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Editor’s Note

“Life begins at the end of your comfort zone.” -
Neale Donald Walsch

WOW — what an extraordinary issue! This Caves
Australia reflects just how much is happening in
the caving community right now. It came together
right on deadline, and | want to sincerely thank
everyone who contributed their time, stories, and
images to make it happen. The content is current,
relevant and highlights the ongoing energy and
dedication within the Australian caving scene.

One highlight that stands out is the incredible
Cave Rescue event, a shining example of
teamwork, preparation and the strength of
training systems. These kinds of stories remind us
why we train so hard — because when the
unexpected happens, our community rises to the
occasion. | couldn’t be more proud of the cavers
involved who came together to ensure the safe
retrieval of a fellow explorer. It's a testament to
what's possible when skill, trust and calm under
pressure come together underground.

This edition also features some excellent
photography and documentation of exploration
work happening across the country. It's always
great to see how both new and experienced cavers

are contributing to discovery and documentation

in their own ways. Watching Bogdan be the test causality at Mole Creek, Tasmania - Photo by
Grason Mason

Whether you're reading this underground between

trips or catching up from home, | hope this issue

offers something that informs, engages and maybe

even challenges your perspective a little.

Nadine Muresan
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President's Report

As the winter chill takes hold across much of the country
(for those in the “sillier” cold parts of Australia), | hope you're
keeping warm—or at least enjoying the warmth found
underground! I've just returned from a month of hugging
rocks beneath the Kimberley, and I'll admit, the return to

the cold has been a shock to the system.

Last month saw the conclusion of the 19th International
Congress of Speleology, held from 20-27 July in Belo
Horizonte, Brazil. This quadrennial event, hosted by the
(uis),

gathering of the global speleological community. A ‘bakers

International Union of Speleology is a major
dozen’ of Australian cavers attended, representing ASF and
Australia’s vibrant caving scene. We look forward to hearing

their insights, experiences and stories when they return.

Some early highlights have already emerged. The next
Congress has been confirmed for Romania in 2029—so
now's the time to start planning and saving! There was also
encouraging news from UIS about a global initiative to
establish a UNESCO International Day of Caves and Karst,
tentatively set for 13 September. The proposed day would
raise awareness around cave and karst environments, their
scientific value, and the importance of their protection. ASF
will initiative. For

be pleased to support this more

information, visit: uis-speleo.org.

Closer to home, significant progress has been made on the
National Heritage Listing for the Nullarbor. More than 50
letters have been distributed to potential stakeholders—
including Traditional Owners, pastoralists, local
government, and community groups—inviting participation
in the process. Our consultant Anne, alongside a team of
experts, is now drafting the Statement of Significance. Site
visits and community meetings are being planned as part
of this important consultation phase. It's a substantial
undertaking, and I'd like to thank everyone involved. We
won't get every detail perfect—but we are moving forward,

and that matters.

Also on the Nullarbor front, ASF submissions earlier this
year have helped shape outcomes around the proposed
Western Green Energy Hub. The WA Environmental
Protection Authority has now approved the project’s
Environmental Scoping Document (ESD). The proponent

must now undertake detailed studies, with a reporting

Collecting critters for science - Photo by Steve Milner

deadline of December 2026, and a further public
consultation phase set for July 2027. Thank you to
everyone who contributed to this process. If you would
like the ASF
Conservation Commission.

to view the ESD, please contact

In science news, ASF has been invited to host a panel
session at the Australian Citizen Science Association
Conference, themed “ A Catalyst for Change,” to be held
13-15 October 2025 in Melbourne. Representatives from
the ASF Executive, Conservation Commission, Science
Commission and Karst Conservation Fund will present
on ASF's contributions to citizen science and explore
new opportunities for funding and collaboration. It's a
fantastic chance to showcase how cavers contribute to

cutting-edge science.

A reminder that the 2026 ASF Council Meeting is just six
months away, scheduled for 11 January 2026. Now's the
time for clubs to confirm their delegates,
SIG

nominations for the Executive.

prepare

Commissioner and reports, and consider

Finally, | want to acknowledge what | value most about
the ASF community: the chance to work alongside and
learn from so many brilliant, passionate people. This year
marks CEGSA's 70th Anniversary, and
forward to joining in the celebrations in Naracoorte at

I'm looking

the end of the month. If you're nearby, come along!

Whether you're out exploring a cave or enjoying this
issue from the comfort of home with a warm cuppa—
happy caving!

Andrew Stempel


http://uis-speleo.org/
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34TH ASF CONFERENCE 2027: ALITTLE
UPDATE AND A LOT TO LOOK FORWARD TO!

