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BEECH FORESTS

Beech as a Species 
Europe is the only continent with pure and mixed forests of European 

beech (Fagus sylvatica). These forests are a European unique because 

they only occur in Europe. 

Beech is a very ecologically adaptable tree species. It can grow in diffe-

rent climates, on different soil types, and different bedrock types that 

are found across Europe. 

Its exceptional adaptability to different conditions means a beech 

forest is a stable and predictable environment with a high diversity of 

life. All manner of life is found in beech forests, from microorganisms, 

through fungi and invertebrates, to birds and big mammals. These fo-

rests are home to around 20 % of terrestrial animals of Central Europe. 

They have adapted their life rhythm to the seasonality of beech whose 

main feature is leaf shedding in autumn. The most apparent effect of 

deciduousness is the change in light conditions on the forest floor.  

In spring, a leafless forest supports a rich undergrowth that disappears 

by summer when trees sprout new leaves. Only a small amount of light 

reaches the forest floor in summer to which beech is well adapted. In 

the shadow of mature trees, a young beech tree can survive decades 

waiting for the light conditions that enable it to grow into a tall mature 

tree. A mature beech tree can reach a height of over 40 metres and a 

trunk diameter of over a metre. With suitable light conditions, the be-

ech reaches its maximum height in about 100 years. The first beechnut 

fruiting happens between its 50th and 70th year. After that, it happens 

every 5-8 years. A beech tree can live up to 300 years but its role in the 

forest remains important even after death.

A dead tree is equally important as young and mature trees. The 

amount of deadwood is a big factor affecting the diversity of forest life. 

A bigger amount of deadwood means higher biodiversity of forests. 

An intact environment is also vital because conditions in which certain 

species thrive can take decades or centuries to develop. An old-growth 

beech forest simultaneously contains all main phases of forest develop-

ment: rejuvenation phase with young trees, optimal phase with mature 

trees, and decaying phase with dead or dying trees. 

History of Beech Forests
The story of today‘s beech forests starts 12,000 years ago, at the end of 

the last ice age. A large part of Europe was covered by ice and beech 

forests survived only as small remnants in glacial refuges of Southern 

Europe. These areas enabled the survival of beech forests due to their 

suitable climate. From these lonely refuges, beech spread across the 

whole of Europe and populated almost 50 % of its current range in just 

a few thousand years. It spread from Southern Italy to the south of Swe-

den. We can find beech on the Baltic coast reaching into the sea,  
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in the high mountains forming the tree line, and everywhere in betwe-

en. Expansion of beech can be seen even today, primarily on the British 

Isles, in Scandinavia, and Poland.

In all its history, beech has not managed to populate all the areas 

suitable for its growth. This is mainly due to human activity because 

the postglacial expansion of beech coincided with the development 

of farming and permanent settlements. Therefore, the spread of beech 

forests has been happening concurrently with their logging since the 

very start. During the Neolithic, logged forests had the opportunity 

to regenerate but from the Copper Age onward, deforestation was so 

intense that forest cover steadily decreased. Throughout history, the 

pressure on forests only intensified. Consequently, today, untouched 

primeval beech forests are a true rarity and only exist as small and 

isolated remnants.

UNESCO

World Heritage Convention
UNESCO adopted the World Heritage Convention in 1972. The Conven-

tion is the most important international mechanism for safeguarding 

the world‘s cultural and natural heritage. To date, it has been ratified by 

194 countries, including Slovenia in 1992. World Heritage Sites have a 

recognized Outstanding Universal Value and contain cultural or natural 

heritage important for all humankind. In this sense, World Heritage 

belongs to humanity as a whole with individual countries acting as its 

safe-keepers.

By 2021, 1154 areas have been recognized as World Heritage Sites.  

897 of those are cultural sites, 218 are natural and 39 mixed sites. 

Glacial refugia of beech, its expansion and current range of beech forests 
(adapted after Magri et al. - 2006)

897

218

39
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World Heritage in Slovenia
The following sites in Slovenia are recognized as World Heritage.

Prehistoric Pile Dwellings around the Alps
This cultural heritage contains 111 sites in Austria, France, Italy, Germa-

ny, Switzerland, and Slovenia. Well-preserved remains of settlements 

bear witness to prehistoric life around the Alps. Archaeological finds in 

Slovenian pile dwellings also include the world‘s oldest wooden wheel 

which is more than 5,000 years old. 

