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1. Background
Irish participation in the international expeditions to Voronja has become something
of a tradition. Variously in 2008, 2009 and 2010, SUI members Tony Furnell,
Stephen Macnamara, Tim O’Connell, Eoghan Mullan and Niall Tobin took the
plunge and embraced the challenge…and in 2012 the baton was grabbed by
Aileen Connor.
Stephen and Aileen were part of a joint Ukrainian and Lithuanian expedition in July
2012.
Irish cavers have played a key role in previous expeditions with hydrological
monitoring of the cave, in addition to exploration, surveying and the usual support
and Sherpa tasks. This was to be the end of a chapter of hydrological monitoring,
now that loggers had been in place for up to 4 years.

2. About the Irish team
Both Aileen Connor and Stephen Macnamara are active long-term members of the
Shannon Group in Ireland.

Day 1 of 8, at cave entrance (Photos: Boaz
Langford).
Including 2012, Stephen Macnamara has been to Krubera-Voronja four times, and
has bottomed the cave 3 times. He has played a central in the hydrological
monitoring work in Krubera Voronja.
2012 was Aileen Connor’s first expedition to Krubera. She had previously been on
expedition to the Gouffre Berger in France, in 2008 and Texa Tormenta in the
Picos de Europa.
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3. Summary
During the 2012 expedition, the Krubera-Voronja catchment area experienced
considerable rainfall. As a result, water levels were high in the cave, particularly in
the upper section. Both Aileen and Stephen reached the dry bottom of the cave at
“Game Over” (-2,080m), and retrieved all loggers safely to the surface, after a long,
hard slog through always cold and sometimes miserable conditions. Will we ever
go back? Not for a few years anyway.
4. Expedition Aims
The 2012 expedition aimed to build on the work done in 2008, 2009 and 2010,
when Stephen Macnamara and other Irish cavers1 participated in joint Ukrainian /
Lithuanian / Irish expeditions to Krubera-Voronja. Among other tasks, the 2008
team reached a depth of 1,800m to install water level loggers, and bolted a 30m
aven to find new passage leading to another aven. This work was continued in the
2009 expedition when, using SUI funded equipment, the data-loggers were
downloaded, reprogrammed and repositioned. Also, SUI funds allowed a new
logger to be installed at -2,145 m (Figure 1). In 2010, the data loggers were
downloaded and reset, the data analysed, and a depth estimate was obtained.
Additionally, a new pressure logger was installed near the cave entrance to enable
a better estimate of the depth to be obtained.
Figure 1: Position of Barrologgers & Level-Loggers in Krubera-Voronja

Repositioned
in 2009

Levelogger
Barologger

1

See previous 2009 and 2010 Krubera Voronja Reports
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The specific aims, objectives, and outcomes of the 2012 expedition are detailed
below:
Aim
Within cave
1. Reach
-2,145 m
and
resurface
safely

2.

3.

4.

5.

Objectives

Outcomes

1.1 Rig/rerig cave as necessary
1.2 Transport food and camping gear to
establish staged underground
camps (at least 3x mobile camps,
deepest at -1,900 m)
1.3 Pass free-divable sump at -1,450 m
1.4 Repair cabling and set up
telephones to -1,900 m
1.5 Reach -2,080m (at least 12 cavers)
1.6 Reach -2,145 m (approx. 3 divers);
1.7 Resurface, removing all camping
equipment and rubbish (including
from previous expeditions)

