
Nature Exchange programme 
 
I am pleased to be offered a place, and set about finding out information about Slovakia and 
following a recommendation The, found the CIA website to be particularly useful. 
(http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/lo.html) 
For pronunciation of a few key words I found http://www.slovakia.org/tourism/phrases.htm useful 
and http://www.heartofeurope.co.uk/dictionary_phrases.htm was also good for phrases. 
 
Description of the trip: 
 
31st May - Arrival  

 
1st day – 1st June        Silicka Ladnica (Fridge) and Zadiel Canyon 
 

A whole day trip. You can sleep a bit longer. Silicka Ladnica is a very special natural formation, 
where you can find an icicle in the bottom of the open gap (95 m below the ground) also in hot 
summer days. Walking down you can feel falling temperature and onto the bottom of the gap, 
there is really very cold there. There are also some unique plants there. 
Even at this time of year, in the height of the summer, the temperature going down the steps is 
about 9 degrees Celsius and at the foot it dropped suddenly to freezing point, as there is still a 
large volume of ice in the cave bottom.  Lunaria rediviva (perennial honesty) has adapted to the 
low temperatures, as has Chrysosplenium alternifolium (alternate leaved golden saxifrage), 
which can be photographed right down at the foot of the steps. 
Walk to Silicka Ladnica ice cave. Information about this fragile site can be found at 
http://www.saske.sk/cave/slk/silicka.html 

 
In Zadiel Canyon is an impressive limestone pinnacle, 110 metres tall, away to our right on which 
there are rare plants and nesting birds, and many people have died attempting to climb it. Mr 
Gordon can show you the oldest tree in the valley, a field maple (Acer campestre) growing next 
to the river, which seems by chance to have survived while other trees have been washed away. 
Yew (Taxus baccata) and more of the snails (Sadleriana pononiana) that are presented at first 
stop could be endemic. We come to the edge of the woodland, where could be photographed a 
striking yellow monkshood (Aconitum anthora) and then to the rim of the canyon, where there are 
many interesting grassland species, including a scarce swallowtail on knapweed with dodder 
growing up it. Then we continue into an area of wood pasture: the standard trees including maple 
and elm, and the herb rich grassland beneath is seasonally grazed by a flock of shepherded sheep 
and goats. Beyond the wood pasture we come again to the rim of the gorge where Mr Gordon 
points out several rare plants. The tall deep golden yellow flowered Aster linosyris was a striking 
plant, in full flower, but the flowers of the spring flowering ones were over, and only their leaves 
could be seen. Of these, Pulsatilla grandis, a large flowered form of the pasque flower, and 
Onosma visiana, which has pendulous tubular yellow flowers, are the ones somebody would most 
like to have seen flowering. A full list of plants for the trip may be found in Appendix. 
We descend from the rim of the gorge by a steep stony track, along which you can see many other 
plants of interest including the cornielian cherry, Cornus mas, full of ripening fruits. This small 
tree has star shaped yellow flowers, which come out very early and apparently look wonderful in 
the canyon in spring. The fruits are rich in vitamin C and the wood is very hard and used to make 
the handles of tools. The path ended on the edge of the village by a very colourful garden. 
Walk to Zadiel Canyon. The canyon is an important Biosphere Reserve, and part of the Man and 
the Biosphere programme. It was made a World Heritage site in 1995. The reserve is important 
because of the atypical vegetation zones and the rich diversity of plant and animal life. 

 
Mr.Gordon is usually our professional guide. He is a knowledgeable person in plants, animals, 
butterflies, etc. He was a ranger, director of Roznava Municipal Forests, etc. He could answer a 
lot of questions. He usually got the name – Walking encyclopaedia.   

 



2nd day  – 2nd June Moving to the High Tatras. Meeting with Robbin Rigg and visit of places,                      
                                       where usually bears are. Talking about bears. 
 

Briefly about The High Tatras 
In the High Tatras the 600 kilometres of marked paths are closed until 1st June so that wildlife is 
able to breed undisturbed. The number of chamois has declined from 2000 animals in the 1970s to 
less than 300 animals in the year 2000. The area of the Tatra National Park 738 km2 and it has 600 
kilometres of marked paths.  
 

