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Abstract

In 1980 Ukrainian speleologists started their explorations in the Arabika Massif. They adopted a search and exploration strategy that accounted for special characteristics of formerly glaciated karst of the Alpine type. This implied a thorough search in selected areas, guided by the knowledge of glaciokarst specifics, and systematic exploration and siege of obstacles encountered in prominent caves. The Ortobalagan glacial valley in the southwest part of the massif had been selected for Ukrainian efforts. The suggested approach was adopted by other speleological groups of the ex-USSR that joined the explorations in Arabika in 1980s, which resulted in a boost of number and depth of deep caves here during 1980s. In addition, large-scale dye tracing experiments conducted in 1984-1985 revealed enormous potential of Arabika for deep caves by establishing the world's deepest hydrological system with the total amplitude of over 2300m.      

By the end of 80s, major caves in the Ortobalagan valley were: Arabikskaja System, composed of Kujbyshevskaja (-1100m) and Genrikhova Bezdna (-965m; connected to Kujbyshevskaja in 1989), Krubera (-340m), and Berchilskaja (-500m; by Moldovian cavers). Exploration of these caves required enormous digging efforts to negotiate numerous boulder chokes and squeezes.   

Political turmoil in Abkhazia during 1990s suspended cave explorations in Arabika. Resumed in 1999, Ukrainian expeditions focused on Krubera Cave, where major breakthrough has been made. The successive series of expeditions, in some of which cavers from France, Russia and Spain took part, resulted in establishing Krubera as a new world's deepest cave in January 2001 (-750m in 1999, -1215m in August 2000, -1410m in September 2000 and –1710m in January 2001). Since 2000 the Ukrainian Speleological Association launched the "Call of the Abyss" project to maintain the pace of deep cave explorations in Arabika and another region selected for the project, the Aladaglar Massif in Turkey. Exploration of the first 2000m-deep cave on Earth had been adopted as an ultimate goal for the project. The work in Krubera continued in summer of 2001 (Ukr.S.A., the work at the bottom and in side branches) and then in 2003, when the joint expedition of Kiev and Moscow cavers found a continuation behind a sump at –1410m.  

During 2004-2005 there were three expeditions conducted under the project, in 2004 sponsored by the National Geographic Society. In August (56 members from Ukraine, Moldova, Spain, France, USA, Britain, Russia and Abkhazia) a new branch was found in the post-siphon section, explored to –1840m. In October (9 members, all from Ukraine) a large series ("Windows") was discovered and explored to –2080m. These two expeditions added 370m to the total depth of Krubera and 3415m to its total surveyed length that is currently about 9100m.

The most recent expedition in February-March of 2005 (5 members, all from Ukraine) explored numerous side leads in the Windows series (about 500m of passages explored but not surveyed) and found a continuation behind the deepest sump in caves dived so far, located at –1990m (10m/-4m). The exploration will be continued in the next two expeditions planned for August and September of 2005. 

The Krubera Cave has apparent perspectives to advance to a greater depth as no major water flows and "collector" passages were encountered so far in the deepest section. Two potential upper entrances, located 40 and 90m above the present one, are in work to be connected with Krubera. Also, there is an immediate perspective of connecting Krubera to the Kujbyshevskaja Cave through a level of fossil passages at –160 - -200m (the work in progress; less than 100m remained between the extreme points). When realized, these supposed connections would extend the total length of the Arabikskaja System to about 16km and would make it about 2200m deep.           

Overall, there were twenty major Ukrainian expeditions to the Ortobalagan valley since 1980, of them eight conducted specifically to Krubera since 1999. This massive 25 years-long effort allowed to pass the magic 2000m mark in caves, almost 50 years after the depth of 1000m was first conquered by French caves in 1956.     
























