Mostly successful
- Several ropes replaced.
- 5 underground camps were
established, deepest at 1,810m.
- 15 cavers passed sump.
- Cable repaired at -300m &
1500m phones
worked to -1900m
- 12 cavers reached -2,080
m;
- 3 divers reached -2,145m;
- Resurfaced in line with
schedule, removed all of our
rubbish & some from
previous teams.
Monitor
2.1 Retrieve & analyse data from water Successful
water levels
level loggers at -1,710m, -1,800 m - Successful retrieval,
to determine
and -2,145m.
download and analysis of
flooding
2.2 Retrieve & analyse data from
water level and atmospheric
patterns
barrologgers -1,690, -1,780 m and - pressure loggers;
2,110m.
- Surface logger was no
2.3 Retrieve & analyse data from
longer in place (possibly
pressure logger on the surface.
removed by caver, possibly
2.4 Obtain detailed from surface logger by flood); survey conducted
to allow accurate depth estimation
from alternate surface logger
to allow extrapolation
Dive “Dva
3.1 Support 2 divers in Dva Kapitana
Mostly successful
Kapitana”
sump
- 1 diver pushed Dva
sump at
3.2 Extend 2,158 depth record (diving) Kapitana to establish new
-2,158 m
depth record of -2,196m (5m
depth extension)
Examine
4.1 Find further scorpion samples if
Successful
cave life
possible
Supported work by
entomologist and collected
and categorized numerous
beetles, pseudoscorpions
and millipedes
Photograph 5.1 Photograph as much underground Successful
cave
as possible
- Several expedition
members took detailed
photographs of the cave
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General
6. Personal
6.1 Develop expedition & planning
developmen
skills by partaking in a 3-week,
t
large-scale, international expedition
to a remote area
6.2 Develop expedition members
caving skills
6.3 Promote Irish caving by attaining
an Irish female depth record.
7. Gather
information
for future
Irish
expeditions

Successful
- Both Irish members were
integral part of planning &
execution of expedition
- Irish members spent 8 days
underground, including solo
caving.
- Depth record achieved for
Aileen Connor (-2,080m).
7.1 Make contacts with Lithuanian,
Partially successful
Ukrainian, Russian, French,
- Links established;
Spanish & cavers
- Surveyed nearby cave
7.2 Search neighbouring valley for cave - This report written; also
entrances
photos, presentations and
7.3 Prepare expedition report
scientific research

5. Cave location
The Abkhazian Republic is a breakaway republic from the former Soviet State of
Georgia. Most of Abkhazia's caves, including Krubera-Voronja, are found in the
Arabika Massif, in the north of the country. The Arabika Massif is one of the largest
high-level karst massifs in the western Caucasus, bordered by the Bzyb gorge to
the east and the Black Sea to the west. Its valleys lie at 2,000 – 2,300 metres,
while peaks rise to 2,500 – 2,700 metres. The entrance to Krubera-Voronja cave
system is at an elevation of 2,256 metres, in the Orte‐Balagan Valley of the Gagra
mountain range.
The surface campsite for the 2012 expedition was situated beside the cave
entrance, and was reached by a 6-hour drive from the nearest village of
Tsandripsh, followed by a further 1.5 hours’ hike on foot.2
Tsandripsh is a small resort on the coast of the Black Sea. It is possible to find
hostel or guest house accommodation in Tsandripsh, which is geared up for the
Russian/Abkhazi tourist market. English-speaking tourists aren’t common here – or
indeed anywhere in Abkhazia, so it is advisable to have a Russian speaker with
you.
There are plenty of restaurants, food markets and small shops in Tsandripsh, and
a dilapidated train station and stretch of beach. Mains water shortages are
common during the height of the day in summer, but the supply does regularly
come back online in early morning and late evening. Additionally, there are no
bank machines, tourist information centres or municipal services (e.g. rubbish
collection).

2

For further geo-political details on Abkhazia, please see 2009 and 2010 reports.
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6. Geology and Hydrology
Ukrainian spelaeologists, lead by Alexandar Klimchouk and Yuri Kasjan, have
conducted the majority of geological and water tracing surveys of Krubera-Voronja.
Papers on the geology and hydrology of the Arabika region and Krubera-Voronja
Cave are available online.
Detailed analyses of the geology of Krubera-Voronja can be found in the 2009 and
2010 expeditions reports. In summary, the Arabika Massif is one of the largest
high-mountain limestone karst massifs in the Western Caucasus. It is composed of
Lower Cretaceous and Upper Jurassic limestones that dip continuously southwest
to the Black Sea and plunge below the modern sea level. Among several hundred
caves known in the Arabika Massif, fifteen have been explored deeper than 400 m
and five deeper than 1,000 m.
Krubera Cave is located at 2,256 m altitude in the Ortobalagan Valley. All large
caves of the Ortobalagan Valley likely belong to a single hydrological system,
connected to large springs at the Black Sea shore. The Ortobalagan Valley
extends along the crest of the Berchil'sky anticline, which gently dips northwest.
The cave entrances are aligned along the anticlinal crest but the caves are
controlled by longitudinal, transverse, and oblique fractures and faults and
comprise complex winding patterns in the plan view, remaining largely within and
near the anticlinal crest zone. The caves are predominantly combinations of
vadose shafts and steep meandering passages; although in places they cut
apparently old fossil passages at different levels.