Site Type of 
access 

Length of 
footpath 

Area in 
km2 

Length of  
path / km2 

Tatra National 
Park 

Strictly 
controlled 

600 738 0.81 

 
The High Tatras National Park covers an area of 1,000 km2 and was the largest NP in Slovakia. In the 
eastern part of the Tatras are the White Tatras, which are limestone; in the west the geology is more 
diverse. The NP was first suggested in 1920, but private owners resisted the idea. In 1942 the State 
nationalised the land and declared it a National Park; the private owners were naturally not very happy 
about this. About 50% of the NP is now privately owned, predominantly the lower ground, with the 
land extending up the river valleys in a triangular shape. The land is mostly devoted to forestry, none 
is commercial, but it is devoted to sport, recreation and health. 
 
Chamois, beer, fox and lynx occur within the NP, but are rare and not found across the whole of the 
area. Some parts of the NP are also Nature Reserves as well. There is an ambition to reconstruct the 
woodlands into a natural condition. Historically there has always been a low population in the area and 
now only 5,000 people live in the NP, all below 900 metres and concentrated into villages, the oldest 
of which is 200 years old. Because of this low population, there is little demand on the area for food 
and fuel. A large proportion of the land is therefore in a natural or semi-natural state. The exception to 
this is a 200-3000 year old tradition of taking stock into the hills for grazing during the summer 
months. Also, large areas of woodland were artificially planted about a hundred years ago and most 
during the 1950s. Some planted larch is 150 years old. Most of the areas were planted with Norway 
Spruce in monocultures and these have been subject to insect attacks and wind blow. The natural tree 
cover would probably be about 70% Spruce. Most precipitation falls on the northern side of the Tatras 
and the southern slopes are exposed to strong winds. On the tree line, there is a unique shrubby belt of 
Pinus cembra, and above the tree line, Pinus mugo occurs at 1,500-1,700 metres which is taken as an 
indication of naturalness. This zone of montane scrub has been completely removed in the Alps, as it 
formed a barrier to grazing animals. Birch occurs naturally as a pioneer species with elder and where 
these occur, recovery of woodland after wind blow is fast.  
 
In 1952 grazing was completely stopped in the eastern part of the NP, and before then in the High 
Tatras. The woodland in these areas is recovering more slowly than where pioneer tree species occur. 
In the White Tatras, the recovery of the woodland has been very slow. Some fir (Abies alba) has been 
planted at the eastern end where there is slightly more rain; this habitat is unique in Europe. There has 
been some deer control to aid establishment. Some areas are being maintained as meadows by cutting. 
The area is zoned into zone A, which is left for nature, and zones B and C, where some management 
can take place. The plans for future management are presented quite often. It is being seen as a conflict 
between foresters and nature conservationists. The foresters want as little woodland as possible in 
zone A, as they wish to intervene to prevent the spread of pest species, such as by use of the 
pheromone traps that we can see quite often. These are used at intervals of 10 metres to trap Spruce 
Bark Beetles, which kills the trees by stopping them taking up water.  Ten years ago, this beetle only 



killed trees up to 1,000 metres and not as far as the tree line, where the temperature was too low.  
Now, because of increased temperatures, more solar radiation and more natural humidity, the highest 
density of beetles occurs at the tree line. Over the last 30 years, the average temperature has been 2 
degrees centigrade warmer than the 13-Celsius degrees normal average for May – September. Also for 
70% of years in the last 30, precipitation has been lower than average.  
 
There is an opportunity to talk with Robin Rigg about the wolf and bear management. Very relevant to 
you because you are thinking of reintroducing wolves back in to Scotland. 
The Slovak Wildlife Society is actively involved in a wide range of activities, programmes and 
initiatives to help ensure the long-term survival of wildlife and habitats in Slovakia’s Carpathian 
Mountains. 

