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Aims of ACKMA Inc. 
The purposes of the Australasian Cave and Karst Management Association (ACKMA Rules 2015) are to: 

1. advocate and facilitate wise and sustainable management of cave and karst resources, particularly in 
Australasia; 

2. develop and promote policies, initiatives and standards in cave and karst management; 
3. encourage and facilitate public awareness, education, interpretation, research and training that will 

improve cave and karst management; and 
4. enhance and facilitate liaison and interaction amongst those interested in cave and karst management. 

 

Why have a Strategic Plan? 
ACKMA aims to enhance our knowledge of cave and karst environments, to drive best-practice cave 
management across Australasia. To meet this aim, ACKMA seeks a broad membership base that includes cave 
managers, guides, cavers and researchers, as well as others with an active interest in caves and karst. ACKMA 
wishes to facilitate exchange of their knowledge, experience and expertise. Maintaining a broad membership 
necessitates catering for the professional needs and personal interests of both existing and potential members. 
A strategic plan allows us to identify these needs and the best way of addressing them. The plan has been 
developed with the input of our members through online surveys and a conference session. 

The cave management environment has changed markedly over the last decade. Development pressure for 
caves to attract tourism income has increased; financial stringencies have seen less available funding for 
environmental management; and the workforce has become increasingly casualised, amongst other challenges. 
COVID made it difficult for ACKMA to maintain a connection with its membership and this has had a legacy. There 
are also positives. Our knowledge about caves continues to expand rapidly. New and economical technologies 
are also providing opportunities for cave guides and managers to be involved in scientific research and 
monitoring to inform management.  

ACKMA needs to understand these challenges and opportunities in order to remain relevant to its membership. 
The strategic plan aims to address these issues, and to refocus ACKMA’s effort to remain relevant to its 
membership in a changing world. This strategic plan will guide our future efforts for the next five to ten years. 

 

History of ACKMA 
Conferences on cave and karst management have been held in the Australasian region since 1973. Until 1987 they 
were organised under the auspices of the Australian Speleological Federation, the first five being termed 
“Australian Conferences on Cave Management and Tourism”. The sixth conference was held at Waitomo, New 
Zealand in 1986, then in 1987 the Australasian Cave Management Association (ACMA) was formed at a meeting 
held at Yarrangobilly Caves in NSW. The Association re-named itself the Australasian Cave & Karst Management 
Association (ACKMA) at the subsequent biennial General Meeting associated with the 8th Conference held at 
Punakaiki, New Zealand in 1989. At the 1995 biennial General Meeting at Derwent Bridge, Tasmania, during the 
11th Conference, the Association became incorporated as ACKMA Inc. Prior to that date, Officers of the 
Association were elected for two-year terms. The tenure of officers is now twelve months. The Proceedings of all 
twenty-three Conferences have been published online at https://ackma.org/Proceedings/proceedings.html, and 
provide a significant body of cave science and management experience which have been used very widely. 

 

The first edition of the ACMA (later ACKMA) Newsletter was published in June 1988 - a mere 12 pages. The 
newsletter was thereafter published half-yearly until 1993. For the subsequent 18 months, it was published 
quarterly, with two full "Journal Editions" and two (minor) "Newsletter Editions". The publication was 
permanently renamed the ACKMA Journal in September 1994, and since 1995 it has been issued quarterly as a full 
Journal. The Journal is sent by email to all members and is also available online at the Association’s website. It is 
also fully searchable at Google Scholar. 

 

 

 

https://ackma.org/Proceedings/proceedings.html
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What is ACKMA? 
Organisational structure 

ACKMA is incorporated under the Associations Incorporation Reform Act 2012 (Victoria, Australia). Its 
registration number is A0031855P and the ABN is 87 698 816 592. The Association Rules are as agreed to at the 
ACKMA AGM of 14 May 2015. The Association is governed by a management committee. 

This committee is made up of the following roles: 

• The President; 
• The Australian Vice‐President; 
• The New Zealand Vice‐President; 
• The Treasurer; 
• The Secretary; 
• The Executive Officer; 
• The Publications Officer;  
• Three Ordinary Committee Members; and 
• Up to two co‐opted Members. 

While members are chiefly drawn from Australia and New Zealand, the Association has also had members drawn 
from a number of countries, from USA, Canada, United Kingdom, Slovenia, South Korea, Japan, Laos, Vietnam, 
South Africa, Italy and Malaysia. It also has strong links with ISCA (International Show Caves Association) and the 
UIS (Union Internationale de Spéléologie). ACKMA also has memoranda of understanding with the Australian 
Speleological Federation and the New Zealand Speleological Society to pursue policies and activities of mutual 
interest. 

Mission 
ACKMA’s mission is to create a network of people that work together to develop and share best practice in cave 
management in order to conserve and protect cave and karst areas by increasing understanding, appreciation 
and positive action for the environment. 