7. Cave Description
The 2009 and 2010 expedition reports contain detailed descriptions of the main
cave passage, side-passages and exploration history. In summary, the cave is very
vertical in nature, with little in the way of non-SRT progression. The main
campsites are located at -500m, -700m, -1200m, -1400m, then post- Sump 1 (freedived), at -1640m and -1900m (see figure 2 overleaf). If needed, a camp can also
be set up at -1800m, but space is limited and air quality can be poor. As standard
(carrying 2 bags), it takes 4 hours to reach -700m, and 7 hours to reach -1200m.
From here, camp -1650m can be reached in 4.5 hours, and -1800m in a further 2.5
hours. From -1800m, -2080m, the ‘dry’ cave terminus, can be reached in 2 hours.
Please refer to Figures 2 & 3 overleaf for full elevation / plan surveys.
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Figure 2: Krubera-Voronja Elevation Survey
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Figure 3: Krubera-Voronja Plan Survey

8. History of Exploration
The first exploration of Krubera-Voronja Cave began in the early 1960s, but it was
not until 2004 that the magic 2,000 metre depth had been reached. Exploration is
continuing to date.
See Figure 4 overleaf for colour key.
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Early
1960s

Georgian cavers first explore the entrance shaft and name it Krubera
Cave after famous Russian karst scientist Alexander Kruber (18711941). Stopped by squeeze in meanders at bottom of shaft, -95m

1960s
1970s

Cave neglected apart from occasional visits from various clubs

1980
1982

19821987

19881998
1999
2000

2001

2003

2004

2005
2006
2007

2008
2009

Kiev Speleological Club with Alexandar Klimchouk starts systematic
exploration/digging in Ortobalagan Valley
Kiev cavers start working in Krubera with the aim of linking to
Kujbyshevskaja Cave (200m distant) and the Arabikskaja System, and
adding 60m depth to the Arabikskaja System
Slow progress through tight meanders requiring blasting; cave
deepened to –340m.
Two windows at depths of 220-250m is marked on survey but
unexplored.
Cave is christened “Voronja” (Воронья – Crows’) Cave because of
crows nesting in entrance.
Political instability; war during 1992-1994; caving largely suspended
Ukrainian Spelaeological Association (Ukr.S.A.) explores two windows
at depths of 220-250m. Main branch is pushed to -740m and
“Nekujbyshevskaja” branch pushed to -500m.
August – Ukr.S.A. pushes main branch to -1,200m.
September – Ukr.S.A. pushes main branch to -1,410m
January – Ukr.S.A. pushes main branch to -1,710m (“Chamber of Soviet
Spelaeologists” - world record)
“Call of the Abyss” project is established, coordinated by A. Klimchouk,
Y. Kasjan, G. Samokhin and K. Markovskoy. Its aim is to find the first
2,000m deep cave, focussing on Turkey and Abkhazia.
Kiev Spelaeological Club and CAVEX pass Sump 1 at -1,440m and
continue to -1,660m
July – CAVEX continue to -1,775m beyond Sump 1.
August – Ukr.S.A. discover “Way to the Dream” passage and push to 1,840m
October – Ukr.S.A. discover new lead near Big Junction at -1,790m and
push to -2,080m (“Game Over”) – first achievement of 2km depth
February – Ukr.S.A. pass “Kvitochka” sump at -1,980m
July – CAVEX explore beyond “Kvitochka” to -2,140m
August – Ukr.S.A. extend “Nekujbyshevskaja” to –640m
Ukr.S.A. dive “Dva Kapitana” sump to -2,158m
Ukr.S.A. extend NK to -1,004m
Ukr.S.A. dive “Dva Kapitana” sump to -2,191m.
Ukr.S.A. dive “Blue Lake” sump and extend side passage -1,841m
Ukr.S.A. extend NK to -1,293m
Ukr.S.A. extend NK to -1,390m
Lithuanian/Irish commence hydrological monitoring in main branch and
bolting “Spanish Branch” at -1,340m
Ukr.S.A. extend NK to sump at –1,557m
“Towards the Centre of the Earth” expedition continues monitoring in
10
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2010
2011

main branch and extends “Spanish Branch”
"Spanish Branch" exploration was completed and a limit was reached
with 131 m total passage surveyed.
No Call of the Abyss expedition.