Chillagoe, Queen

While we don’t have any big announcements just
yet, rest assured that plenty of work is happening
behind the scenes to prepare for the 34th ASF
Conference in Chillagoe in 2027. Planning a
conference two years out has its challenges - a
common reply we get is: "We'd love to help, but get
back to us six months out!" So while some pieces
can't fall into place just yet, the Chillagoe Caving
Club is steadily laying the groundwork to make this
a truly unforgettable event.

In the meantime, we wanted to share a little
inspiration for why you should mark June 20-26,
2027 in your calendar. Chillagoe isn't just a caver's
playground - it's a place of geological wonder,
scientific significance, and outback charm.

Tower Karst

Chillagoe’s iconic limestone towers rise steeply
from the savannah in dramatic formations. This
fascinating karst landscape hides a vast and varied
network of caves - from tight squeezes and
sporting climbs to massive chambers with intricate
decoration. New caves are still being discovered,
and almost 600 entrances have already been
tagged.

A Fossil Treasure Trove
Chillagoe has yielded some of Australia’'s most
important fossil discoveries. The most complete
fossilised skeleton of an Elasmosaur (a long-necked
marine reptile from the age of the dinosaurs) was
unearthed here.

sland, June 2027 -
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Fossils - Photo by Jan Pope Green tree frog - Photo by Jan Pope



Photo by Peter Bannink

A life-sized sculpture called Dave now stands on
the road into town. Other megafauna fossils found
in the region include the  Thylacinus
cyanocephalus (Tasmanian tiger), Quinkana
fortirostrum (land-dwelling crocodile), Propleopus
chillagoensis (a giant carnivorous kangaroo), and
Palorchestes azael (a “marsupial tapir”).

Wildlife Wonders
From dusk bat flights to shy nocturnal hunters,
Chillagoe is teeming with fascinating wildlife. Keep
an eye out for Tawny Frogmouths perched
motionless in trees, Australian Bustards strutting
across the plains and the elusive Chillagoe Ring-
tailed Gecko found only in this part of the world.

Cool Off the Outback Way

After a long day underground, there’s nothing
better than cooling off in one of Chillagoe’s local
waterholes. The Weir is a peaceful spot where water
spills dramatically over the wall in a gushing
cascade, perfect for a refreshing dip or a picnic by
the water. The Bogey Hole is a nearby swimming
hole shaded by beautiful paperbark trees, with a
small waterfall tumbling into its clear waters. Both
are must-visits for any Chillagoe trip.

The full conference program including talks, trips,
speleosports and workshops will be released closer
to the date. Early bird tickets go on sale 20 June
2026.

In the meantime, visit
www.asfconference2027.com.au or email us at
asfconference2027@chillagoecavingclub.org.au to
stay up to date.

We can't wait to welcome you to Chillagoe in 2027
for a week of caves, sun and speleological fun!
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LIMITED EDITION REPRINT!

Tasmanian
Cave Spider crickets

At the request of the cavers attending the Buchan conference, Cathie has
agreed to produce a limited edition reprint, available exclusively in a set of only
25 copies.

The set comprises six exquisite posters, which are visually stunning when
printed. $160 includes all six posters, packing and post. Delivered to your door.
$100 from each order donated to the Karst Conservation Fund and a tax-
deductible receipt will be provided.

Those interested in this exclusive offering are kindly invited to contact Nadine
Muresan via email at asf.cavesaustralia@gmail.com.

This is a unique opportunity to acquire a collection of remarkable artworks, and
we encourage you not to miss out.

Glow-worms Ghost bat

g lights that lure to death
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Brazil and the 19th

oleology 1.

" Cathie Plowman . pﬂ% &

Post-congress trip to Poco Enchante in Bahia
state, Brazil. Photo by Cathie Plowman
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Congress venue - Photo by Cathie Plowman

What was five and a bit weeks in Brazil like?
Absolutely great. David Butler and | have just
arrived home from our travels, the impetus for the
trip being to attend the 19" International Congress
of Speleology in the city of Belo Horizonte, in the
state of Minas Cerais.

Brazil is a large, diverse and fascinating country. A
population of about 212 million people, with the
fifth-largest country by landmass in the world. The
country’s history of varied indigenous societies,
Portuguese invasion from 1500 and the
importation of more than 2.8 million enslaved
African people over more than 300 years are just
some of what makes for a very multi-cultural
country. Portuguese is the most spoken and official
language. Opulence and poverty and much ‘in
between’ are all obvious. Nine percent of Brazil is
karst. Mines are many and large and the tensions
between conservation and development
considerable. Political conflicts between left and
right aligned are clear with any viewing of CNN,
even if it's being reported in Portuguese.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazil

The International Congress of Speleology (ICS) is
planned for every four years (Covid delaying the 18"
ICS from 2021 until 2022). The event is a program of
the International Union of Speleology (UIS), but the
host country is reasonably independent in its
organisation of the event (within the UIS protocols)
and does a heck of a lot of hard work to get the
event together, as our small Australian organising
team for the 17" ICS knows only too well.