 
Figure 1: Conference delegates, Waitomo NZ, 2013 – photo by Steve Bourne 

 
Our Values  

ACKMA is committed to equal opportunity and to create an environment for interaction where individuals are 
treated with fairness, respect and dignity.  

Our aims are to be supportive, fair, just and free from discrimination within our membership, and across all our 
publications, events and activities. 
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ACKMA recognise First Nations Peoples as the traditional owners of the lands on which we work: 

“We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of country throughout Australia. We recognise Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ continuing connection to land, place, waters, and community. We 
pay our respects to their cultures, country, and elders past, present and emerging. 

We recognise the unique role of Māori as Tangata Whenua and embrace Te Tiriti o Waitangi 
recognising Māori as tino rangatiratanga of Aotearoa/New Zealand while embracing the three 
guiding principles of the Treaty – Partnership, Participation, and Protection. We will endeavour to 
implement bicultural policies and practices that incorporate and value Māori cultural concepts, values, 
and practices”. 

Members opinions: 

Why are we in ACKMA? 
ACKMA’s survey found that most people value the opportunities ACKMA provides for networking. Members tell 
us that they have shared interests and that they can learn from each other. They appreciate the opportunities to 
experience other sites and see how they are run, as we all move towards best practice in cave management.  
They also value the wide range of information and resources that ACKMA provides, and that it takes a leading 
role in the conservation and protection of caves and karst, both in our region and globally.  

What does ACKMA do well? 
All of the members surveyed value the ACKMA Journal. They also value our conferences, especially the 
networking opportunities these provide, allowing for exchange of knowledge and ideas, for members to catch 
up with old friends and provides opportunities for expert advice on a range of issues.  

“The enthusiasm of some people for their subject is a joy to see and is infectious”.  

Figure 2: Conference delegates, Margaret River WA, 2018 – photo by Dirk Stoffels 

 
What could ACKMA do better? 

Members told us that ACKMA needs to reach out more effectively to cave guides and rangers. They also want 
ACKMA to engage with the general membership outside the conferences, and especially to connect effectively 
with cave managers. They identified a need for more effective publicity about ACKMA and what it actually does. 
This would help ACKMA become recognised as the “go to” for everything related to cave and karst 
environmental protection, and highlight the obvious advantages in joining ACKMA and not wanting to miss out 
on the intrinsic benefits. 
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Strengths, challenges and opportunities 

Membership  
ACKMA, as a member based (and funded) organisation, is reliant on having a strong and active membership to 
achieve its objectives.  Over the previous 6 years, ACKMA’s membership has on average fluctuated up and down 
by 22%.  This year (2023) is currently the worst year in seven years and is 43% down on 2022.  In order to ensure 
longevity of the organisation and increase outreach, ACKMA must attract new members. The organisation is 
currently ageing, and largely made up of white males. Growing the organisation would allow the membership to 
broaden to be more reflective of the current caving community, and attract a diversity of ages, genders and 
ethnicities. The current ageing membership also means ACKMA is at risk of losing extensive knowledge and 
expertise. In order to retain this knowledge some effective succession planning is needed.  

However, before undertaking a membership drive, we need to understand how this will change the nature of the 
organisation. As mentioned earlier, members appreciate the friendly, collegiate atmosphere of our conferences, 
in which most people already know one another, or soon get to do so. ACKMA is like a family for many of us. 
Growing the organisation will bring many benefits, but – if taken too far – may also threaten this family 
atmosphere to some extent. 

Expertise, knowledge and passion 
Being a membership-based organisation, ACKMA’s greatest strengths include the knowledge, expertise and 
passion of its members, the sharing of which is facilitated through ACKMA’s conferences, and online activities. 

ACKMA additionally promotes, supports and partners with scientists and researchers to further enhance the 
knowledge of cave and karst environments. In light of the response from members, ACKMA should continue in 
these endeavours. 

Conferences and guide training  
ACKMA holds a conference every two years, and – as mentioned earlier – there is general support for a 
continuation of this program. However, we need to recognise that attending conferences can be expensive and 
time-consuming for many members. This is especially true for part-time and casual guides. Hence, ACKMA could 
explore whether members would appreciate shorter meetings in the intervening years, perhaps held online, or 
at regional workshops of short duration. 

Previously ACKMA has had great attendance and feedback from the biennial cave guide school. Programs that 
engage with cave guides are also seen to have the potential to grow membership. A natural progression path in 
the industry has been to start as a guide and to progress into cave management, based on a depth of on-job 
experience. There is clearly a need for more guide training, but time availability may constrain attendance. There 
may be an opportunity for either training modules delivered online or perhaps a two-day course in conjunction 
with the biennial conference. The Savannah Guides organisation can develop relevant modules which are 
nationally accredited with the TAFE system in Australia. It may also be possible to develop a cave guiding module 
which is also nationally accredited. In either case costs would have to be reasonable and attendance made easy. 
It is critical that cave managers support the attendance of staff at any guide training events. 