Figure 4: Krubera-Voronja Cave, History of Exploration
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10. Expedition Team
The 2012 Krubera-Voronja expedition comprised 59 participants from 9 countries
(Ukraine, Russia, Lithuania, Spain, Great Britain, Israel, Lebanon, Ireland, Poland).
The Irish team members were Aileen Connor and Stephen Macnamara of the
Shannon Group. The expedition leader was Yuriy Kasyan, from Ukraine. Ukrainian,
and Russian and Lithuanian cavers comprised the majority of expedition members.
The main expedition language spoken was Russian.

11. Expedition Timeline
Sat 21 July
•
AC & SM flights: Dublin-Moscow
Sun 22 July
•
AC & SM flights: Moscow-Sochi
•
AC & SM meet Phil Baker (PB) and Keith Mason (KM) at Sochi airport.
•
All bus to Alder, then Psou, cross Russian border on foot, taxi to
Tsandripsh.
•
6pm arrival at guesthouse in Tsandripsh.
Mon 23 July
•
Preparation of food/equipment bags.
•
Trip to showcave in Gagra town.
Tues 24 July
•
Abzhakian exit visas obtained.
•
Final preparations.
Wed 25 July
•
Arrival and packing of hired trucks.
•
6 hour truck journey from Tsandripsh to the Gagra Mountains.
•
Unpacking and departure of trucks.
•
1.5 hour trek to camping base.
•
Surface camp setup.
Thurs 26 July
•
Relaying equipment from truck drop-off to surface camp.
•
Establishing connection to cave/surface radio system.
•
Repacking food bags for cave purposes.
•
Rigging of entrance pitch.
Fri 27 July
•
Acclimatisation / bag drop-off trips to -500m and -750m.
Sat 28 July
•
Camp duty (AC, SM, PB & KM).
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Sun 29 July
•
PB & KM head underground for 8 days.
•
AC & SM carry bags to -750m.
Mon 30 July
•
AC & SM head underground in a team of 5, to -1200m.
Tues 31 July - Wed 1 Aug
•
Bag carries between -800m and -1200m.
•
Level-loggers downloaded.
Thurs 2 Aug
•
AC & SM head to -1400m.
Fri 3 Aug
•
AC & SM head to -1800m, in a team of 6 (to -1640m), and subsequently a
team of 4 (to - 1800m).
•
Camp set up at -1800m.
Sat 4 Aug
•
AC & SM head to -2080m, then back to -1640m.
•
Level-loggers downloaded and removed.
Sun 5 Aug
•
AC & SM collect rubbish bags and head to -1200m.
Mon 6 Aug
•
Level-loggers removed.
•
AC & SM head to -500m.
Tues 7 Aug
•
AC & SM exit cave, at circa 2pm.
Wed 8 Aug
•
AC, SM, PB & KM departure from Arabika, 4 hour truck journey to
Tsandripsh.
Thurs 9-Fri 10 Aug
•
AC, SM PB & KM remain in Tsandripsh.
•
On Fri 10 Aug, Gennady Samokhin, extends the depth to -2196 meters (7205 feet) during a 50.5 meter (166 foot) dive in terminal sump.
Sat 11 Aug
•
AC & SM cross Abzhakian / Russian border, flights Sochi-Moscow,
Moscow-Dublin.
Sun 26 Aug
•
Expedition finishes.
13
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12. Communications
At our disposal during the expedition were the Ukrainian Speleological Association
self-built radios, developed by Leonid Fegin (Israel).

Figure 5: The radio module; taken at surface camp (Photo: Jesús Martínez
Sánchez, 2008).

