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NUNLEY MOUNTAIN NATURE PRESERVE MANAGEMENT PLAN      

The Nunley Mountain Cave Nature Preserve consists of approximately 323 rugged acres of 
mature forestland adjacent to the Collins River Valley on the western escarpment of the 
Cumberland Plateau, south of McMinnville Tennessee in Grundy County. As of July 2021, 
the Nunley Mountain Cave system has been mapped to some 15.1 miles of passage 
(featuring abundant borehole) with three gated entrances to the system currently 
accessible on the property. There are also ten smaller caves and pits on the Preserve that 
are catalogued in the Tennessee Cave Survey, plus several additional karst features. 
Beautiful waterfalls, cascades, and bluffs adorn the scenic drainages of Savage Cove Creek 
and Easter Branch that dissect the property. Preliminary biological inventory of the system 
conducted by Dr. Kirk Zigler revealed twelve cave obligate species (including the Southern 
Cavefish), with one endemic cave beetle confirmed by Dr. Matt Niemiller. The Preserve also 
shelters a spectacular array of botanical species, including large populations of the 
federally-listed endangered Morefield's Leatherflower. The cave system resurgence 
likewise supports critical habitat for two federally-listed endangered aquatic species in the 
nearby Collins River. 
 
Despite the environmental significance of the Preserve property, the immediate vicinity is 
under threat from large-scale clear-cutting and "fieldstone harvesting" in the Savage Cove 
headwaters. Another looming issue is the planned development of the Stone Door area of 
the South Cumberland State Park in nearby Beersheba Springs, with construction of up to 
100 motorized campsites and an elaborate Visitor Center now funded as of July 2021. This 
state park facilities expansion is expected to increase recreational traffic through the 
Collins River corridor to dramatic levels. Since the Nunley Mountain Cave Nature Preserve 
is located squarely in this recreation corridor, a potential threat must be turned into a 
conservation opportunity. To this end, the Preserve will be collaboratively managed by the 
owner of the property, Julianne Ramsey, in partnership with the NSS for purposes of 
conservation, resource protection, and scientific research, as well as management-related 
and recreational caving.  
 
As Preserve owner, Ramsey expects to establish a private program of conservation 
education for the general public based upon guided interpretive trips into limited areas of 
the system and, grounded in principles of responsible caving and respect for the cave 
environment. While this private activity will enhance public awareness of the NSS, it is not 
itself directed towards NSS members, affiliated Grotto/IO members, or scientists who 
conduct research through authorized projects at this NSS Preserve. All NSS members, 
Grotto/IO affiliates, and associated researchers will access the Preserve free of charge at all 
times and according to the provisions of this management plan: 
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1. A Preserve Management Team will administer this plan on behalf of the NSS, which can 
be contacted via email at NunleyMountainPreserve@caves.org for initial inquiries 
concerning Preserve access. In all cases, access will require a dated permit plus 
execution of a liability release. 
 
2. Permits for Preserve visitor groups will be issued only in the name of a current NSS 
member, who may also sponsor non-NSS members of affiliated Grottos/IOs and 
independent researchers under the same permit. All parties on the permit must execute 
liability releases, also such permits will be valid only for the date(s) specified. The 
permit holder must accompany the group upon the property and within all caves at the 
Preserve; this person is also responsible for the permitted group and must ensure that all 
group members abide by the permit terms and this management plan. The permit holder 
must carry a paper or electronic copy of the permit upon his or her person to be shown on 
request. Paper copies of the permit should be printed in advance of the visit then placed 
upon each vehicle dashboard that utilizes the Preserve parking area(s). 
 
3. Preserve locations or access to caves may not always be available on every date, due to 
coordination requirements with the owner's private educational program. Preserve 
visitation may also be subject to seasonal closures for access road repairs or due to other 
pertinent factors such as weather conditions. Those parties entering the Preserve under 
NSS permit are prohibited from any commercial use activities and must not charge any 
fees in relation to permitted visits, under provisions of Tennessee Recreational Use 
statutes. 
 
