
kilometres of mapped cave. This means the 
lowest level Cranky Rock Dam will flood 
the bottom level of this cave by at least 16 
metres.’

Reiterating Tim Flannery, Armstrong 
pointed to the importance of caves as re-
cords of the past.

‘Stalagmites are one of the most impor-
tant sources of information about climate 
change. They can provide the best records 
of past climates including evidence of 
global drying, not just warming.’

Armstrong repeated the importance of 
further discovery: ‘We need to build up our 
understanding of the caves.’

Flooding the caves for a pipedream— 
dams don’t create more water

The next speaker was the veteran water 
campaigner, Bev Smiles, President of the 
Inland Rivers Network (NSW). Bev gave 
the meeting a broader perspective of the 
health of the Lachlan River, into which the 
Belubula River flows. 

The Murray-Darling Basin is the biggest 
river basin in Australia and incorporates 
the Lachlan and Belubula rivers. A lot has 
been done to restore its health through the 
Murray-Darling Basin Plan which aims to 
restore flows to the river, not remove them!

‘One of the key causes of decline in the 
health of the basin has been the construc-
tion of large water storages and over-
extraction of water,” Bev told us.

The Murray-Darling Basin Plan identi-
fied that the Lachlan system was already 
over-allocated and a significant amount of 
state and federal funds have been invested 
in buying back water licences. 

‘The Commonwealth has purchased 
87,856 megalitres to be returned to the 
rivers but a new dam will cancel out this 
benefit.’

Bev Smiles also addressed one of the 
main myths driving the dam proposals—
that a new dam will create water security 
for the nearby towns.

‘Dams don’t create water. They were all 
empty during the millennium drought. The 
idea of [providing] water security by build-
ing more dams is not going to solve our 
problems; there are many ways to create 
efficiency of existing water supplies.’

The real reason for the dam, alluded 
to recently by Federal MP, John Cobb, is 
mining. ‘We know that the key purpose for 
new storage on the Lachlan is for mining 
development,’ Bev told the meeting.

A local caver’s view—history and 
custodianship

OSS President and editor of this journal  
Ian Curtis was the next speaker. Ian took 
the meeting through the 40 year long asso-
ciation between the OSS and the landown-
ers and how this has been a major factor in 
the preservation of the caves. 

OSS, established in the 1950s, has 
worked hard to preserve the site. They were 
invited to manage the caves by the local 
landowners in the 1960s. They have been 
protecting and preserving the 60 caves and 
120 karst features since.

Ian reiterated the environmental signifi-
cance of the caves but also pointed out the 
long and impressive social history of the 
caves—one of the oldest associations be-
tween European settlers and caves systems 
in Australia. 

In 1815 the Cliefden Limestone features 

Cliefden Caves, the Needles Gap and Cranky Rock
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Cliefden Caves, the Needles Gap and Cranky Rock
were the first to be discovered as Surveyor 
Evans explored beyond the Blue Mountains.  
In 1828 Surveyor Richards first entered the 
caves. Historic graffiti dating back to 1887 
exists in Main Cave.

There is also evidence of Indigenous his-
tory in the area. Aboriginal remains have 
been found in one cave and there are scar 
trees in the area. Early settlers recorded the 
first inhabitants, the Wiradjuri people as 
“helpful and friendly”.

OSS has been active since the current 
threat to the caves emerged, writing sub-
missions and lobbying local politicians. 
They understand the significant threats 
presented by all the dam options to not just 
the caves but the local environment. This 
was best summed up by Ian’s closing words: 
‘There should be no dam on the Belubula 
River.’

The environment movement rallied 
behind us 

Daisy Barham, from the NSW Nature 
Conservation Council was the final speaker 
demonstrating the broader environment 
movement’s support. Daisy also stressed 
the broader environmental impacts of 
the dams. ‘Building dams would send the 
wrong message to regional communities 
about how to fix their water concerns.’ 

Daisy stressed the need for a broader 
campaign to make MPs aware that we are 
not just concerned about the caves but are 
active. She urged everyone to sign the Save 
Cliefden Caves Association petition, to call 
and meet with MPs and to write letters to 
the editor opposing the dams.

Turning around the politicians — 
progress, but more to be done

There were promising signs in the lead 
up to the election, thanks to the petitions, 
media, public campaign and the work done 
by local cavers in writing submissions and 
lobbying. Now the election is done, here is 
where the parties stand.