Heritage of Mercury in Almadén and Idrija
The joint cultural heritage of Spain and Slovenia represents the two lar-

gest mercury mines in the world. This rare metal played an irreplaceable 

role in the industrial development of the world and the extraction of 

gold and silver in the Americas. The mine in Idrija is connected to many 

local sights, from technical heritage to the tradition of Idrija bobbin lace 

which UNESCO also recognizes as Intangible Cultural Heritage.
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The works of Jože Plečnik 
in Ljubljana
The human-centred urban 

design was carried out by Jože 

Plečnik in the Interwar period 

after the dissolution of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire.  

Slovenia‘s most famous archi-

tect used his distinctive archi-

tectural idiom to transform 

Ljubljana from a provincial 

imperial town into a symbolic 

national capital.

Škocjan caves 
Škocjan caves are a cave system with the largest underground canyon 

in Europe, one of the largest underground chambers in the world, and 

many other phenomena. The site is also one of the most famous in the 

world for the study of karstic phenomena. These got their name after 

the local Karst region where research was first begun by Janez Vajkard 

Valvasor in the 17th century.
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Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of the Carpathians  
and Other Regions of Europe
The process of development and expansion of beech forests is ongo-

ing even today. It is a globally unique phenomenon for one species 

to dominate forests and dictate the natural development of an entire 

continent. That is why in 2007 the unique developmental process and 

domination of beech forests over Europe was recognized by UNESCO as 

World Heritage. With the expansion process in 2017, the status of World 

Heritage was also attained by two Slovenian forest reserves, Virgin 

Forest Krokar and Snežnik.  

Graphic showing component parts of World Heritage beech forests
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The World Heritage Site “Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of the 

Carpathians and Other Regions of Europe” currently includes 94 com-

ponent parts in 18 countries. These component parts form the rema-

ins of ancient or primeval beech forests and represent an invaluable 

genetic pool for beech. As old-growth forests, they also offer refuge to 

many species that could not flourish elsewhere. As untouched forests, 

they testify to the fascinating evolutionary history of beech as a species 

that shaped the destiny of Europe. These intact complex forest remains 

represent beech‘s entire natural expansion process in all of its growth 

and development phases, as well as different climatic and geological 

conditions. Beech is one of the most important elements of European 

deciduous forests. Its story of survival, rapid expansion, and domination 

over Europe is living testimony to the resilience and adaptability of this 

amazing tree species.

Forest Reserves in Slovenia
Forest reserves are forests left to natural development. Due to their 

history, development, and absence of human activity, they are of vital 

importance for researching and following the natural development 

of forests, as well as for conserving biodiversity, natural values, and 

cultural heritage.

Slovenia has 170 forest reserves with a combined area of 9,508 hecta-

res. 14 of those are remains of virgin forests with an area of 540 hecta-

res. These are either forests where human activity never took place or 

forests that have been developing undisturbed for long enough to re-

gain their old-growth character. Their development takes place without 

direct human influence. The biggest number of virgin forests lies in the 

south of Slovenia amid the vast forests of the Dinarides. Among them 

are forest reserves Snežnik and Virgin Forest Krokar, 

recognized as World Heritage since 2017.

Locations of forest reserves in Slovenia
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Visiting forest reserves and virgin forests is not allowed, except where 

explicitly stated otherwise. Forest reserves, virgin forests, and other fo-

rests with special purposes are exceptional examples of naturally deve-

loping forests. Respecting the limitations and restrictions of movement 

in these forests is vital for their conservation. Visits are only allowed on 

marked hiking and educational trails.

Forest reserves are divided into those with a strict and those with 

a mild conservation regime. In all forest reserves, it is forbidden to 

perform economic, recreational, research, or other activities that could 

change the existing natural state and adversely affect future natural 

development. Reserves with a mild conservation regime can be visited 

on educational trails or other public trails (hiking trails and forest roads) 

that go through the reserve. Reserves with a strict conservation regime 

cannot be visited. Strict forest reserves do not contain marked hiking 

or educational trails. They can only be entered for research, education, 

and conservation with necessary approval from the relevant state 

ministry.

The borders of forest reserves are marked by one or two blue lines on 

trees or rocks. These markings help us know where the borders of the 

protected areas are.

VIRGIN FOREST
KROKAR

Story
Virgin Forest Krokar is located in the embrace of the forests of the 

Kočevsko region. It is a unique remnant of the virgin forests of Borovška 

Mountain. Forests of Kočevsko are part of the European Natura 2000 

network and cover more than 90,000 hectares.