4. Maximum size for permitted groups will be limited to eight persons for recreational 
trips; other trip categories will have group capacity determined on a case-by-case basis. All 
trip members are requested to sign the register (if available) located near the entrance 
they are using on beginning their cave activities; post-trip reports and comments are 
strongly encouraged from recreational participants. The Preserve Management Team will 
offer a minimum of two NSS trip opportunities per month, with priority given to 
management-related caving such as survey and mapping, resource inventory, advanced 
photography, route maintenance, monitoring and research in disciplines such as 
speleobiology, paleontology, hydrology, etc. Management-related participants will also 
coordinate with the Preserve Management Team for post-trip reporting and sharing of 
collected data; scientific publication is encouraged and must acknowledge this NSS 
Preserve as facilitator for the given studies. Many trip opportunities will be pre-arranged 
and announced by the Preserve Management Team for interested parties to join; also 
individual NSS members may apply for permits to propose their own trip agendas. 
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5. All trip groups into Nunley Mountain Cave and certain auxiliary caves on the Preserve 
property must include a trip Navigator recognized by the Preserve Management Team. 
The Navigator will assist the group in navigating the Preserve and caves to ensure that 
sensitive areas are protected. They will be responsible for unlocking/relocking gates as 
applicable. The permit holder is not necessarily the Navigator; on request the Preserve 
Management Team will coordinate with the permit applicant to arrange Navigator 
availability. Each Navigator serves as a volunteer and is familiar with the cave route or 
system portion to be traveled. During initial phases of Preserve operation, special 
orientation trips will be offered by which potential Navigators can learn route-finding and 
conservation issues relevant for the cave system portion covered during that trip. NSS 
Grottos/IOs will have a process to nominate Navigator candidates to attend these 
orientation trips, then return to their organizations to assist with future trips at the 
Preserve on behalf of their members. NSS individuals with the proper skills sets can also 
self-nominate for consideration to attend these orientation trips, especially with 
recommendation of a currently-recognized Navigator. Over course of time, a cadre of 
Navigators recognized by the Preserve Management Team can be built up for efficient 
trip permitting while also promoting conservation goals for the cave resources under 
stewardship. 
 
6. Features or areas within Preserve caves that are flagged off or barricaded to prevent 
entry or damage must be strictly observed. Absolutely no marking or carving upon cave 
surfaces is allowed; survey stations will be documented according to best use practices. 
Any type of vandalism to caves or surface features of the Preserve will be prosecuted and 
perpetrators will be banned from all NSS Preserves. Cave formations, cave deposits of all 
types, and cave biota must never be harmed, damaged, disturbed, or removed. Scientific 
collection for research purposes will be strictly limited according to permit stipulations. 
 
7. Rigging and fixtures found installed for cave navigation must be left intact; deterioration 
of rigging should be reported to the Preserve Management Team, who must authorize the 
placement of any additional bolts, hardware, etc. Microshaving, passage modification, 
excavation, or digging within caves or on surface areas of the Preserve is strictly 
prohibited without authorization of the Preserve Management Team. 
 
8. Surface features and resources of the Preserve must likewise not be damaged or abused; 
Preserve visitors are required to pack out their own litter from caves and surface areas. 
Wildlife must not be harassed or disturbed; hunting is absolutely prohibited on the 
Preserve. Plants of all types, wildflowers, ferns, shrubs, and all flora must never be dug, 
picked, collected, or removed from the Preserve. Unauthorized trails, brush cutting, or 
other similar modifications are prohibited. Collection of rock and mineral specimens or 
cultural artifacts is also prohibited at the Preserve, likewise its prehistoric and historic 
sites must remain undisturbed. 
 
9. Preserve parking areas will be announced as these are developed and available. Do not 
block access roadways or other vehicles utilizing authorized parking areas. Access gates 
for roadways or trailheads must be locked or otherwise secured according to permit 
instructions. 
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10. Camping will be available at the Nunley Mountain Cave Nature Preserve in conjunction 
with permitted caving trips, in designated campsites only. Use of camping areas must be 
pre-arranged and requested as part of the permit application. Open fires may be allowed 
in provided fire rings only, subject to local fire bans due to high-risk weather conditions. 
Firewood brought into the Preserve must be heat-treated certified or as provided under 
auspices of the Preserve Management Team. Those camping are not allowed to cut trees 
at the Preserve, dead or alive, for firewood or any other purpose. Additional group 
campsites may become available off the Preserve property along with use of a fieldhouse, 
to be determined by caver request and as announced by the Preserve Management Team. 
Consumption of alcohol or use of recreational drugs is not allowed at the Preserve or at 
any of its auxiliary facilities; smoking in any Preserve cave is strictly prohibited. 
 
Finally, let's work together to conserve and enjoy these many wonderful resources! 
Welcome to the Nunley Mountain Cave Nature Preserve of the NSS. 