The hosts of the 19" ICS were the Brazilian
Speleological Society and the National Center for
Cave Research and Conservation.

Opening Ceremony - Photo by Justin Wilkinson

The event was also the 38™ Congress of the
Brazilian Speleological Society. Unlike the 17" ICS
in Australia, there was very big sponsorship. The
mining giant Vale was the major sponsor,
supported by other big industrials including steel-
maker Anglo-American and Samarco. The later
being the owner and operator of the tailings dam
that collapsed in Minas Gerais in 2015 with
catastrophic environmental and social effects.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariana_dam_disaster

Another big difference between Australia and
Brazil is that there’s many more cavers in Brazil,
with  many younger-aged Brazilian cavers
volunteering, presenting and attending the ICS. So,
a definite upside for the ICS was this involvement
of youth and | feel a BIG plus for the ICS was the
involvement of all these young cavers at this
international event. Brazil has many economic,
environmental and developmental challenges and
it can only be good for conservation efforts for
caves and karst to have had this event and young
students and researchers having the opportunity to
be part of it.

For me, who only speaks English, it was frustrating
at times to select a presentation to attend and get
to it and find it was being delivered in Portuguese,
or sometimes Spanish. Some details on the
program could have helped here. But | quickly
learnt to ‘pivot’ (as we were taught with covid) and
there was always something else to go and do.
There were great displays and exhibitions, the
Speleo Media program was fantastic (you could
have spent several days there alone) there were
always other presentations happening, commission
meetings, people you wanted to catch up with or a
stall that you hadn't visited. Not to mention
watching the Speleo Sports.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariana_dam_disaster
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Mid-Congress trip to Reii Do Mato Cave - Photo by Justin Wilkison

A daily highlight were the keynote lectures. There
were six of these and they were all terrific. I'd like to
be putting some links to these in this article but do
not have these yet. (Even though the 10-volume
hard copy sets of the proceedings were available at
the congress.)

Paul Williams from New Zealand presented on
UNESCO World Heritage Caves and Karst: Present
Situation and Future Prospects. This excellent talk
looked at what cave and karst areas were on the
World Heritage List, and which types of caves and
karst were not represented on the list. Professor
Williams made the case that you can't just keep
adding to the ‘best of the best without
undermining the value of what's already on the list.
With respect to examples of karst types not
included on the list, he made a very strong case for
both the Kimberley and Nullarbor karst areas being
added to the World Heritage List.

A keynote address from Stefano Mammola was on
Global Conservation of Subterranean Biodiversity.
The talk considered threats to ‘Out of Sight and
Out of Mind'’ subterranean fauna and Dr Mammola
had surveyed 155 subterranean biologists for their
input on threats and protection. Inspiring for me
that, along with land protection and management,
legislation and policy, the responses from his survey
had supported education as a priority conservation
action. Stefano’s talk gave me inspiration to rev up
my efforts to promote Australian cave fauna. So
pleased | was able to be there.

| must include a few words on Hazel Barton'’s talk.
For those who don't know of her Professor Barton is
a microbiologist, caver and cave diver. Her
presentations are always great. She inspires you to
love cave microbes and her talk was Cave
Microbes: How Caves are Going to Save Us All and
Professor Barton described research work being
done on growing cave microbes so that paint can
be repaired, hence reducing the amount of paint
being required with subsequent reductions in
carbon. Another research project is using cave
microbes to reduce plastic waste. There are already
patents on products being developed as part of
these projects. Sorry to say that our trip to Brazil
showed that those of us avoiding water in plastic
bottles are not making much difference to single-
use plastic. In Brazil it's everywhere: water bottles,
throw-away capes at the hair salon, plastic
wrappers on toothpicks, plastic..everything! And no
one seems to mind.

