The Basics of Good Cache Placement
by Show Me The Cache
INTRODUCTION

I have been asked to submit an article covering some of the basics of geocaching and to include concepts that all of us should consider when placing a cache. As always, it is up to the reader to separate the facts from the opinions. These suggestions are a work in progress and are likely to change with input from other cachers.

GUIDELINES FOR A "GOOD" CACHE

A good cache must offer either a physical or mental challenge, be clever and creative, take you to a place you would like to return sometime when you are not geocaching, or be educational or entertaining. If it fills several of these requirements, it can be an excellent cache. The hunt must add something to the geocaching experience other than a "point." Otherwise, why place it? 

Put some thought into actual cache placement. Many areas will look much different six months from now than they do today. After 2 or 3 visits, some caches become too obvious because of paths leading directly to them. This is especially troublesome in grassy areas. As good stewards, we always need to avoid delicate areas. By checking on your caches frequently, you will know when you need to move a cache.

HIDING CACHES

Try to overcome the temptation of wanting to hide a cache before you have done several. If all you have seen are lame or poorly done caches, the tendency is to copy them. Make sure you have seen enough good ones before hiding any. Otherwise, the population of poor caches multiplies rapidly. Most cachers prefer quality and not quantity.

When you place a cache, remember that people from other states will be visiting it. They will not know the area as well as you. Don’t fall into the trap of assuming that they will approach the area from the same direction as you did. Avoid names that are not on the map or are only known to locals. Directions such as "turn left" should be avoided because if they have approached from a different direction, you have just misled them. Use the appropriate compass point instead, such as "turn west". 

Whether it be leaving signature items and wheresgeorge.com dollars in caches, or placing pictures, music, and backgrounds on the cache’s webpage, some cachers will like it and some will detest it. If you care what others think on these matters, occasionally ask your geo-buds or look at the discussions in the forum to test the water. Even if you have a unique and excellent idea, you may want to see how well people will accept it first.

CONTAINER CHOICES

Container choice varies widely in different geographic areas. Many people prefer ammo boxes for traditional caches because of their size, durability, and relative dryness. Recently, their appropriateness has come under question for security reasons. Clear, air-tight plastic containers of various sizes are the current container of choice. As long as an animal doesn’t chew them and each visitor re-seals them properly, they are fine.

For microcaches, plastic film canisters are most common. However, leakage is a frequent problem. There are a growing number of creative cache containers; some are fine, some are not. Many times silicone sealants can be used to protect against leakage if a container has been altered. Placing a film container for a micro inside a larger prescription vial can be effective for double protection against moisture, but prescription vials may look too suspicious in certain locations. Placing the film container inside a baggie rarely works and often is counter-productive. Since water is almost always an enemy, choosing a somewhat protected hiding place for all types of containers can be the greatest help.

CONTAINER SIZE AND PLACEMENT

Since, no matter how hard we try, coordinates cannot be consistently accurate in a heavily wooded area, either the size of the container must limit the number of possible places to search or a detailed hint should be given. Size must be appropriate for the location or hints must narrow the search to some degree. Originally microcaches were only intended for urban caches where there were no reasonable places to conceal a larger container. A microcache concealed in a heavily wooded area with necessarily less than accurate coordinates and vague hints can become a nightmare. If this describes your cache and you want to place it anyway, it is a good idea to warn potential searchers.

Your GPS should get you to the general search area of a cache, usually within 15-25 feet of the cache depending on the tree coverage or other factors. Beyond that is strictly luck and hard to duplicate consistently.

A full-sized ammo box should generally be easy to find within a few minutes just because of it's size and the limited number of places to physically stash it. Even then, occasionally cachers will struggle to find it if it is extremely well hidden. Rock outcroppings on steep hillsides can be especially challenging. A GPS getting you within 25-50 feet even under heavy coverage should be good enough for a large cache. Hints are rarely required to find ammo boxes.

A film canister is approximately 1/100 the size of an ammo can. Since you cannot improve the coordinates in a wooded area to compensate, the number of places to search should be limited somehow. Without either choosing a place with a limited number of possibilities for hiding the cache or giving a hint that really narrows down the search, it becomes a needle-in-a-haystack. Many cachers find this type of cache to be more frustration than challenge or fun. 

Do not place caches in dangerous places or even near them. Keep in mind that cache hunters (especially young ones) will likely explore adjacent areas before determining exactly where the cache is hidden. 

As a searcher, respect the placement the owner has chosen and do not re-locate to what you consider a better choice. However, if the cache has obviously been accidentally displaced by something such as small creatures, flooding, or gravity, exercise good judgment. If you are forced to move a cache, make the move as small as possible and notify the owner immediately.