 
Basic facts about brown bears 
How many are there? 
Large territories and a secretive life style make it hard to determine their exact number. Besides 
females with young, they lead a mostly solitary life. Sometimes they gather to feed at seasonally 
abundant food sources such as fruit trees or hunters' baits. Most experts agree that at present there are 
700-850 bears in Slovakia.  
Where do they live? 
There are bears in most mountains of central and north Slovakia, including - but not only - Vysoke, 
Zapadne, Belianske and Nizke Tatry, Velka and Mala Fatra, Slovenske Rudohorie, Polana, Strazovske 
vrchy and Vychodne Karpaty.  

                
What do they eat? 
The bear, although classified as a Carnivore, is not a good hunter. It has become an omnivore, getting 
80-90% of its food from plants. In spring it eats grass and herbage as well as carcasses of winterkilled 
animals. Its diet is more varied from summer to autumn, including bilberries, raspberries and other 
fruit, beech mast, acorns and ant and wasp larvae. Some individuals occasionally visit beehives, crops 
or rubbish bins or kill livestock.  
Why do they hibernate? 
Sleeping during the winter saves energy when food is scarce. Most bears are inactive from December 
to February or March, depending on food availability, weather, locality and individual. They need 
places free of disturbance for denning.  
When are they born? 
Bears mate in May-July. The female gives birth in winter, in her den. At birth cubs weigh less than 0.5 
kg. Young bears stay with their mother for up to 2.5 years, but some orphaned at less than 1 year old 
have survived in the wild. Adult females have 1-3 cubs (rarely 4-5) every 2 to 3 years. Due to this 
comparatively slow rate of reproduction, bears are vulnerable to over-hunting.  
How big are they? 
Adult males weigh 140-350 kg, measure 170-220 cm from nose to tail and are 95-130 cm tall at the 
shoulder. Females are smaller, usually 80-200 kg, 160-200 cm and 90-110 cm respectively.  
 
More information you can find in www.slovakwildlife.org and www.medvede.sk (bears).  
 



           
 
Something about wolf 
The weight and size of the Gray Wolf can vary greatly. Generally speaking, height varies from 0.6–0.9 
meters at the shoulder, and weight from 32–62 kilograms, which together make Gray Wolves the 
largest of all wild canids. Wolves can measure anywhere from 1.3–2 meters from nose to the tip of the 
tail, which itself accounts for approximately one quarter of overall body length. 
More information see www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/  
 

 
3rd day – 3rd June     Hiking trip in Slovak Paradise – 
Breaking Point of the Hornad River  
Beauty of nature for everybody.  
Slovak Paradise is one of the most beautiful parts in Slovakia 
and any hiking trip in this area makes a lot of pleasure from 
Slovakian nature. In places the gorge is so sheer that there is 
no space to put a path, so there are metal steps and walkways 
dug into the stonewalls, which mean you walk along with the 
river immediately below you. You will leave the Hornad and 
headed inland up the ‘green route’ which involved several 
metal ladders, and you will emerged into another magnificent 
grassland area with a ruined Carthusian monastery in the 
middle.  
 
 
 
    

 
4th day – 4th June  
Windstorm from 19th November 2004. Guide: 
Mr.Fleischer – researcher  
Interesting explanation about the work of forest 
researcher; the High Tatras; the Windstorm from 
2004, where 5 million pieces of trees were fallen 
(about 2.5 – 3 million m3; the speed of the wind 
was up to 270 km/hour; affected area was a belt 
of 3 x 35 km.); visit of an affected area and a rare 
fir forest. 
 
Moving to Stakcin. 
 
 

 
 



5th day – 5th June      “Riaba skala” (Grouse Cliff)   
                            trip. Discussion with foresters in     
                            Forestry Office in  Zboj (they     
                            manage the NP forest) 

6th day – 6th June      Kremenec trip – whole day   
                             trip to common point of three   
                            states 
 
Whole day trip to a common point of three 

states: Poland, the Ukraine and Slovakia. Mostly beech forest. In the way back you will be able to 
see untouched forest meadows and beautiful view around paths. 
Stuzica wild forest. The last timber extraction in this reserve was in 1938. Since that time the area 
has been left as a special habitat. http://www.seps.sk/zp/biosfera/brmabvku.htm  
It was established in 1997 and covers an area of 29 805 hectares with a further 10 975 hectares of 
protection zone. The Park forms part of the Eastern Carpathian Biosphere Reserve, which covers 
parts of Slovakia, Poland and the Ukraine. 
 