Mid-Congress trip to Maquine Cave - Photo by Justin Wilkison



Besides the congress, David and | along with other
Australians Greg Middleton, Jim Crockett and
Marcia Kaye attended a terrific eight-day post-
congress trip to the Chapada Diamantina region in
the state of Bahia. We had fabulous leaders (thank
you again Fernando and Riccardo) bus driver, local
guides and accommodation and restaurant hosts.
David's and my time in Brazil, accompanied by
Greg Middleton, also included trips to Iguacu Falls
and to a remote community-operated eco-tourism
venture in Amazonia.

https.//www.amazontrip.info/web/en/

It was all fabulous and a reminder of how big and
varied the world is and how ‘small stuff just doesn’t
matter. Learning a few Portuguese words from an
app. and Justin Wilkinson introducing me to
Google Translate, meant that | could communicate
with people and not just asking for directions etc.
as | was able to have some close conversation with
people and that made for so many nice
interactions.

The 20" ICS will be held in Romania in 20209.
Details are sketchy at present, but I'll include
information in The Cricket as it becomes available.

__Caves Australia No. 233 . AUG 2025 - Page 12

Inspirational Brazilian cave animal tee-shirt
- Photo by Cathie Plowman



https://www.amazontrip.info/web/en/

Caves Australia No. 233 - AUG 2025 - Page 13

Cavers Score Trifecta in
2025 King's Honours!

Philip Fleming

Included in the Order of Australia awards in this year's
King's Birthday Honours list were three prominent
cavers Julia James, Joan Crabb and Grace Matts.

Whilst the Australian Speleological Federation already
has a number of Order of Australia recipients in its
ranks, what is really noteworthy and deserving of full
recognition is to have three women receive an award
on the same occasion for longstanding contributions
and service to speleology.

The Order of Australia was established in 1975 by the
Whitlam Government as an alternative to the Imperial
honours and awards system (knights, dames etc.)
which had been in place since the early days of British
settlement in Australia.

Most Caves Australia readers would probably not
realise that no fewer than thirteen ASF members
received Order of Australia Honours between 1993 and
2022. See:

https://caves.org.au/administration/commissions/award
s-and-awardees/

But regardless, the three women recognized in this
years honours have given many years of service to
speleology and the community and the separate
nomination of each of them for an Order of Australia
award in 2025 is not only a happy coincidence but well
overdue.

A summary of their service and achievements follows.

Dr Julia talking on climate change and caves.
Photo by Phil Fleming

Dr Julia James was made a Member of the Order of
Australia (AM) For significant service to scientific
research, particularly in the field of speleology. Julia is
a recognized identity on the Australian caving scene
and has been active as a speleologist over a number of
decades.

Julia is a graduate of London University and joined the
staff of the University of Sydney in the department of
Inorganic Chemistry becoming a senior lecturer and
later associate professor. Julia has made significant
contributions to speleochemistry and environmental
geochemistry and is internationally recognised for
documenting cave discoveries and for Kkarst
geomorphological research all over the world. She is a
prominent science educator and has done much to
popularize speleology including her stint as the Royal
Australian Chemical Institute Nyholm Memorial Youth
Lecturer.

Julia is an active member of Sydney Speleological
Society (SSS) and was the first woman and only
Australian to be elected as president of the
International Union of Speleology (UIS). Julia is a Fellow
of the Australian Speleological Federation (ASF) and
the Australasian Cave and Karst Management
Association (ACKMA). She has led expeditions in
Australia, New Guinea and overseas and authored
numerous papers and book chapters on caves,
speleology and chemistry.

Julia served as NSW Department of the Environment
and Heritage Deputy Chair, Greater Blue Mountains
World Heritage Area Advisory Committee and on the
Karst Management Advisory Committee for the NSW
National Parks and Wildlife Service. She has been
active for many years on the Jenolan Caves Reserve
Trust and notably has been Project Coordinator for the
Jenolan Caves Survey Project.

She was an editor of Helictite - Australasian Journal of
Cave Science, Australia’'s only academic journal
dedicated to speleology from the 1970s through until
the 1990s.


https://caves.org.au/administration/commissions/awards-and-awardees/
https://caves.org.au/administration/commissions/awards-and-awardees/

Joan Crabb was awarded the Order of Australia Medal
(OAM) for service to speleology and the community.
Joan has been involved in speleology since the 1950s
and is a co-founder and member of the Highland
Caving Group since 1959. She is a Life Member of the
Highland Caving Group and served as president from
2014 to 2025.

As well as her involvement in speleology, Joan has
given a lifetime of service to a wide range of
community organisations and to the union movement
in NSW.

Joan received the Fraser Environment Award from the
City of Liverpool, NSW in recognition of her
involvement in numerous environmental activities
ranging from major issues such as pollution and water
quality issues in the Liverpool area through to tree
planting and promotion of environmental awareness.
She has also been active in Scouting at the Group,
Area and State level.

Joan has been an office bearer and volunteer for
numerous community organisations including the
Rural Refugees Association, Royal NSW Institution for
Deaf and Blind Children (now Nextsense), the Fairfield
Progress Association and the National Seniors
Association.