Online presence  
ACKMA’s website was launched in 1996, and continues to provide access to cave and karst information, including 
through its digital newsletter and conference proceedings. However, the current website needs to be 
redesigned to more-effectively serve the membership, and be recognised as a resource by the wider community.  

A digital strategy would help to ensure that ACKMA can capitalise on this crucial mode of communication. There 
is a huge opportunity for ACKMA to expand its reach, engagement and influence by improving and expanding its 
digital presence. With the rapid development of new technology, there is also an opportunity for show cave 
managers to use these advancements to improve both management and presentation of caves and karst.  

Initial steps have been taken to increase ACKMA’s digital presence, including a Facebook page for guides, online 
availability of the journal and online seminars. We could also explore additional forms of social media. For 
example, a website forum could be provided for guides to interact with and support each other. A Microsoft 
Teams group could be created so that members can chat directly on specific issues. We should consider regular 
email updates and perhaps more online talks or presentations on caves and karst science, interpretation and 
management. 
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Show cave management 
ACKMA’s membership includes the managers of some of the best-managed caves in the region. They have 
demonstrated how commercialisation can enhance both visitor experience and the public’s understanding of the 
needs for cave conservation. However, with increasing pressure in many Australian states for show caves sites to 
become more “commercially” viable, there has been a shift towards employing show cave managers whose 
background is in the tourism industry, rather than from the wider caving community. This has meant a loss of 
cave management knowledge and experience, which is becoming evident in the redevelopment of several caves 
as retail precincts. ACKMA must continually work to restore the right balance between commercial growth and 
environmental management of show caves.  

Only one-third of ACKMA members now actively work in the show cave industry, as a small portion of current 
cave managers. Increasing this number is essential if ACKMA is to influence show cave presentation, 
management and conservation.  

Advocacy 
ACKMA has a long history of advocating for conservation and best-practice management of caves and karst 
landscapes. In recent years, ACKMA has increased its activity in this area and aims to be recognised as the pre-
eminent source of expertise in cave and karst management, so that we are regularly consulted by all levels of 
government in Australia and New Zealand. In recent years, ACKMA has provided advice or advocacy in relation to 
development proposals at Yarrangobilly, Wombeyan and Jenolan, and on the Nullarbor. However, this activity 
places a strong burden on many of the committee members, and this load may need to be shared. The broader 
membership could be engaged to contribute to specific issues where they hold a special interest or expertise, or 
a conservation subcommittee could be formed. 

Partnerships and sponsorships  
ACKMA currently partners with the Australian Speleological Federation and the New Zealand Speleological 
Society, the International Show Caves Association and the Union Internationale de Spéléologie, the National 
Caves Association USA, the Savannah Guides and their national EcoGuide Program. ACKMA also has members 
drawn from a number of universities, government departments and research organisations. The Association also 
engages with the geological societies over geoheritage issues in both Australia and New Zealand. ACKMA will 
continue to actively develop partnerships and sponsorships that enhance our ability to achieve our goals and to 
provide extra value for our members.  ACKMA will also support and contribute to the work of other 
organisations, and where appropriate connect its members with knowledge produced by other organisation. 

ACKMA also receives the support of sponsors, especially to help us fund our conferences. Expanding our 
sponsorship base will help us promote our activities more effectively, and thereby expand our membership base. 

 

Proposed Goals  
We will deliver on our mission by working towards the following goals: 

Conservation 
Success looks like: Cave and karst environments are highly valued, protected and conserved.  

We will achieve this by:  

• playing a leading role in the development, sharing and promotion of best practice cave management  
• advocating for the protection and conservation of caves and karst  
• supporting and promoting research on caves and karst 

 

Connectivity  
Success looks like: ACKMA increases the appreciation and understanding of cave and karst environments 
through advancing the presentation and interpretation of show caves, and providing learning and educational 
opportunities to the broader community.  
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We will achieve this by:  

• Promoting and educating best practice in show cave presentation and interpretation 
• Providing learning and education opportunities to improve the standard of show cave guiding and 

interpretation 
• Inspiring people to appreciate cave and karst environments 

 

Community  
Success looks like: ACKMA creates a community of people who come together to share, learn and advance the 
management, presentation, protection and conservation of cave and karst environments. 

We will achieve this by:  

• Creating a network based on friendship and shared interests 
• Providing opportunities to share, learn and undertake professional development  
• Providing support and advice to all members 

 

Sustainability  
Success looks like: Australasian show caves demonstrate best practice in environmental and commercial 
sustainability.  

We will achieve this by:  

• Providing support and advice to all show cave sites to be commercially and environmentally sustainable  
• Developing, sharing & promoting sustainable management practices  
• Supporting research into sustainable management practices 

 

 
 
Figure 3: Conference delegates, Naracoorte SA, 2018 – photo by Steve Bourne. This conference was presented in association with 
the launch of the Sixteen Legs program highlighting Tasmanian cave spiders and was well received by the delegates and the 
local community. 

 