This area of the Dinarides is not really suitable for farming which is why 

forests have always dominated here. Inaccessibility and distance from 

lumber markets meant that forest management only started in the 

second half of the 19th century. Due to the remoteness of the Kočevsko 

region and its meagre karstic soil only a few signs of prehistoric human 

activity have been found: stone weapons from ice age hunters in Željne 

Caves, some remains from the Copper Age, and remains of trade routes 

from the Roman Empire. 
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Virgin Forest Krokar was never 

exposed to substantial human in-

fluence. Inaccessibility and informal 

protection of a large portion of 

Borovška Mountain at the start of 

forest management ensured the 

virgin forest‘s intactness.

Intentional nature conservation in 

Slovenia was born precisely in Slo-

venian forests. Foresters in Kočev-

sko were the first to protect virgin 

forests to conserve them for future 

generations. The mighty fir-beech 

forests were preserved through the 

enlightenment of Count Auersperg, the owner of the Kočevsko forests, 

and the conservant vision of dr. Leopold Hufnagl, the count‘s forest 

manager. The first forest management plan 130 years ago included a 

tiny remark “let virgin forest remain here”, with which the wise forester 

ensured protection of this priceless natural heritage. 1892 is thus the 

start of official nature conservation in Slovenia. 

The first step towards formally protecting Virgin Forest Krokar was 

made in 1961 when it was recognized as a forest with a special purpo-

se. Back then it held the name Ravenski Virgin Forest. It was proposed 

for formal protection in 1962 but it took until 1991 for the Municipality 

of Kočevje to formally protect it. The Republic of Slovenia recognized 

it as a natural value of national significance in 2004. In 2005 it was 

decreed protected as a strict forest reserve with the name Virgin Forest 

Krokar. 

The reserve covers approximately 74 hectares between 840 and 1170 

metres above sea level. It lies on a high karst plateau with a prominent 

peak also named Krokar (1122 m.a.s.l.). The eastern and southern sides 

of the reserves are bordered by steep slopes descending into Kolpa 

Valley. The reserve lies on limestone and dolomite rocks, typical of high 

karst. The surface is undulated and characterized by karst phenomena, 

such as sinkholes. The climate is continental with an annual rainfall of 

1500 mm and an average annual temperature of 7 °C.

Virgin Forest Krokar lies at the intersection of Dinaric, Predinaric, 

Subpannonian, and sub-Mediterranean botanical regions. It represents 

the montane vegetation belt with beech and fir-beech forests. Most 

interesting are the drier edges of the slopes with the influence of both 

continental and Mediterranean climates. A large variety of plants can 

be found there, from alpine and Nordic species to plants adapted to 

warm and dry conditions. Especially important are mesophilic plants 

which survived the ice ages here.

 

A hectare of the reserve contains more than 80 m3 of deadwood. Such 

a high amount of deadwood offers food and shelter to a vast number 
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of living creatures, from fungi to beetles and birds. Alongside typical 

species of Dinaric forests, such as brown bear (Ursus arctos), wolf (Canis 

lupus), Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx), Ural owl (Strix uralensis), and tawny owl 

(Strix aluco), we can also find rare and endangered species, like the whi-

te-backed woodpecker (Dendrocopos leucotos) and its prey, the Alpine 

longhorn beetle (Rosalia alpina). The southern slopes of the reserve 

offer nesting grounds for the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), peregri-

ne falcon (Falco peregrinus), and raven (Corvus corax).

The area of the virgin forest offered a suitable climate during the ice 

ages. Since it was not covered by ice, it offered an important refuge for 

beech. The area of Krokar had favourable temperatures and rainfall for 

beech to survive. Lower altitudes were too dry while higher altitudes 

were too cold.

The Illyrian forest region encompassing forests from Slovenia to Greece 

was the most important region for the expansion of beech forests after 

the last ice age. Most beech of Central Europe belongs to the same ge-

netic group as Illyrian beech since this was where beech spread from. 

That is why Virgin Forest Krokar, as a representative of ancient Illyrian 

beech forests, bears vital importance for the history of the whole beech 

forest ecosystem. Today it is one of few untouched remains of ancient 

primeval beech forests in Europe. 

Visit
Due to it being a strictly protected area of global importance, entry 

into Virgin Forest Krokar is forbidden. Sightseeing is allowed on two 

official marked trails, namely the Borovška Nature Trail and the Virgin 
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Forest Trail Krokar. These are located inside Forest Reserve Borovec that 

surrounds Virgin Forest Krokar. Walking outside of marked trails is not 

allowed, as well as using vehicles, camping, or lighting fire. It is forbid-

den to collect plants, mushrooms, or natural souvenirs. We do not leave 

trash behind. We take out everything that we bring into the forest.