She continues to be active in the union movement as a
member of Unions Shoalhaven, a retired unionists
group. Joan was awarded Life Membership for her
service to the Community & Public Sector Union.

Joan always has been and remains an activist. If you
want to know her views there is usually a sign about a
current issue on her front lawn!

Joan in the outdoors - Photo by Delia Sidler
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Crace Matts, ESM was awarded the Order of Australia

Medal (OAM) for service to the community through a
range of organisations. Grace has given a lifetime of
service to speleology and the community. She has
been a member of the Sydney Speleological Society
(SSS) for over 50 years and served as ASF treasurer from
2000 - 2018. She has received the ASF Certificate of
Merit, Edie Smith Award and was elected a Fellow of
ASF in 2015. Grace has represented Australia on the
International Union of Speleology.

Crace is also a long-standing member of the Highland
Caving Group and the Jenolan Caves Historical
Preservation Society.

Grace is well known for her longstanding activities and
service in the field of volunteer rescue. She is a
member of the Australian Civil Air Patrol and CREST
NSW Inc (Citizens Radio Emergency Service Team).
Grace is an Honorary Life member of St Johns
Ambulance NSW and has acted as a volunteer first aid
instructor, assessor and examiner.

Notably, Grace is a founding member and honorary life
member of the NSW Cave Rescue Squad. She is a life
member of the NSW Volunteer Rescue Association and
has been recognized with a number of awards
including the Emergency Services Medal, National
Emergency Medal, with Clasp 'Bushfires 19/ 20', the
NSW Premier's Bushfire Emergency Citation, 2020,
President's Award, Australian Civil Air Patrol, 2017.

These women have all spent a lifetime devoted to the
pursuit of speleology and service to the community.
Furthermore they have all been prominent as leaders
and mentors to many of us in the caving community. It
is absolutely fabulous and high time to see their service
finally recognized!

Grace Matts pushing her way through the squeeze competition
at the 33 ASF Conference in Buchan - Photo by Glenn Pez



Rescue at Broken River:

Teamwork and Training in Action

By Allison Irvin, Mayer Cook-Tonkin and Liz Irvin

Photo by Sarah Burnell
Caves Australia No. 233 - AUG 2025 - Page 15




Caves Australia No. 233 - AUG 2025 - Page 16

On 28th July 2025, on an expedition to Broken
River, west of Townsville, Queensland, a day of
caving turned into an urgent helicopter rescue.
This experience was a strong reminder of why
rescue training, first aid skills and teamwork are
essential when exploring caves, especially in
remote areas.

Tremendous thanks go to the incredible rescue
crew from Queensland Government Air (QGAIr)
who attended the cave rescue, and were able to
expertly help save an injured caver. Thanks also to
Cave Rescue Victoria, with support from the
Chillagoe Caving Club and the Australian Cave
Rescue Commission, for cave rescue training that
was vital for a successful rescue.

A Caving Trip Turns Critical

The day's caving trip consisted of group of six
cavers including Paul Osborne, a caver with
almost 50 years’ experience and a passion for
adventure; Peter Bauer, a long-time caver and co-
author of Under Bungonia; Cole Neering, an
enthusiastic caver who has been exploring caves
all over Australia; Sarah Burnell, who has been
caving for a year and has completed an advanced
first aid course; Allison Irvin, who has been caving
in Chillagoe all her life, including many trips to
Broken River; and Liz Irvin, a long-time caver
having returned to caving three years ago.

The rock that did the damage! - Photo by Allison Irvin

Sara watching the monitors - Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin
At 320 pm, the team was making their way
through a rarely visited section of a cave when
disaster struck. A large boulder dislodged,
breaking Paul's femur and pinning Peter's back
beneath its weight. Cole sprang into action,
pushing the boulder off Paul and Peter. The splint
that Sarah had been carrying in her first aid kit for
more than a year was put to good use. The group
assessed the situation: while Paul's injury wasn't
immediately life-threatening, it was clear that
walking out of the cave was impossible. A serious
extraction in rough, remote terrain was ahead. The
razor sharp karst outside was challenging to
navigate even for uninjured cavers.

Triggering the Rescue

With no phone reception, Allison scrambled to
daylight to trigger an SOS via her Garmin InReach.
She sent short bursts of information: broken femur
of a 72 year old male in a cave, urgent helicopter
extraction required. Soon after, Liz Irvin took over
so Allison could return to Paul. Just four days
earlier, Allison had completed her remote and
wilderness first aid course.

