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Preface

This volume summarizes the results of surveys of Britain's karst regions, undertaken between 1978 and 1990 as part of

the Geological Conservation Review (GCR). The GCR was the first attempt to assess the scientific significance of

Britain's geological conservation strategy.

The surveys of the karst geomorphology were carried out in two parts. The first was of the cave sites and the second was

of the surface landforms, and they were amalgamated at a later date. In each part, the first stage was to produce a

provisional list of potentially significant sites, and this was circulated to all relevant specialists in the country. All the sites

were visited, or were already familiar to the authors. New features revealed by new explorations underground were

discussed with the local cavers making the discoveries, and many of the new caves were visited to assess their

significance. The comments made by the specialists and the field observations were used to produce a modified site list,

and this was then slightly adjusted during preparation of the site descriptions. The GCR sites finally listed are therefore

those of national scientific importance, and they include some of recognized international importance.

The list of GCR sites has been used to establish a new set of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). Where there is

no other significant interest at or adjacent to the site, a proposal was made to establish an SSSI on the karst

geomorphological interest alone. Many sites contain other significant features, or adjoin another site of non-karstic

significance; a composite SSSI has then been constructed from a set of GCR sites. Despite the heterogeneous nature of

such sites, it is important to remember that the geomorphological interest is sufficient on its own to justify the site

conservation. Most of the SSSI proposals that have arisen from this survey have already been translated into site

designations by the appropriate country conservation agencies (English Nature, Countryside Council for Wales, Scottish

Natural Heritage).

This volume is not a field guide to karst sites, nor does it cover the practical problems of their future conservation. Its

remit is to put on record the scientific justification for conserving the sites, discussing the interest of the surface and

underground landforms within them, and placing them in a wider geomorphological context. Each site is documented in a

self-contained account, starting with the highlights (a précis of its special scientific interest) and a general introduction

(with a note of investigation and research literature concerning the site). A morphological description of the various

features of the site, also places them in the context of an assemblage of interrelated landforms. An interpretation of the

site geomorphology and its significance then follows. The depth of the interpretation varies considerably across the sites,

as some have been thoroughly researched over many years, and others are barely investigated in detail. Some of the

cave sites are excellent examples of their morphology and are scientifically valuable for the erosional and sedimentary

records that they contain, but their difficulties of access and the hostile working environment underground have precluded

detailed study to date. The interpretative sections have involved some use of technical language, but each account ends

with a brief summary of the interest framed in less technical language, in order to help the non-specialist.

This volume does not provide a fixed list of the important karst and cave sites in Britain. Geomorphological science 

continues to progress, and increased or hitherto unrecognized significance may be seen in new sites. The limestone 

caves provide a special case where new explorations reveal cave passages that were totally unknown previously. During 

the progress of this survey and documentation, three new sites have been added to the GCR list, and it is inevitable that



further sites worthy of conservation will be discovered in future years. There is also the problem of potential site loss, and

part of one cave site has already been removed by an expanding quarry.

This volume deals with our knowledge of the sites available at the time of writing, in 1995, and must be seen in this

context. The data within these pages clearly demonstrate the value of British karst sites, and their important place in

Britain's scientific and natural heritage.
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