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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

The placing of coins in the columnar basalts of the Giantõs Causeway has been 

an ongoing concern to the National Trust and the Giantõs Causeway & Causeway 

Cost World Heritage Site Steering Group.  A report by the British Geological Survey 

(Parry and Rushton, 2024) concluded that there is demonstrable evidence that 

the practice of inserting coins into joints and fractures has a detrimental impact in 

the constituent basalt rock, both physically and aesthetically. In addition, the 

processes associated with the degradation of coins in the joints (rusting and 

bimetallic reactions etc.) are accelerating the break-up of Causeway basalt 

through physical and chemical weathering processes. 

 

Given these findings, on behalf of the WHS Steering Group, the Causeway Coast 

and Glens Heritage Trust (CCGHT), in collaboration with the National Trust 

appointed the Consarc Conservation Team to carry out a pilot project to map, 

survey and remove coins from test sites (10 sites of 1 linear metre of coin removal), 

determine the conservation thresholds for coin removal, and establish a viable 

monitoring programme within the World Heritage Site 

The team comprises: 

 

Consarc Conservation Joanne Curran, Geologist with experience in stone 

conservation and Project Manager for the project. 

The Rock Stone Masonry Nathan Morrow, Stonemason and IHBC certified 

CPD trainer 

Farrimond MacManus Ltd Ciara MacManus, Director, Archaeologist, and 

digital data survey specialist. 

 

The Specific Project Objectives for this study include:  

 

¶ Complete site survey resulting in a detailed map quantifying the linear length 

of joints and cracks affected by coin insertion.  

 

¶ Identify 10 x 1m test sites (including the boulders site). 

 

 

¶ Carry out removal of easily removeable coins across all affected areas, and 

careful removal of all coins on 10 metres of joints at the test sites.  

 

¶ Track effort/method required to remove coins, producing a report.  

 

¶ Create a guide for removal practices, informed by clear conservation 

practices, setting out parameters and thresholds for impact on the stones. 

 

¶ Develop a monitoring programme, informed by stakeholdersõ input. Including 

training of someone(s) local in conservation led coin removal.  

 

¶ Provide a project report noting key activities completed, findings and 

recommendations. Share this with the Steering Group at an in-person meeting.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Rusting coins and graffiti on the basalt columns 
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2.0 BACKGROUND  
 

The Giantõs Causeway and Causeway Coast was Northern Irelandõs first World 

Heritage Site and is one of only three in the UK inscribed solely for natural heritage. 

The dramatic and exceptional basalt columns, rock exposures and array of 

geological features not only present a spectacle of natural beauty but enable 

detailed analysis of geological activity of the Palaeogene era in the North 

Atlantic. The mechanism of formation of columnar basalt has been researched 

and debated throughout the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries and the Giantõs 

Causeway remains one of the most important sites in the world to study this. The 

exact detail of the mechanisms of formation are still researched today, and whilst 

there is general acceptance that the vertical columns formation is related to the 

release of tensile energy on cooling, other detail such as the curvature of some 

vertical columns, the ôball and socketõ connections between columns and the 

ôhackle marksõ seen on these surfaces is still being debated and the Giantõs 

Causeway is one of the best preserved sites for this research (Figure7.). 

 

The easy access to the >40,000 columnar basalts of the Causeway allow us all to 

enjoy this natural phenomenon up close and personal! (Figure 2).  We can walk 

and climb over ôthe stonesõ, touch and observe every aspect of the columnar 

basalt form.  Geologists have done this for more than a century to try to 

understand every detailed shape of this cooled 60-million-year-old lava (Preston, 

1930; Tomkeieff, 1940).  Recent research (Hencher, 2025), using the Giantõs 

Causeway as a case study, has suggested that some columns are not developed 

fully on cooling and joints are opened up at a later stage by weathering.  It is 

theorised that the occurrence of curved columns and the striations on the ball 

and socket joint surfaces is related to twisting on wavy outer surfaces by exploiting 

lines imposed during cooling (Hencher, 2025).  Clearly, there is still some ongoing 

scientific discussion on the detailed mechanisms of columnar basalt formation.  