The system works by running a cable through the cave, bared for connection at
certain communication points (e.g. campsites). The cable is attached to one
terminal of the radio, with the second terminal routed to earth. In Krubera-Voronja,
the system was powered from a central module at the Ukrainian surface camp.
12.1 Communications failure
When fully functional, communication was very clear, even to the lowest point
where we had a connection, -1980 m.
Unfortunately, communication was lost with the surface for circa 12 to 24 hours
several times during the expedition. These black-outs occurred as a result of
breaks in the cable. In general, fixing the breaks took an average of 45 minutes.
However, locating the break point could often take several hours, due to limited
dedicated communications manpower. When a black-out occurred, cavers were
tasked with checking the line on their daily progress through the cave (with their
carry-bags), and where a break was found, a repair was either conducted on the
spot, or the breakpoint was marked for fixing at a later hour.
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13. Personal Kit
As usual, baggage weight had to be taken into account while assembling gear in
Ireland, both to be certain that we could carry everything ourselves and to avoid
any issues with our flight providers. As a result, everything was cut down to exactly
what we could manage with for the three-week period. This still meant some very
careful planning with regards to clothing, as the weather was to be hot and sunny
for the journey and by the coast in Abkhazia, but changeable and potentially very
cold and/or wet in the mountains.
13.1 Surface kit:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tent (1x 2-person tent between us)
2x sets of clothes
1x set of thermals
Sleeping bag
Sleeping mat
Sun hat
Swimming suit / shorts (for our time at Tsandripsh)
Towel
Toiletries
Sun cream
Bowl, cup, cutlery
Camera (optional)
Knife etc. (optional)

13.2 Underground kit:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Helmet and light (inc. batteries to last 14 days)
Spare light (inc. batteries to last at least 3 days)
Undersuit
Oversuit
Wellies
2x pairs gloves
Kneepads (optional)
Sleeping bag (lightweight synthetic)
1x set of thermals for sleeping
Socks for sleeping
Socks for caving
Balaclava for sleeping
Balaclava for caving (optional)
Drysuit and neoprene hood (for diving sump at -1440)
Drybag (preferably 2-3)
Wrist watch
First aid kit
Knife and lighter
Full SRT kit (inc. foot jammer)
Spare top bobbin for Stop descender
Spare chest jammer
Spare krabs
15
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Provided by the expedition were sleeping mats for the cave, all cooking equipment
and fuel, rigging hardware, underground tents and associated ropes.
13.3 Specific kit:
In addition to the above, there was some kit required to fulfil the various aims of the
trip, namely:
•
Daren Drum for safe removal of Solinst Leveloggers and Barologgers (pa).
•
Handheld datalogger computer interface.
•
Bolting kits.
•
Surveying equipment.
13.4 Kit failure:
The rope in the cave is replaced on a ‘on-needs’ basis, thus, in 2012, much of it
was up to two years old and had been in place for numerous expeditions already.
As a result, many ropes were highly gritty and particularly wearing on gear. On
reaching Camp 1800 both Aileen and Stephen retired their descender bobbins,
while Aileen also retired her chest ascender after exiting the cave.
13.5 First aid:
Some members of the expedition brought along their own specific first aid kits.
Group first aid supplies were also available at the main underground camps and
the surface camp as required. Each first aid kit contained a bilingual
English/Russian description note of what drug and dosage to use for a generic list
of ailments (e.g. basic pain relief, diarrhea, skin infection).