Meanwhile, despite severe hip pain, Peter
managed to make the journey over jagged karst
terrain back to camp with Cole’s help. There they
raised the alarm to Mayer Cook-Tonkin, a nurse
with four years’ caving experience, and Grace
Mason, a skilled cave rescuer and co-founding
member of Cave Rescue Victoria. The trio drove
back with a car already loaded with gear.




Caves Australia No. 233 - AUG 2025 - Page 17

Mayer's nursing expertise helped keep Paul as
comfortable as possible while Grace’s cave rescue
skills came to the fore. With minimal gear, Allison
and Grace began preparing the site for a vertical
extraction: rigging a counterbalance haul system
on a four metre pitch and setting up a Z-drag for
the final lift to an appropriate surface for
winching.

The Arrival of Queensland Government Air
(QGAiIr)
At 5:55 pm, just before dark, the welcome sound
of the helicopter could be heard approaching,
until it became overwhelmingly intense as it
hovered overhead. The QGCAIr helicopter lowered
three rescue professionals: Doctor Phil Laramie
from LifeFlight, paramedic Micky Paulson from
Queensland Ambulance Service, and rescue crew
officer Jy Vickers from QGA.Ir.

Paul waiting for the stretcher -
Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin

Paul's strapped leg - Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin
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Looking down the pitch - Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin

Phil, a rock climber in his spare time, quickly assessed
the situation, asking if the boulder still posed a threat
and if there were other loose boulders. As he was
climbing down, he assessed the rigging that Grace
and Allison had already set up, later saying “Using
other people’s gear is super rare. | looked at the
system initially—the ropes, the pulleys—and | knew we
could use it.” After borrowing a helmet from Cole, he
descended into the cramped space where Paul was
lying. Mayer assisted Phil with connecting monitoring
equipment to Paul and preparing for the intravenous
cannula. Paul was given pain relief, which meant he
could be moved into the basket stretcher with the
help of many hands. Due to the confined space, a
challenging manoeuvre was needed to move Paul
less than two meters to the base of the
counterbalance pitch. The team had to manhandle
Paul less than a foot at a time before climbing to new
positions. In one section, a boulder protruded just
centimeters above Paul. To move him, he was lifted
only a few centimeters off the rock to shift him under
the boulder. Phil was a natural at planning and
coordinating the move through the cave, while
ensuring Paul was closely monitored.

On the surface, every available set of hands helped
with the counterbalance system, pulling Paul upward
metre by metre. Grace was brilliant on the
counterbalance, guiding the rescue professionals in
how to assist her. Once Paul reached the top of the
pitch, there were still a couple of awkward metres to
negotiate, hauling him up and over onto the final
rock. This was achieved through muscle and the aid
of a Z-drag. Micky later said, “This was the most
challenging rescue in my 33-year career. The terrain
was difficult, getting him out was difficult. I'm glad
you were there because it was not going to be an
easy rescue.”
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The excruciating transfer into the stretcher - Photos by Mayer Cook-Tonkin

Out of the cave at 7:20 pm, Paul was in a position
where his medical care could be continued. Micky
and Phil worked together to provide more pain
relief and stabilise the femur with a traction split.
It was a challenging environment, with sharp
rocks and chasms on all sides. The helicopter was
notified that Paul was ready for extraction, but it
remained an hour away. When it arrived, the
helicopter could only hover for a few minutes
before needing to circle to relieve the strain on
the engine, requiring several passes to winch
everything and everyone out.

Jy did an exceptional job of managing the
winching from the ground. Night winching is
incredibly rare and dangerous - this was Jy’s first
in two years on the job. Hovering the helicopter so
close to the ground at night surrounded by karst
peaks was an incredible effort for the talented
pilot. Under the guidance of the winch operator,
the winch was delivered directly to the hands of
the rescue crew. For the cavers, it was a seamless
operation and an astonishing feat to watch.

Gear and equipment went up first, followed by
Micky, then Paul in the basket with Phil attached,
and finally Jy. As the helicopter disappeared into
the night sky at 9:30 pm, relief washed over the
cavers on the ground. They made their way
carefully off the karst back to the road. Thanks to
the local police officer Dave, and Douglas and
Mary Ann Irvin, who were a great support on the
road, providing food and water. Douglas and Mary
Ann are veteran cavers of almost 50 years and
discovered many of the caves in Chillagoe.

