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Abstract 

It is fifteen years since the 13th Cave and Karst 
Presenters conference at Wellington, where the 
concept of monitoring cave drip water to understand 
groundwater recharge processes was introduced 
(Henderson, 2010; Baker et al, 2010). What has 
happened since then and what have we learnt? 

Groundwater recharge is the process by which 
groundwater is replenished, and we can use caves as 
‘observatories’ of this recharge happening. In 2010, 
we placed drip counters in Cathedral Cave, 
Wellington, just above the groundwater, and waited 
for recharge events to occur. The network was 
described in Jex et al. 2012. It turns out that they 
occur so infrequently that we haven’t had enough data 
yet to publish it. Results so far will be presented.  

While waiting for enough recharge events at 
Wellington, with Monika Markowska (ANSTO) and 
Katie Coleborn (UNSW) we installed drip counters at 
Yarrangobilly. The Kempsey Speleological Society 
designed a monitoring program for the Macleay karst, 
and the Kempsey Cave Studies Team was born. It 
turns out that there were many more recharge events 
in the Macleay and the Snowy Mountains, and results 
were published (Markowska et al 2015; Coleborn et al 
2016; Baker et al 2020; 2021). 

Still waiting for enough recharge events at Wellington, 
a group of us were funded in 2022 to set up the 
National Groundwater Recharge Observing System. 
This was a network of drip loggers in caves, and also 
mines and tunnels. Margaret Shanafield (Flinders 
University) led collaborations in South Australia, 
Wendy Timms (Deakin University) led collaborations 
in Victoria and Tasmania, and Andy Baker led in New 
South Wales, Queensland and Western Australia. The 
network is described in Baker et al (2024) and the 
latest results will be shared in this presentation, thanks 
to our many partners, including cave sites at Mole 
Creek, Capricorn Caves, Yarrangobilly Caves, 
Wellington Caves, Yanchep, Caldargup, Naracoorte, 
Tantanoola and Byaduk Lava Cave. 

What have we learnt while waiting for recharge events 
to occur at Wellington? We recently published a 
summary of the first year of results (Priestley et al., 
2025), where we show that groundwater recharge is 
uncommon, and at all our sites, you need rainfall 
events in the top ten percent of all rainfall for 
recharge to be possible. In numbers, around 20 mm 
of rain is needed within 48 hours, more than you 
would get in a typical rainfall event. And even with 
that amount of rain, groundwater recharge it is not 
guaranteed in summer and autumn, when the soils are 
dry and the trees are thirsty. 
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'Lidar mapping, Woolondilly Cave, Wombeyan 
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