Some of the
expedition
bags, ready for
carrying into the
cave. (Photo:
Boaz Langford).
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14. Hydrological Measurements
One of the primary purposes of the expedition was to retrieve all loggers from the
cave, as they had been recording for several years. Most of the loggers were found
in place and in good working order, apart from 2 exceptions:
- the “Barologger” air pressure logger at the bottom of the entrance pitch, was
no longer in-situ (may have been removed by another caving group or may
have been washed away by heavy meltwater);
- the “Levelogger” water level logger in Kvitochka sump was not in-situ. It was
later found by a one of the divers in the group at the bottom of the sump,
and posted to Ireland.
All loggers other than the entrance pitch logger were thus downloaded and
retrieved:
- Dva Kapitana (2x loggers);
- Kvitochka barologger (2x loggers);
- Big Junction (2x loggers);
- Surface loggers (barometer/thermometer and rain gauge).
Some loggers were also repositioned for the duration of the expedition, to give a
further datapoint at -1200 m.
The loss of the Barologger at the bottom of the entrance pitch was unfortunate,
given that it was to be used as the datum logger for depth estimation. However, to
make best of the situation, Aileen and Stephen conducted a survey from another
barometer located on a nearby surface cliff to the cave lip, so that this backup
logger could be used for estimations instead.
The initial flooding data is presented below (see Figure 5), showing a maximum
flooding depth of 125 metres from the normal August level for the Dva Kapitana
sump at -2,158 m. This is slightly lower than the 2009/10 data, which shows a
maximum of 229 m during the June 2010 melt.
Figure 5: Dva Kapitana Dva
Water
Lelves 2010-2012 (Compensated)
Kapitana Comnpensated Level 2010-2012
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Further analysis of all data from water, temperature, pressure and rainfall
measurements will be published in the next issue of Irish Spelaeology (2014).
15. Personal Account - Bottoming the deepest cave in the world
Author: Aileen Connor
Krubera-Voronja had been on my cave ‘to do’ list for a while, so when Stephen
announced he was returning in July 2012, I quickly signed up to go on the
expedition. Planning, training and arranging logistics for the expedition started in
April 2012, and before long we were packing our bags for our 21 July flight.
We spent three days in Tsandripsh prior to heading into the mountains. During this
time we got to know our fellow expedition members, got eaten alive by mosquitoes,
and got food poisoning. The latter occurred the night before we headed into the
mountains, and while Stephen recovered from his bout fairly quickly, I experienced
a literally vomit-inducting 6 hour drive to the drop-off point for base camp. At the
drop-off point, the expedition nurse took pity on me and, gave me an anti-nausea
injection, which worked a treat to restore my stomach, if not my dignity.
By the time we headed into Voronja for our bottoming trip, I was fully recovered.
We packed our geared, collected our allocated expedition carry bags and headed
in about 12pm on a gloriously sunny day with Saulé, Emile and Aleksej. It had
rained heavily the night before our entry, so the cave water levels were higher than
normal. While the cave was still very navigable, this meant that we got wet while
progressing through the cave, particularly between - 800m and -1000 m. We each
collected a second bag at Camp 500 (we were already carrying two), which slowed
our progress down, and in my case at least, left my lower back feeling very sorry
for itself. We reached Camp 1200 about midnight, unpacked the camp bags and
set up the campsite.
The following two days were spent moving in-situ rubbish bags from -1200 m to 800m and exchanging them for expedition bags, which we then carried back to 1200 m. Due to ongoing heavy rainfall, the section of the cave we were working in
was wet, and while levels were nowhere near what you’d experience in Ireland, the
water was a great deal colder.
At the start of our 4th day underground, Stephen and I said our goodbyes to our
Camp 1200 comrades and moved deeper into the cave, to begin collecting data
from the lower section loggers. We ended up over-nighting at Camp 1400, as
Camp 1650 m was full. Alas, with 6 people already in-situ prior to our arrival, and
the later arrival of 8 more people, Camp 1400 was soon over-full. Our night’s sleep
was reminiscent of sardines in a can. Turning without pre-warning your nearest
sleeping neighbours was not an option. However, it was also the warmest night’s
sleep I have ever had in a cave, so there was a heat-soaked silver lining to the
experience.
On day 5, we free-dived the (extremely cold) Sump 1, in a group of 6. We dropped
2 people and some bags off at Camp 1640, had a quick catch-up chat with Phil and
18
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Keith and headed on our way to set up Camp 1800m. En route, we stopped in the
Yellow Tube, so that Stephen could undertake some telephone line repairs. From
my ‘feet and a bit of calf-only’ perspective, it looked like a very character-building
task to try and accomplish while lying face down in a flat out crawl, with two bags
attached to you. Once Stephen’s repair-work character-building was done, we
continued on with our ‘flat-out crawling with two bags’ character building, until the
happily-reached point where the cave opened up again, shortly before Camp 1800.
Once there, we divested ourselves of our dry suits, set up camp and changed our
worn-down lower descender bobbins.