Paul reached Townsville University Hospital
around midnight, and was in surgery the
following morning. He was discharged from
hospital a few days later, able to gingerly walk and
hoping to be sufficiently recovered to return to
skydiving the following month.
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The exchange to the exit team - Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin Cole helping with the transition out of the cave
- Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin

The Value of Training

This rescue highlighted the value of training and
preparedness. Remarkably, all the cavers involved
in the extraction took part in the cave rescue
training exercise in Buchan in January. Many of
the cavers had also taken part in multiple other
cave rescue training sessions in the months prior,
including a four day course organised by Chillagoe
Caving Club and delivered by Cave Rescue
Victoria. The training meant that key people on
the ground knew how to rig hauling systems and
how to move casualties in confined spaces. The
cavers were able to demonstrate to the
professional rescuers that they knew what they
were doing, and could be trusted to help extract
Paul.
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Under the helicopter waiting to be airlifted - Screenshot from film
by Allison lrvin
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Gratitude to Our Partners in Rescue

This rescue would not have been possible without
the collaboration of multiple organisations:

Queensland Police Service - coordination
and command of the rescue operation, and
Jy’'s experience as a rescue crew officer.
Queensland Government Air (QGAir) -
providing the helicopter and expert crew.
Queensland Ambulance Service (QAS) - for
Micky's 33 years of experience in paramedicine.
LifeFlight - for sending Doctor Phil, whose
skills and composure underground were
extraordinary. His enthusiasm to enter the
cave, combined with his rock climbing
expertise, proved essential for a smooth
rescue.

Cave Rescue Victoria - especially Bo and
Nadine Muresan - for the training that
prepared cavers for this moment.

Chillagoe Caving Club, Australian Cave
Rescue Commission and the Australian
Speleological Federation - for hosting cave
rescue training and providing funding.

As Doctor Phil put it afterwards, “There was a lot of
luck in this bad luck.” However, training, teamwork

and preparation played the biggest

roles in

bringing everyone safely back to the surface that
night.

RCO Jy Vickers on the left and Dr Phil Laramie on the
right - Photo by Mayer Cook-Tonkin

Paul's extraction - Screenshot from film by Allison Irvin
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The whole team of rescuers - Photo by Allison Irvin Grace dealing with the gear post
rescue- Photo by Allison Irvin
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Grace and Sarah playing in

¢ : ) The rescue helicopter - Photo by Allison Irvin
the helicopter - Photo by Allison Irvin
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Megan descends 10m pitch to major 2025
discovery - Photo by Alan Pryke
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Andrew Stempel with extreme halite extrusions - Photo by Alan Pryke

Goat Cave, on the Hampton Tablelands of WA, has
likely been known since the early days of settlement
due to its large doline collapse entrance. Until recently,
the known cave was mainly a large entrance chamber,
from where cracks here and there emitted breezes. A
serious attempt was made in the late 1990s to early
2000s to push the breezes, hampered by dead ends.
Caving exploration, particularly since 2022, has
expanded the known extent of Goat Cave.

Currently, the survey extent of Goat Cave is 9.6 km.
Passages and chambers discovered from 2022 start
with a challenging entrance series. Tight crawls, a near
to vertical rift climb and acrobatic twists through a
rock pile make up what is referred to as the entrance
series.

In 2021 the most likely of the strong breezes was
identified as a lead possibility. In 2022, the descent of
the vertical rift was made. Beyond this tricky, tight rift, a
steep, sloping passage was traversed, later named the
Goat Track. Survey work ensued in 2022, with time
running out in a rock pile area.

Alan and Megan Pryke returned on a post-ASF
Conference trip with Bert DeWaele and Brett Wiltshire
in 2023. The purpose was to complete the survey
though we were secretly hoping that there would be
more passage. A large passage was sighted below not
long into the survey. A route through the rockpile
descended to a distinctly new level with a large
passage heading both eastwards and westwards. The
suggestion to visit other caves was no longer on the
agenda as each new day in Goat Cave yielded more.
Survey and exploration continued for the rest of the
2023 trip (6 days), then subsequent trips in 2024 and
2025. It was an exciting find and interest in visiting
other caves was dwarfed by enticing discoveries.

The route to the lower level is dubbed the entrance
series. The lower level east-west passage has a trend of
two parallel passages, which were named the Jewel
Carriageway as the tube passages are crystallised with
halite, with Jewel sounding like dual.
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Chamber with Brett Wiltshire and 4 m halite columns - Photo by Alan Pryke

A passage to the east passed through rock pile, then a
section of halite flakes, to reach Spaghetti Junction.
The name was inspired by numerous halite straws,
however, subsequent surveys have revealed many
passage junctions in the area. Soon after, the halite
decoration intensifies. A climb up led to a room we
named the Bigger Bamboo. A reflector and string
route guides cavers around the edge of the Halite
Room. Track marking to confine impact to one route
has been installed in areas starting from the Goat
Track.