The NSW Government (Liberal/
National Party Coalition)

The Liberal and National parties support 
the construction of a dam on the Belubula 
River. They have named Cranky Rock as 
their preferred dam site in the recently 
released scoping study commissioned by 
their Government. 

The proposed Cranky Rock dams would 
inundate the caves. The Needles Gap dam 

has also not been ruled out. The NSW 
Environment Minister said in the last week 
of the campaign that he would not support 
any new dam in the state that would have 
significant environmental impacts.

The NSW Opposition (Labor)
The NSW Opposition is opposed to any 

dam that would inundate the caves. Labor 
leader Luke Foley has also made a commit-
ment to protect the Cliefden Caves site with 
a heritage listing. Labor’s policy states:

‘A NSW Labor government will:
 Commit to ensuring the Orange commu-

nity has a secure water supply;
 Explore all other options for water secu-

rity. New dams are the most expensive and 
environmentally destructive solution to 
water security;
  Not support any proposal that will 

inundate Cliefden Caves, including  The 
Needles  Gap and Cranky  Rock proposals; 
and
 Pursue NSW Heritage listing for the 

Caves in recognition of their historical and 
geological significance.

The NSW Greens
The NSW Greens oppose any new 

dams in NSW and, in particular, oppose 
any dams that would flood the caves.  The 
NSW Greens have had a consistently strong 
opposition to the dams and Greens MLC 
Jeremy Buckingham has been a very vocal 
critic on the issue since it arose.

We concluded that the NSW Coalition 
are the strongest advocates of a dam on the 
Belubula River and have named Cranky 
Rock as the preferred site, which would 
inundate the caves. 

As a result we believe they have the 
worst policy on this issue. The only positive 
was the Environment Minister’s comments. 

NSW Labor’s announcement represents 
strong opposition to any dam that would 
impact Cliefden Caves. Their commitment 
to a heritage listing for Cliefden is welcome 
and represents forward thinking on the 
issue. The NSW Greens have had a consis-
tently strong opposition to any dam and 
have been vocal supporters of the cause.

CONCLUSIONS
With the benefit of hindsight, the re-

sponse from everyone concerned about the 
protection of the Cliefden site was sluggish. 
It took almost a year until the first meetings 
were called and the media was made aware 

of the issue. However, once the campaign 
got under way that lost ground was quickly 
made up. The challenge now is to keep up 
the momentum and not get complacent. 

The NSW Government may have taken 
a tactical retreat to the Cranky Rock site but 
it’s still a disastrous proposal that will have 
a major impact on the caves and the local 
environment. 

Indeed, one of the Cranky Rock options 
is so enormous that it would flood even 
higher levels than the original Needles Gap 
proposal.

If Cranky Rock had been proposed 
first we’d all be up in arms about it, so we 
shouldn’t fall for the ‘three card trick’ and 
accept it because it’s been spun as margin-
ally better than the first Needles Gap pro-
posal (which hasn’t been ruled out).

The best way to beat the latest proposals 
is to:
1. Keep up the public campaign, keep 
up the pressure – over 7,000 people have 
signed the petition opposing the dam and 
thousands more are becoming concerned. 
Mass opposition to the campaign is central 
to any victory, it’s the best way to get politi-
cians to do the right thing;
2. Build on the gains made at the election—
keep the Labor Opposition and Greens 
to their commitments and work on the 
re-elected Government—not all of whom 
think this is a great idea;
3. Build alliances and work together. It’s 
not just cavers who are opposed to this, 
there are scores of environmental groups 
who are on our side and want to help. Like 
other iconic campaigns, only a coalition of 
organisations can take this on and win. This 
requires cooperation and goodwill, open-
ness and the sharing of information. There 
is plenty of work to be done by the different 
groups and not enough resources for it to 
be done alone;
4. Muster the hard evidence—as Tim 
Flannery said at the forum, the Cliefden 
Caves are under-researched. This puts the 
campaign in a weak position. Cavers know 
how important the area is but we need to 
continue to fund and support the research 
efforts by Armstrong Osborne and others 
to build the case. The good news is, the 
more we discover at Cliefden, the more 
significant it becomes.

Only a concerted campaign that brings 
all this together can defeat the threat to the 
caves. The caves won’t save themselves. See 
you on the campaign trail.