 

 

 

Despite the positive benefits to our easy access to the columnar basalt at the 

Giantõs Causeway for scientists and visitors, there is a downside, that is the practice 

of some visitors placing of coins in joints that are integral feature of the columnar 

basalt (Figure 4).  This practice is believed to be a tradition or good luck ritual 

(reports from the 1970s) at the site, but it has increased dramatically in the last 10-

15 years.  Unfortunately, the extent of the coin insertion is widespread. Coins are 

abundant in easily accessible locations ð especially at the gateway and East 

elevation of the Grand Causeway (Figures 9 and 10). In some locations visitors 

have climbed up columns more than 5-6m to insert coins.  The images below show 

the range of locations where the coins have been inserted including the 2 

boulders at the blue trial before the Grand Causeway, at the Gateway location, 

along the East elevation of the Grand Causeway and coins in relatively shallow 

joints on the formation known as the ôGiantõs Bootõ.Ш 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Visitors enjoying climbing over the stones 
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Figure 3 a and b. Coin placement on the boulder on the Blue Trial 

 
 

Figure 4. Corroding coins in horizontal and vertical joints of the basalt 
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Figure 5. Coins hammered in to joints 

   
 

Figure 6. Coin placement on the ôGiantõs Bootõ on the shore 

 

 
 

Figure 7. View of the ôball-and-socketõ joints 
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3.0 SITE SURVEY FOR SELECTION OF LOCATIONS FOR COIN 

REMOVAL 
 

There are 2 previous reports (BGS and Cliveden Conservation) on the issue of coin 

placement at the Giantõs Causeway that informed this study and should be read 

in conjunction with this report.  The BGS report covers the geological background 

of the site, outlines general observations of the practice of coin placement and 

concluded that this is having a detrimental effect on the basalt rock.  The Cliveden 

Conservation Report records the findings of a small trial of coin removal in one 

area (Boulder 1). 

 

This 2025 Study carried out the following: 

¶ A walk over the site to understand the main areas of coin placement. 

¶ Use of digital data supplied by Queenõs University Belfast (QUB) to produce a 

site plan and elevation (to scale) to allow us to locate the coin removal trial 

areas (10 areas); 

¶ Selection of 10 sites for 1 linear metre coin removal; 

¶ Coin removal trial on Boulder site (Site 1) and report to client (December 2024); 

¶ Contribute to educational film to discourage the practice of placing coins; 

¶ Coin removal at the 9 sites and general coin removal around these sites; 

¶ Provide training to National Trust staff and volunteers. 

 

3.1 MAPPING THE SITE 

 

The client provided digital data from a large-scale laser scan of the site by 

Queenõs University Belfast.  Ciara MacManus, director of Farrimond MacManus, 

used this data to provide a plan and elevations to scale that are used in this study.  

The 10 sites are located on the drawings provided by Farrimond & MacManus to 

record the locations for coin remove (See Appendix A). 

 

The 10 sites are: 
 

Site 1 Boulder ð TRIAL OF TOOLS USED 
 

Site 2 ð Boulder location on Blue Trial - similar to Site 1 
 

Site 3 (Site Plan and Elevation 01 ð south elevation of Grand Causeway). This is at 

north side of the Gateway.  There is significant placement of coins to both north 

and south sides of the Gateway.  On the south side, the basalt is quite fractured 

and has a soil overburden.  No sites were selected here as there was a concern  

 

 

by the National Trust that coin removal at this location could destabilise the 

sections of relatively fractured basalt (Figure 8).   
 

Site 4 ð First location on the East Elevation of Grand Causeway (Elevation 02 ð 

opposite side to bus drop off).  The basalt columns at the corner of the gateway 

gap and main elevation (Figure 9) lean naturally into the gap.  The vertical joint to 

the outside columns is quite open allowing water/soil/coins etc. to collect.   A 

useful point to note is that Hercher (2025) illustrated that the missing corners to the 

front face of columns (see Figure 9) is a natural weathering feature of all columnar 

basalt and therefore not related to the coins or human intervention at the 

Causeway. 
 

Sites 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and10 are on the main East elevation of the Grand Causeway 

progressing northwards down the slope.  This is area of high concentration as it is 

out of view of the main National Trust Staff.  In this area the coins have been 

inserted in both horizontal and vertical joints. 