 
Within the park there are around 18 Brown Bears and two packs of six wolves each. Among the 
rich bird life here notable species we saw were Lesser Spotted Eagle, Goshawk and Black Stork. 
The latter is much rarer that the White Stork and is found in open grassy areas within woodland.  
European Bison that are being re-introduced to the park. A total of five bison were being kept in an 
enclosure. The groups consist of 3 females and 2 males and are matriarchies. Later one bison from 
Poland joined the group but this year one female died. The animals provided by zoos are being 
kept in the enclosure for six months, were released in November 2004 and fed over the winter to 
left them to the release area. 
Stu�ica 
The highlight could be Paris quadrifolia (herb paris), which is scattered throughout the woodland, 
some plants with characteristic black berries on them. There could also be a Polygonatum sp, 
Lysimachia nemorum (yellow pimpernel) and Oxalis acetosella (wood sorrel). Occasionally could 
be hear great spotted woodpeckers, nuthatches and other woodland birds such as robin and 
blackbird, but there is comparatively little bird song, probably due to the time of day. 
You can see carpets of leaves of Homogyne alpina, alpine (or purple) coltsfoot, which is extremely 
rare in Britain, and may have been introduced to the one location where it occurs! 
 
Leaving day – 7th June     
 
 
 
 



Overview of Biodiversity in Slovakia  
  
Slovakia is located in the western part of the Carpathian arch, which forms the boundary of several 
main European watersheds. Its territory covers an area of 49 025 km2 and its altitude varies from 92 to 
2 655 metres above sea level.  
 
The climate is temperate, but locally much influenced by the elevation above sea level and type of 
relief. The lowlands have an average annual temperature of 9-10 Celsius degrees. As altitude 
increases, temperature decreases (0.6 C per 100 metres, on average). Thus the annual average 
temperature on the highest peaks (above 2 500 metres) is only -3.7 C degrees. 
 
The geographical position of Slovakia and diverse relief have provided for a rich diversity of flora and 
fauna. From a phytogeographical point of view, the major part of the country covers the Western 
Carpathian Region with a small part reaching into the Eastern Carpathian Region. The Southern part 
of the country reaches the Pannonian Region.  
 
The biodiversity of Slovakia includes 11 270 plant species (including Algae), more than 26 700 animal 
species and 1 000 species of Protozoa. However, the fauna is estimated at 40 000. The following 
figures describe the Slovak estimates for main groups: 
 
Higher plants  - 3,500   Birds - 352 
Bryophytes – 877    Reptiles - 15 
Lichens – 1 493    Amphibians - 18 
Fungi – 2 000    Fish - 78 
Algae – 3 400    Insects – 22 600 
Protozoa – 1 000    Arthropods other than Insects  - 2 300 
Mammals – 85    Non - Arthropod Invertebrates – 2 300 
 
 
92 of all plant species are classified as endemics and 161 as alien species. In Slovakia, areas with 
dense endemic presence have extensive species diversity. According to their origin, two types of 
endemic organism can be distinguished: paleoendemics, which originated in the Tertiary period, and 
neoendemics, which originated in the Quarternary period. The best-known Western Carpathian plant 
paleoendemic is Daphne arbuscula occurring only in the dolomitic part of the Muranska planina 
(Plain). Among endemic animals to Slovakia, Carpathian ones prevail, the majority are invertebrates. 
In the mountain lakes of the Tatras the Tatriella slovenica and Trichondrilus tatricus are common. 
Insects are represented by a Danubian endemic the ephemera Palingenia longicauda and beetle 
Gaurotes excelleus.  
 
Due to degradation of the natural environment as result of uncontrolled development, some plant and 
animal species are now extinct; others have become vulnerable or endangered. Of the total 3 500 
species of higher plants, 939 are listed in the national Red List of Angiosperms and Gymnosperms. 
Similarly, the diversity of animal species is declining. For example, from a total of 548 wild species of 
vertebrata, 153 are endangered. They are respectively 27 fish and lamprey, 13 amphibian, 10 reptile, 
71 bird and 32 mammal species classified as endangered or critically endangered. The share of 
endangered species is 42.18% for fish (including lampreys), 79.92% for amphibians, 66.66 % for 
reptiles, 20.40% for birds and 34.41% for mammals.   
 