On day 6, Stephen and I headed to the bottom of the cave, collecting loggers en
route. We got remarkably soaked while doing so, as the very terminus of the ‘dry’
cave can only be reached by going through a chest-deep stream section. But, as
they say in depth-record circles, in for -2030 m, in for -2080 m. On our way back,
we stopped in at Camp 1640, and over-nighted there, to avoid a repeat sardine
experience at, an apparently even more packed, Camp 1400.
On day 7, we free-dived out of Sump 1, collected some rubbish bags, and stopped
off in (a now very wrecked) Camp 1400 to change out of our dry suits and get
warmed up. The latter was particularly an issue for me. I had gotten very cold
waiting in the water to pass bags through the sump to Stephen, and even colder
when free-diving the sump. By the time we reached Camp 1400, I was borderline
hypothermic, a feat I’d impressively managed to achieve while wearing thermals, a
furry suit (all still dry), dry suit and oversuit. Alas, it transpired that even the stoves
at 1400 were broken. After a fruitless 40 minutes or so of trying to get them
working, Stephen gave up and gallantly chivvied me out of the foil blanket I’d
wrapped myself in, into my oversuit and up the pitches. After about 200m of
prussiking I managed to warm up to a ‘not-cold’ temperature. However, they
probably rank as some of the most unpleasant 200 m of prussking I’ve ever done.
We over-nighted in Camp 1200m, which we unfortunately had to ourselves. The
tent was sized to hold 5-6 people, so it was a rather cold night’s sleep for 2 people,
one the stoves were turned off. On the plus side, I got to make an excellently
calorific hot chocolate from the communal boiled water, rather than tea (Tea nearly
always won the communal ‘what are we drinking’ vote).
On day 8, we headed up to Camp 500m. Alas, the cave was still rather wet
between -1000 m and -850 m, so we got thoroughly soaked again, which meant I
got thoroughly cold again. We stopped off at an empty Camp 750 for some rewarming hot drinks and then on out through Sinusoida to Camp 500m. Not being
able to read Russian, when I came to a marked junction in Sinusoida Passage, I
incorrectly deduced that the writing and arrow meant ‘this way out’ (I subsequently
discovered it says ‘Lamprechtsofen side passage this way’, an interesting
approach to for what are typically multilingual expeditions). After about 20 m or so,
I came to a point that, if it was the main way on, would definitely have been rigged,
so I turned round and took the other passage, only to meet up with Stephen on his
way back to stage a de-Lamprechtsofen intervention. Apparently, people have
gone considerable distances into the passage before realising their error.
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We also had Camp 500 to ourselves, even more unfortunately, as it’s at the coldest
point in the cave. However, the tent is smaller than the one at Camp1200, so it was
a fairly similar night’s sleep. We did have a late night prank visitor, which was
amusing, if baffling. One of the Russian cavers, Viktor, was heading out earlier
than scheduled and knew we wouldn’t be expecting to see him. He thus decided to
turn his tikka to red, and creep up on the tent pretending to be a ghost. He wasn’t
sure if we’d be in Camp 750 or 500, so had also crept up on the empty Camp 750,
before realising we weren’t there. It was certainly a ‘maximum points for effort
pranking’, even if our befuddled reaction wasn’t perhaps the terror-laden one he
was hoping for. We fed him dinner and tea for his efforts, before he continued on
his ghostly exit trip.
Day 9 was exit day, and for me, also a sense of humour failure day, when my bags
got stuck in the meanders about 150m
from the surface. It wasn’t the only time
they’d gotten stuck (if only), but it was the
one in which I decided to utter pointlessly
graphic, if gratifying, threats to inanimate
bags. Stephen quickly tired of his ears
burning and came back to help me
relocate my sense of humour, and haul
the bags up. At about -100m, we started
to see ‘twilight’, and at about -80m we
started to see green lichen on the rocks,
a lovely verdant sight after eight 24-hour
periods of no sunshine. We exited the
cave about 2pm, to glorious sunshine,
cups of tea, very tasty soup and fresh
bread. The latter had been brought up
from Tsandripsh by the Polish expedition
members the day before, and was truly
delicious to eat after 8 days of dehydrated
bread.
AC & SM chatting to KM and PB, day
9 (Photo: Boaz Langford)
Day 10 was back to Tsandripsh day. The drive was a much more pleasant
experience when not suffering from food poisoning, and the scenery en route is
truly spectacular. We spent a further 2 days in Tsandripsh before heading back to
Sochi-Alder for our return flight home.
My lasting experience of bottoming Voronja is one of being cold. While I was only
rarely very cold, I was also only rarely very warm in my day-to-day caving, which is
not a usual caving expedition experience. I would strongly consider wearing a PVC
oversuit if I was to go back again (I would also bring a third pair of gloves, I went
through 2 pairs very quickly). In other ways, Voronja was a very pleasant caving
expedition - the surface and underground campsites are very comfortable and welldesigned, the food is very good and the cave itself is nice (when not over-laden
with bags or battling with gritty ropes). I enjoyed most of the experience, and, after
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all, what’s a caving expedition without some ‘character-building’ movements and at
least one sense of humour failure? It would have been nice to avoid the food
poisoning though.