 

  
 

Figure 8. South side of Gateway.  Fractured basalt, coins inserted in vertical 

fractures retaining moisture and graffiti on column surfaces  
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Figure 9. North side of Gateway (south elevation of Grand Causeway 02). The rust staining shows where the coins are placed.  

Note the loss of corners (red arrows) is a recognised weathering feature of columnar basalt.  The images show the leaning to the north of the outer columns and 

opening up of the vertical gaps between columns (yellow arrows) which could be exploited by both natural weathering processes and the impact of coin placement.  

This plus the natural lean suggest that these outer columns should be monitored. 
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Figure 10. South Elevation (at Gateway) - Inset image shows highlighted joints with coins inserted ~1linear metre 
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Figure 11. East Elevation Grand Causeway 
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3.2 ASSESSMENT OF LINEAR METRES OF COIN PLACEMENT 

 

An accurate quantification of linear metres at the Causeway is difficult as the 

complexity of the column faces is not discernible in detail on the digital information 

(Appendix A).  However, an estimate of the linear metre length of coins inserted 

into horizontal and vertical joints to the East elevation of the Grand Causeway can 

be gained. This is based on the average diameter of columns from the scan data, 

assuming 2 surfaces of columns are exposed for coin placement and each 

horizontal joint that is accessible up to 3 metres. We have also included an 

estimation for at a higher level based on visual assessment and vertical joints and 

a calculation of 300-400 linear metres for the East and South Elevations of the 

Grand Causeway alone.  

 

 
 

Figure 12. View of the Grand Causeway 

 

4.0 COIN REMOVAL 

 

4.1 Site 1 ð Trial of Methods 

 

The Boulder at Site 1 was used to trial the coin removal methods and report on the 

efficacy of each method and any damage caused to the basalt. This is reported 

in the Table below and provided important information on each method.  The trial 

showed minimal damage to the stone for each method ð even the reciprocating 

tools if the removal was carried out by an experienced person. 

 

The review of each method in the Table below showed: 

¶ Pointed tools (small chisels, pointing tools) were useful for dislodging but slow; 

¶ Fencing pliers (various types) were very successful (25%) where the coins 

project out of the joints; 

¶ Powered reciprocating tool (tools used by stone masons to rack out mortar 

joints without causing damage to the stone above and below joints) was also 

very successful for removed degraded coins deep into joints (25%). 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Rusting coins in joints ð note expansion of metal on corrosion of some 

coins 

 

East Elevation 

of Grand 

Causeway 

 

ôGatewayõ 
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SITE 1 

BOULDER ð 11th December 2024. Approximately 180 coins removed from joints and cracks and retained for inspection. 

 

Review of methods below 

 

Method of Coin Removal Description Evaluation 

Pointing tools ð short and long 

 

 
 

Knocking the coin gently along its edge to spin 

or rotate it loose enough to pull out with fingers 

of pliers.  

No damage to stone  Slow to use but effective for many coins 

that have been lodged in joints. 

 

Approx 10% of coins removed 

Pliers, òneedle nosedó  

 

 
 

Gripping and pulling coins out.  

 

 
 

No damage to stone.  As above. 

 

Approx. 10%  
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Method of Coin Removal Description Evaluation 

Locking Pliers & Fencing Pliers  

 

 
Fencing Pliers 

 

Stronger Grip for pulling out 

 

 
Locking Pliers 

 

 

 

Mostly no damage 

Occasionally some 

small chips from 

edges of joint 

fracture with the 

movement of the 

coin in the joint 

If coin can be reached with the grip this is 

a very effective method 

 

Approx. 35% 

Screw driver with small hammer 

 

 
 

Used where coins are bent down in the joint. 

Used to bend up to allow pliers to be used to 

pull out coin 

Mostly no damage to 

stone. Occasionally 

some small chips from 

edges of joint 

fracture with the 

movement of the 

coin in the joint 

Used in conjunction with Pliers 
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Method of Coin Removal Description Evaluation 

Slate ôripperõ 

 

 
 

Provides a narrow point with leverage to 

remove material from joints 

 

No damage to stone Good for wide joints and to clear out all 

remnants of rusted coins. 