Of the Slovak fauna and flora, Falco peregrinus, Onosma tornense and Daphne arbuscula are listed in 
the IUCN Red Data Book. 
 
Microbial diversity represents a major resource for biotechnological products and processes. At 
present approximately 4 760 bacteria species are registered, whereas the total is estimated 40 000. 
Only 5 000 virus species from an estimated total number of 130 000 have been identified. The Slovak 
Republic encompasses a broad range of terrestrial and aquatic habitats. Natural distribution of them 
has been substantially changed as a result of human land use. 
 
 



Forest habitats 
The area of forests in Slovakia is 19 990 km2, equalling 40.6% of the country's total territory. Some 
40-45% are semi-natural forests, which regenerate themselves naturally, and their species composition 
differs little from the natural forests. This is typical of Slovakia, in contrast to most western and 
central European countries. More than seventy fragments of natural and virgin forests with total area 
of 18 000 - 20 000 ha still exist in Slovakia. Their areas allow for considering them independent 
conservation units. 
 
Forest habitats are divided into 9 altitude zones determined by dominance of certain tree species:  
Oak zone (<350 m) 
Oak-beech zone (350 – 400 m) 
Beech-oak zone  (400 – 550 m) 
Beech zone (550-600 m) 
Fir-beech zone (600-700 m) 
Spruce-beech zone (700-800 m) 
Beech-spruce zone (900-1050 m) 
Spruce zone (1050-1350 m) 
Mountain pine zone (>1350 m) 
 
Wood composition in Slovakia is the following: Beech - 30.1%, Spruce 27.5%, Oak 14.5%, Pine 
7.1%, Hornbeam 5.7%, Fir 5.1%, Other hardwood 4.6%, Soft-wood 3.5 %, Larch 2%. 
 
Agricultural habitats 
About 50% of the territory is agricultural land (24,000 km2) including ploughed land, grasslands and 
pastures. 
Ploughed land (15,090 km2) prevails in the intensively used agriculture areas. Mainly the lowlands and 
lower parts of the Carpathian basins were changed into habitats with a low biodiversity. The dominant 
crops consist of cereals, corn, rapeseed and potatoes.  
Pastures and meadows (5560 km2 and 2570 km2) feature the highest level of biodiversity within agro-
ecosystems. During the last 40 years many meadows and pastures were converted into intensively 
managed grassland. The species composition was changed due to over-fertilisation and hybrid seed 
mixtures used in their management. A transformation back to the species-rich meadows is difficult, 
especially in the mountains. The law restricts intensive management in protected areas and hygiene 
protection zones of underground water. 
Vineyards, gardens and orchards (310 km2) cover small areas distributed through the country. They 
represent islands of higher biodiversity in the intensively used agricultural land and are important for 
the preservation of genetic biodiversity of cultivated species. 
 
Aquatic habitats  
Aquatic habitats include freshwater and wetland ecosystems. They are in great danger because of 
drainage, building of dams, farm wastes and industrial pollution. Flowing waters are the most common 
and highly diversified - ranging from mountain brooks to slow lowland rivers. The length of the 
Slovak river network is 44 943 km and represents an average river network density of 0.92 km per 
km2 (1.8 km per km2 in highlands and 0.25 km per km2 in lowlands).  
Freshwater habitats comprise several lakes mostly issuing from glaciers and reservoirs built on the 
main flows. In 1994, 30 water reservoirs in Slovakia held a volume over 1 mil. m3 and more than 300  
reservoirs had a volume below 1 mil. m3. Despite a long-term human interference in Slovakia, the 
diversity of species and habitats is still significant and relatively well preserved compare to other 
regions with similar natural conditions. Thus, it is not only nationally important. In the European 
context it can be documented by the results of the IUCN ECONET Project that identified 35 core areas 
of European importance with a total area covering 5 072 km2. 
 
 