Soon after the Halite Room, the eastern route arrives at
the hundred-metre-long Peak Hour Passage, where
cavers are reduced to a crawl. Initially, it needs a belly
crawl, then hands and knees, then some low belly
crawling again passing between fine halite strands.
Brett and Alan initially pioneered Peak Hour Passage to
what seemed to be opening up into a dome.

The following day the whole team returned. The
onwards dome passage ascended into a spacious
collapse while turning anti-clockwise. Spectacular
halite decoration is found on the southern side of the
dome. The inexplicable Lasso was amongst this. There
were several dead cockroaches in the dome. | was on
point, Brett and Bert explored for the walls, Alan was

on book and was finding it hard to keep up. | knew
from the angles that we had turned to the west as we
descended. We thought that we may find an easier
way back than Peak Hour Passage, that was more
pleasant. The large passage lost height. Just before a
very low grovel, a cluster of halite hairs was called The
Angora Curtain. After another low belly grovel the
passage opens up to a thirty metre wide and eight
metre high passage, which descended, then ascended
into a large chamber. We named this the G.OAT.
(Greatest of All Time) chamber. Halite straws up to five
metres were found, most likely the world's longest.
Exploration beyond G.O.AT. chamber ascends, and
after careful negotiation through delicate halite crystal
we found a small high level chamber with dry calcite
decoration. It looked more like other smaller, shallower
caves in the area.

Back at the entrance series junction, the passages
continue to the west of the base of the entrance series.
The two distinct, parallel elliptical routes continue.
Along these halite-encrusted passages, mummified
possums were found. A detour around a collapsed
section also has a passage network to the south. In this
southern area, a large halite flower cluster was named
the Rocktopus. Also, more mummified possums were
noted.
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e The western route extends further than the east. It is
notably warmer with smaller passage dimensions.
Some stooping is heeded. The remains of a Chuditch (a
_Western QuoII) were found. At one point, a crawl is
‘needed to avoid breaklng delicate halite, with one long
“curling strand resembling a musical treble clef.
7 Alan noted én_-"'uppe_r—[evel passage' which required a
“ short climb. This led to chambers with ancient pool
dep05|ts arid is in line with the G.OAT and entrance
ers. A dome chamber of the pool room area
the B‘”plur‘aabme) had what Andrew Stempel called
thexSplder Pérty Rock a dlsplay of dead species of

“‘40 2025 a- mw&@ spent-one very long day in the

gght ' est. It ‘Seémed constantly that it

Arguably the world's Iongést'hallite straws,
G.O.AT. chamber - Photo by Alan Pryke
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Mummified possum, Jewel Carriageway - Photo by Alan Pryke Troglodiplura specimen - Photo by Megan Pryke

Kenny Travouillon of the WA Museum was very
interested in the mammals. Dr Jess Marsh was
interested in the invertebrates, particularly spiders.
Thus April 2025 saw a large group numbers-wise at
Goat Cave. A cave rescue-style exercise was completed
on Percy, known as the pretty possum who looked like
it had gone to sleep. Also, other animal bones and
remains were collected from Goat Cave. Before the
Goat Cave trip, the WA scientists had visited other
caves with WASG which Bert deemed similar in
technical difficulty to prepare them for the entrance
series.

Dr Jess Marsh also attended Goat Cave, removing
samples of many invertebrates from the far reaches.
Collection location information included nearby survey
station numbers, thus survey data is being used in the
analysis of genetic information.

Also attending the 2025 trip was Dr Jo De Waele, an
internationally famous geomorphologist, and twin
brother of Bert. Jo confirmed that Goat Cave is a flank
margin cave. Jo believed it was likely that the halite
straws in the G.O.AT. Chamber were the longest in the
world due to the geological stability of the Nullarbor
karst compared to other areas in the world with similar
halite formations. They were certainly the longest he
had seen.

By the start of the 2025 trip, | thought that the
remaining survey would be of smaller passages. | was
on a team that on the first day of surveying started to
look at gaps in the survey around where the entrance
series meets the horizontal east-west passage. An
eighty-centimetre gap in the wall led to a route
heading southwards. After a tight section, we found Filigree halite, Western Distributor - Photo by Alan Pryke
three irregularly shaped holes in the floor with a ten-

metre drop in a spacious cavern.




The following day we brought in rigging gear and |

descended the pitch, landing in a large passage. It runs
parallel to the other major passages, up to forty metres
wide and mostly a very comfortable height. It is as
though it is a different cave which has been

intersected by the connecting small route. It is the only |

Nullarbor cave | know with an internal pitch. This
passage also has dead invertebrates which have not
been sampled. It added an