 

Approx. 10% 

Battery powered rotary tool Reciprocating tool  

 

 
 

Cutting into ôstackedõ corroded coins lodged in 

joints 

Some marks to the 

stone if it slipped off.  

 

Useful and minimal damage as this tool 

vibrates and is intended for raking out of 

soft lime mortar.   

The percussive vibrations are effective as 

removing rusted coins 

 

Approx. 25% 

 

Battery powered longer reciprocating tool with 

long hacksaw blade   

 

 
 

Accessing open joints in the basalt to get in 

behind coins and use vibrations to dislodge 

material  

Some light 

abrasion/marks to the 

stone if blade slips. 

 

 

Good for deep, narrow joints  

 

Approx. 10% 
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(a) 

 
 

(b) 

 

 

 

Figure 14. (a) Before and (b) After coin removal 
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(a) 

 

 
 

(b) 

 

Figure 15. (a) Before and (b) After coin removal  
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(a) 

 

 

 
 

(b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. (a) Before and (b) After coin removal 
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4.2 COIN REMOVAL Site 2 to Site 10. 

 

Following the trial at Site 1, coin removal to all remaining 9 sites was allowed to 

proceed with caution.  This also included the general removal of any easily 

removed coins as a general sweep by the stone masons and the National Trust 

staff and volunteers (Friday 31st January 2025). 

 

Appendix B provides the before and after images of each site and all have been 

recorded digitally using the App Scaniverse. 

 

Site 2 ð Boulder Similar to Site 1. 

Site 3 ð Gateway ð very tight joints to basalt columns. 

Sites  4 to 10 ð East elevation both horizontal and vertical joints.  Coin removal to 

the sites along this elevation proved to be a very different challenge to Sites 1 and 

2 (Boulder Sites). 

 

At these sites the coins have been inserted very deeply into joints compared to 

the Boulder sites 1 and 2 (see Figure 17 and Appendix B).  This is in part due to the 

natural shape of the ball and socket joints ð with the ôsquare lipõ (Preston 1930 ð 

Figure 7) providing a deep (up to 60mm deep) gap at the horizontal joints. In 

addition, as the coins corrode and undergo bimetallic reactions (see Parry & 

Rushton, 2024) they expand and exert pressure which further opens the joint and 

more coins are inserted by visitors (see Figure 12).  The degrading coins also absorb 

and retain water in the joints and after periods of rainfall the moisture retention is 

visible.  During cold period there would be an added risk of freezing causing more 

damage. 

 

The work to remove the coins at sites 3 to 10 took significantly longer per linear 

metre than at the boulder sites because of this depth dimension to the horizontal.  

For comparison, Site 1 took one stonemason approx. 2 hours to remove >1 linear 

metre, by comparison, the 7 no. sites along the South and East Elevation of the 

Grand Causeway (Sites 3-10), it took more than double the length of time (4 hours 

plus).  Based on this information, together with input from the stonemasons, a 

rough assessment of time for full coin removal to the main site (East Elevation and 

Gateway area) is approximately 4-5 weeks for a 2-person stonemasonry team full 

time. 

 
(a) 

 

 
(b) 

 

Figure 17. (a) Before and (b) After coin removal 
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Figure 18. Use of Fencing pliers for coin removal 

 
 

 
Figure 19. Coins removed during the pilot study 

Approx. 9 kg of coins were removed
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5.0 FINDINGS OF THIS PILOT STUDY 
 

The Table below provides an assessment of what the Pilot achieved against the 

original objectives of the study and lessons learned and should be read in 

conjunction with Appendix B. 

 

OBJECTIVE FINDINGS AND LESSONS LEARNED 

 

Complete site survey 

resulting in a detailed 

map quantifying the 

linear length of joints 

and cracks affected 

by coin insertion.  

 

 

An estimate of the linear metre length of coins inserted 

in horizontal and vertical joints the East elevation of the 

Grand Causeway (~40m length x ~9m height) is 

approx. 300-400 linear metres.  

