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GUIDELINES FOR COLLECTING FOSSILS ON THE ISLE OF WIGHT

The coastline of the Isle of Wight provides some of the richest hunting
grounds for fossiis in Britain and a unique training ground for a wide variety
of earth science disciplines. The constantly crumbling clay, sandstone and
chalk cliffs still yield a wealth of Cretaceous and Tertiary invertebrates,
vertebrates and plants. However, because the island is so small and its
geological heritage is so fragile, special care must be taken when collecting
and removing fossils. This will prevent unnecessary erosion or damage to an
important part of our natural heritage.

In recent years, increasing pressure has been imposed on the eroding coastline
by growing numbers of collectors and visitors. If a responsible attitude is
adopted, fossil collecting anywhere around the coast can do little harm and
will help to preserve the geological heritage of the island. Indeed, new and
important discoveries are being made every year, by amateur collectors,
students and professional geologists. By making these discoveries known to
museums and universities, such fossil collecting can make a significant
contribution to science.

This booklet is aimed to be of use to all collectors and visiting geologists.
Though not exhaustive, it provides useful general guidelines on ownership,
safety and responsible collecting. It is emphasized that ascertaining just
whose land you are on and obtaining permission to collect is your
responsibility.




LAND OWNERSHIP

Below the high-water mark, many beaches are the property of the Crown.
Others however, may belong to private individuals, the National Trust (see
below) or borough councils. The National Trust lease stretches of foreshore
from the Crown at Compton Bay, but own other areas, such as St.
Catherine’s Point. Permission must be obtained from the Trust for excavation
or collection of larger fossils, such as dinosaur bones.

In practice, there is generally no real problem with collecting small or loose
geological specimens from intertidal areas if it is evident that they are in
danger of natural destruction.

Cliffs are a different issue. Permission to excavate fossils (even loose ones)
from above the high water mark should be obtained from the landowner,
often a farmer or the National Trust. A landowner is entitled to impose any
restrictions that he or she may choose, so do not expect permission to be
automatically granted.

The more fossiliferous localities around the coast are mostly incorporated into
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SS51). A responsible approach to fossil
collecting is essential to maintain the scientific value of these important sites,

There are still a small number of active and disused inland quarries on the Isle
of Wight. Permission to enter these must in all cases be obtained from the
landowner.

Land ownership and boundaries often change, so check each time you visit
the island if you want to avoid problems.

As a landowner, you have the right to control access to your land, unless
mineral rights have been assigned elsewhere. Consequently you have the right
to retain the rocks or fossils found on your land. It is sensible to permit
collecting only with prior written application. From the outset, it is sensible
to be specific about your terms for permissible collecting.






SAFETY

This list merely provides some of the more important points. Once again,
the emphasis is on you. Safety is largely provided by common sense and
good planning.

1  When visiting the coast, always consult tide tables. These are available in
many shops. It is strongly suggested that you only work a coastal section
on a falling tide and in calm weather. If in doubt, consult the
Coastguard.

2 Let somebody know where you are going, and when you expect to return.
3 Take care when walking along cliff bases as the local cliffs are very
unstable. A hard hat is useful, but can give a false sense of security.

These will only protect you against the smallest falling fragments.

4 Avoid walking on rock falls and keep clear of mud flows. These are
especially treacherous in the winter months.

5 If your work requires the use of a hammer or other specialist tools,
protect your eyes with plastic safety goggles.

For further details, consult "A Code for Geological Field Work", issued by the
Geologists’ Association.