16. Animal Life
Sample of animal life were collected from various points in the cave, although the
majority of species found were from the entrance pitch, in the “twighlight zone”.
Entomologist Daumantas Liekis catalogued and analysed all samples. In total 24
beetle species, 2 pseudoscorpion species, 1 diplopoda (millipede) species were
collected and identified – some pictures are shown below.
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Appendix 1: Travel and Visa Arrangements
The most cumbersome part of the expedition was the arrangement of visas. Below
is some guidance on this process (accurate as of July 2012).
Travel
The most convenient route we found is as follows, and takes a full day.
Flight

Ireland to Moscow

Public
Minibus

Moscow to Sochi (Adler
airport, near Black Sea)
Sochi to Russian/Abkhazi
border

Walk

Across border

Public
Minibus

Border to Tsandripsh

Flight

From Dublin, overnight flight direct to
Moscow
2½ hours
30 minutes – buses in airport carpark,
look for “Psou” (Псоу)
30-60 minutes – Footbridge crossing
with Russian and then Abkhazian
border control
30 minutes – buses at border, look for
“Gagra” direction (Гагра)

There are plenty of airlines to choose from. Minibuses were very cheap (€1-2).
Note – Sochi will be the site of the 2014 Winter Olympics, so this will probably
impact positively on the travel infrastructure but negatively on the cost of travel!
Russian rubles are required in both Russia and Abkhazia.
Visa – Abkhazia
A tourist, single-entry visa is required from the Abkhazian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.






Visit www.mfaabkhazia.org/en/ and download the visa application form.
Email the completed form and a scan of your passport photo page back.
You will be emailed a pdf clearance letter within a couple of weeks (follow up if
not).
Print this letter for use at the Abkhazian border with your passport.
Once in Abkhazia, travel to the capital Sukhumi to buy your exit visa ($20) –
otherwise you will have difficulty leaving the country on your way home!
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Visa – Russia
For Irish citizens, visas must be purchased from the Russian Consulate in Dublin:
 Visit www.ireland.mid.ru and follow the online visa application form
instructions. The online form can be started and finished at a later date.
 Print off the form directly from the web site, then send (or present in person)
the signed application, all support documents, payment and your passport to
the Consulate in Dublin.
 The visa type should be TOURIST, DOUBLE-ENTRY (1st entry to fly to
Moscow, 2nd entry to return from Abkhazia). This visa type is valid for a
maximum of 30 days, so flights must be within this limit.
 The points of destination on your Journey are “Moscow” and “Sochi”.
 The reason for travel should be stated as simply “Tourism” – not
recommended to mention either “caving” or “Abkhazia”.
 If asked for an organisation, state “N/A, Tourism”
 The application requires specific support documents:
o Tourist Acceptance Confirmation and Tourist Voucher (a.k.a. Tourist
Invitation). See for example http://visa.destinationrussia.com/. On
completion of your payment (around €25) you will be emailed back a
PDF of your documents within a day.
o Passport-sized photo.
o Current passport, which should be valid for a minimum of six months
after visa's expiration.
Processing time takes a miminum of 1 week excluding postage times and ordering
support documents. However it is highly recommended to apply at the very least a
month in advance.
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Appendix 2: Expedition Finances
Table A1: Expenditure
Item
Travel & insurance
Return flight Dubin-Moscow-Sochi
Transit visa Russia (tourist double-entry) – inc.
postage
Tourist invitation (for Russian visa)
Insurance
Shared Expedition Costs
Abkhasian visa
Transport from Sochi to mountain
Ropes & rigging equipment
Communal equipment, fuel, food, medicine,
etc.
Personal Equipment
General caving kit replacement (new & spare
kit needed for week’s stay underground)
TOTAL

Cost Per
Person

Cost for Irish
team

620
125

1240
250

25
80

50
160

700

1400

150

300

3250

6600

Table A2: Income
Item
SUI Expedition Grant
TOTAL

Award Per
Award to Irish
Person
team
425
950
425

950
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