ESTABLISHING GOOD COORDINATES

Once you have found a place for your cache, give the GPS readings time to settle. Due to tree coverage, readings may vary as you pivot and find the direction that yields the strongest signal. Walk away from the cache in different directions and approach the cache again and again. This gives you the best chance of getting somewhat consistent readings. Take the three most consistent readings, average them, and report that as the actual coordinates. If you have trouble getting consistent coordinates, make sure to note that on your cache description.

If reception is very weak and there is a clearing nearby, go to that clearing for better reception and adjust your reported coordinates accordingly. A general rule of thumb is that the last digit of the reading changes one unit for every 5 feet. For example, if the clearing is 20 feet south of the cache, change the third digit after the decimal of the latitude reading by 4. 

Finally, once your coordinates are posted, they are not carved in stone. If feedback repeatedly indicates that they are off, consider revisiting the site and adjusting your coordinates accordingly.

It is the cache owner’s responsibility to provide adequate information to prepare the searcher for the hunt. It is the searcher’s responsibility to heed those warnings. For the main coordinates at the top of the cache description page on the website, if you choose to post coordinates for parking or anything other than the actual cache, remember that people working from a list of coordinates only will probably not be able to complete your cache.

CACHE CONTENTS

Larger caches are a great place to trade suitable items. It is a common problem that the quality of cache contents generally declines rapidly. Try to trade even and occasionally up. With re-sealable containers, it is important not to overstuff them and cause leakage.

Food items should be avoided because they attract animals. In fact, anything that emits a fragrance should be avoided to prevent attack of the cache by curious small creatures. Items such as first aid ointments should only be left in ammo boxes since they are often scented. Though bottled water was once considered a thoughtful addition to a cache, it is now discouraged unless it is in a container that cannot be tampered with.

Remember that children visit caches, too, so potentially unsafe items such as knives should be avoided. It is best to avoid any material that is likely to be considered offensive. Even religious or political materials are frowned upon by some cachers, and are against the policy of GeoCaching.

Due to their size, nothing should be left in micro containers. Most have only a log sheet, information sheet, and possibly a pencil stub, and generally owners want it to remain that way. Signature items, even very small ones, clutter up microcaches very quickly and make them more prone to improper sealing and leakage.

HINTS

A hint should narrow the choice of places to search but not be explicit. After searching for a reasonable amount of time, referring to the hint should greatly improve your chances of finding the cache, but not simply tell you where it is. An overly clever or obscure hint may be fun to offer but is often useless. 

Keep in mind, though, that more and more cachers are reading the hints before they even look for the container, so don’t make it too easy for them.

VERY DIFFICULT FINDS

If people know what they are getting into up front, then intentionally making a cache extremely difficult is fine. If you tell them a cache is extremely hard because of the conditions and size, then it is up to them to attempt the search or not. Many people purposely avoid caches that are a needle-in-a-haystack. Ratings do not help warn people because luck is such a factor for difficulty on those.

Not all caches are for all people. Give the proper descriptive information and let the cacher decide which caches to skip. That is much better than having the person make the effort to get to the site and then discover it is a cache they would have preferred to skip. Knowingly accepting challenges is fun, but feeling burned is not. As long as you tell people up front what they are getting themselves into, they respect that and you.

CACHE MAINTENANCE

To avoid disappointments, check on the caches you hide frequently. As soon as possible, the owner should respond to a complaint and repair or replace the cache. When visiting a large cache, go prepared to be helpful to the owner by replacing punctured baggies as needed. Regarding litter pick-up, make it a goal to always leave an area nicer than you found it.

ETIQUETTE

A few simple rules of etiquette will make your caching experience better and help other cachers as well. As a cache owner, if you need to delete a log or note for any reason, it is best to contact the person first instead of just deleting it. There may be a valid reason that the log should remain as submitted. Then again, maybe it really does need to be deleted or edited.

Be honest in your logs. Do not reveal anything about the cache that might ruin the challenge for other potential visitors. Do not offer strong opinions or complaints in the log that might be better handled through private e-mail. Owners need to know the truth about their caches, but do not need to be publicly embarrassed.

In any case, try to be truthful and helpful in your correspondence. Handled properly, almost any minor disagreement can be resolved easily with a little politeness and cooperation. Be open to suggestion and criticism so that lines of communication remain open and friendly. That is especially true when dealing with the volunteer administrator that is trying to help you gain approval for your cache. In dealing with other cachers, there are no winners of petty battles. That thing about "Do unto others…" has a lot of merit.

