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Caves ‘neglected’ by B.C. government
Someone has inscribed 4:20 on a wall, a reference to April 20, a day of celebration in cannabis culture.

ABOVE: A small chamber with a flowstone floor, calcite columns, and fine stalactites called ‘soda
straws’. The cave system of which it is a part is located next to a controversial proposed limestone
quarry.

“Graffiti,” says Griffiths, shaking his head.
Research suggests that karst stream systems play a significant role in the productivity of downstream

aquatic habitat, in part by regulating flow and temperature, as well as providing more nutrients and insects for
fish populations.

Where surface soils are conserved, growth of trees and plants can be more productive over karst
formations, which are better drained and rich in carbon dioxide; root systems can extend underground for up
to 50 metres.

Surface streams on Texada Island can dry out during the heat of summer, but those that filter down into a
cool karst system remain sheltered from the sun.

Where they reappear at the surface, they become the source of irrigation for marijuana operations, as
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evidenced by plastic pipes and holding ponds abandoned by drug dealers for another year.
Grow-op Creek is an official name listed on mining maps of the area.
Griffiths notes he was hiking this area recently when a Rastafarian-looking man jumped out from the

Crown land and asked what he was doing. When Griffiths said he came for the caves, the man said okay and
that he’d call off the dogs.

One could argue that illicit drug dealers have a greater appreciation for the caves of Texada Island than the
B.C. government — at least based on its actions to date.

Lehigh Hanson Materials Ltd., part of the Heidelberg Cement Group, proposes to mine 240,000 tonnes of
limestone annually on Texada — 10,000 tonnes below the threshold required for a provincial environmental
assessment.

Proposed quarry close to cave
“If it was more than 240,000 tonnes we would have to go through an EA, wouldn’t we?” confirmed Greg

Carriere, Lehigh’s manager of industrial minerals. “ We have no need to go there.”
(Heidelberg was among six companies fined 660 million Euros in 2003 for cement price-fixing).
The quarry is proposed mostly on Crown land extending to within 500 metres of the cave. But Griffiths

argues that in the absence of a proper karst assessment, there is no way of knowing whether it extends right
into the quarry.

Griffiths has asked Environment Minister Barry Penner to use his powers under Section 6 of the
Environmental Assessment Act to order a review of the Lehigh project, citing the potential for blasting as well
as debris and pollutants to damage the cave system and its water quality.

“To date, the province has largely neglected its responsibility to take an active role in managing its cave
resources even as the quality of some of the resources declines,” Griffiths wrote to the minister.

“Cave management in B.C. in recent years may be most charitably characterized as benign neglect, with
the responsibility for cave mapping, inventorying, assessing, planning and monitoring being downloaded in a
very piecemeal, haphazard fashion on to private citizens and recreational caving organizations.”

To accept Griffiths’ request under the act, the minister must be satisfied that the project “may have a
significant adverse environmental, economic, social, heritage or health effect ... is in the public interest ...
(and) the project is not substantially started.”

Karst features not ‘an issue’
Penner has referred Griffiths’ request to the Environmental Assessment Office for a recommendation, which

is expected in about two weeks.
Jake Jacobs, public affairs officer for the ministry of energy, mines and petroleum resources, said there is a

ministry review underway of Lehigh’s proposed quarry, including a referral to local provincial and federal
natural resource agencies, local government and first nations, as well a public notification process.

“The company is aware of the cave/karst system,” Jacobs wrote. “A mitigation and monitoring plan will be
required as part of the proposal review.”

Yet Lehigh’s Carriere all but dismisses the importance of the karst features. “It’s not a major resource as
far as we’re concerned,” he told The Vancouver Sun. “We don’t feel this is an issue.” The Powell River Regional
District board has asked the mines ministry to “weigh the short-term economic gain against the long-term
economic, social and environmental impact on the island community when considering” Lehigh’s proposal.

The board said “a karst assessment should be carried out by a qualified karst professional to identify any
direct and indirect impacts that may result from the quarry operation and to determine what actions could be
taken to prevent or mitigate these impacts.”

Griffiths argues the quarry proposal only emphasizes the need for comprehensive cave legislation in B.C.,
something that is already in place on federal lands in the U.S. as well as in at least 22 states.

Fraser agrees and is in the process of drafting a private member’s cave bill for the province.
“ It’s about protecting a sensitive ecosystem,” he asserts. “The government isn’t doing it.”
Only three of B.C.’s 29 forest districts so far have orders providing for protection of caves.
These orders apply only to forests, not other potentially damaging activities such as mining, hydro

development, and recreational caving.
Griffiths adds that there is only case in B.C. in which the province went after an industrial operator for

damaging a cave system — and that prosecution ultimately fell apart on a technicality.
The B.C. forests ministry fined Darren Smurthwaite $45,000 for damaging karst in the Queen Charlotte

Islands, a penalty overturned on appeal in 2006 in part because of the province’s “complete failure to notify
the director of his possible personal liability” for his logging company.

The province does have a Karst Management Handbook for B.C. and Best Management Practices for
Palaeontological and Archaeological Cave Resources, but these are voluntary documents.
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Penner chose not to be interviewed on the need for cave legislation. His public affairs officer, Lisanne
Bowness, noted several provincial parks protect caves and that “government staff are reviewing current
practices pertaining to the protection of these valued resources, to help determine whether additional
protections are needed.”
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