However, this study showed that we must consider a 

third dimension - DEPTH of insertion of the coins into the 

horizontal joints.  This was a significant factor for Sites 3 

to 10 where coins have been placed in the gaps at ball 

and socket joints and can be pushed in very deeply 

(up to 60mm).   
 

 

Identify 10 x 1m test 

sites (including the 

boulders site). 
 

 

See Site Plan, Elevations 01, 02 & 03, photo montage of 

elevations and photos of each site. 

 

 

Carry out removal of 

easily removeable 

coins across all 

affected areas, and 

careful removal of all 

coins on 10 metres of 

joints at the test sites. 
 

 

The Pilot Study showed that very few coins are 

removed easily ð estimates are approx. 5%.  

A general sweep of coin removal was carried out by 

the stone masonry team over several days to remove 

as many coins as possible. 

 

 

OBJECTIVE FINDINGS AND LESSONS LEARNED 

 

Track effort/method 

required to remove 

coins, producing a 

report. 

 

 

 ôSite Trial 1õ provides a detailed assessment of the tools 

and methods used for coin removal. Photos and videos 

were taken of the methods. 

Removal of coins from each site is shown in Appendix 

B. 

Site Trial 1 removed approximately 180 coins (0.75 Kg) 

8 Kgs of coins were removed from the other 9 sites. 
 

The coin removal at the sites on the South and East 

Elevation (Site 3 to Site 10) took much longer than the 

two boulder sites because of the depth of inserted 

coins into horizontal and vertical joints and this must be 

taken into consideration when estimating the time for 

full removal of coins.  
 

Based on available digital data, site survey information 

and input from the stonemasons, a realistic assessment 

of time required for full coin removal is approximately 

4-5 weeks for a 2-person stonemasonry team full time 
 

 

Create a guide for 

removal practices, 

informed by clear 

conservation 

practices, setting out 

parameters and 

thresholds for impact 

on the stones. 

 

The Report for ôSite Trial 1õ provides an assessment of 

removal methods/tools. This is a very useful guide to 

tools and methods of removal starting with tools for 

dislodgment (thin chisels etc.) to battery powered 

reciprocating equipment. 
 

However, the study showed that as each coin 

placement is different, and it is very hard to gauge 

the level of difficulty or appropriate tool to use and 

this needs to be done on a trial basis of each tool.   
 

The study also showed that the difficulty of removal 

also depends on: 

¶ How the coin was placed (hammered/bent into 

position) 

¶ Level of corrosion of the coins in the joints and 

fractures. 
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OBJECTIVE FINDINGS AND LESSONS LEARNED 

 

Develop a monitoring 

programme, 

informed by 

stakeholdersõ input. 

Including training of 

someone(s) local in 

conservation led coin 

removal. 

 

 

The Pilot Study including a morning for National Trust 

staff & volunteers to carry out coin removal.  Most 

found the method of removal with small chisel/bolster 

and hammer was relatively easy to use and caused 

minimal damage to the basalt.   
 

Both the stonemasons and the volunteers found that 

the time taken to remove ôa coinõ varies significantly 

for each location and is impossible to predict. 
 

 

Provide a project 

report noting key 

activities completed, 

findings and 

recommendations. 

Share this with the 

Steering Group at an 

in-person meeting.  
 

 

This Report covers this objective 

 

 

6.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 

The placing of coins in the columnar basalts of the Giantõs Causeway is an 

ongoing concern and there is demonstrable evidence that the practice has a 

detrimental impact in the constituent basalt rock.  It is important that all visitors are 

discouraged from the practice through educational information from guides, films 

and literature. 

 

Assessment of the amount of coins in horizontal and vertical joints indicates that 

300-400 linear metres of joints are affected and in many cases the coins are 

pushed in very deeply. 

 

This pilot study shows that it is possible to remove the coins without causing 

significant damage to the basalt using stone masonry tools but that this is a slow 

process.  Estimate suggest that it will take 4-5 weeks to remove most of the coins 

placed in the Grand Causeway area. 

 

It may be worth considering employing a stone masonry team for a few days each 

month for ~6 months to remove coins with volunteers working alongside.  This 

would also further training of volunteers and education of visitors regarding the 

detrimental effects of the coins. 
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Figure 20. National Trust volunteers at work! 

 