Virgin Forest Trail Krokar
The circular Virgin Forest Trail Krokar is roughly 2 kilometres long with 

150 altitudinal metres of a relatively steep ascent. With a moderate 

pace and equipped with suitable hiking footwear, we can walk the trail 

in one hour. It takes us slightly longer if we stop at different points of 

interest. The trail takes us through Forest Reserve Borovec to the edge 

of the Virgin Forest Krokar where we can, respectfully and without 

entering the virgin forest, admire the results of thousands of years of 

undisturbed natural processes. On the summit of Cerk, the highest 

point of the trail, an expansive view of the Kočevsko forests is revealed. 

Borovška Nature Trail
Borovška Nature Trail, with its starting point in Borovec, is roughly 7.5 

kilometres long with 280 metres of altitudinal difference. Going coun-

ter-clockwise, the trail offers a gentle ascent. The trail is not considered 

too difficult and can be completed in three hours. Approximately half of 

the trail runs alongside Virgin Forest Krokar offering a wonderful view 

of untouched nature. The trail also offers viewpoints without straying 

onto peak Krokar. Viewpoints on the pass and peak Krempa offer views 

over a true sea of forests.

Firštov rep
Besides the aforementioned forest educational trails, one can also visit 

the nearby hiking trail to Firštov rep. This trail also offers exquisite views 

on the rocky slopes of Virgin Forest Krokar, as well as other forest-cove-

red hills and the beautiful Kolpa Valley.

1

2

3

4

Virgin Forest Krokar

Borovec 

Krempa 

Firštov rep

Virgin Forest Trail Krokar

Borovška Nature Trail

Kočevska Hiking Trail

Hiking trailsForest reserves
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FOREST RESERVE 
SNEŽNIK

Story
Snežnik is a high karst plateau in the Dinarides of south-western Slo-

venia. Its highest peak Veliki Snežnik measures 1796 metres and is the 

highest Slovenian peak outside of the Alps. Its top offers views in all 

directions and is covered by diverse and rich grasslands. To the north, 

we can see across the Javornik Hills to the Alps. To the east, we can look 

across the Inner Carniola region towards the hills of Kolpa Valley. We 

can even spot Virgin Forest Krokar from here. The south side offers us 

views over Gorski Kotar into the gulf of Kvarner in Croatia.  

Western views take us over the valleys of Reka and Pivka, all the way to 

peak Slavnik.

Snežnik plateau is covered by vast, dense forests, first described around 

300 years ago by the naturalist Janez Vajkard Valvasor around. His 

seminal work, Glory of the Duchy of Carniola, states: “In these lands, the 

wilds encompass a colossal area and their numbers veritably accumu-

late. The forest at Snežnik spreads many miles wide and reaches deep 

into Turkey, necessitating many days of walking; yet here in Carniola, it 

spreads across the land all the way to Carinthia. At its uttermost narrow 

strip, the forest measures three miles, in other places it is much broader. 

It holds ghastly, abominable, unimaginable barrens. Ubiquitous are 

hills and gorges; moreover it is dreadfully rocky, its unkindness must be 

avoided not only by the eye, yet likewise by the foot. However, its stony 

terrain does not discourage whichever tree. Beeches, firs, spruces, and 

their kin grow there most immense…”

In the 18th century, the main profits from Snežnik’s forests came in the 

form of beechnuts, dormice hunting, tinder fungi, and potash which 

was made from beech wood. Lumber did not have much value and 
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logging only amounted to around 300 wagons annually. Meadows and 

pastures served as additional sources of income. Every year shepherds 

from Istria, Kvarner, and nearby islands drove hundreds of sheep to the 

Snežnik plateau. To make grazing more favourable, they cleared and 

burned forests. 

Due to these activities, a majority of Snežnik’s forests lost their old-

growth character long ago. Between 1707 and 1853, the land was 

owned by the noble house Lichtenberg. However, the estate fell into 

ruin due to mismanagement. In 1853, it was purchased by the German 

duke Otto Viktor Schönburg-Waldenburg, whose son Jurij started with 

planned forest management. After measuring and dividing forests into 

districts, they prepared forest management plans for the entire estate 

and started constructing forest roads and other necessary infrastructure.

In 1906, a unique selection system was introduced in Snežnik. It was 

introduced by the forester and estate manager Henrik Schollmayer 

–Lichtenberg, who also established a novel control method to assess 

management results. This method is still in use today.

After 1962, a modern way of forest management started, where respec-

ting individual varieties and traits of sites is vital. A natural development 

of forest stands is also important. The forest must satisfy many different 

functions desired by forest users.

Snežnik plateau represents a distinct natural obstacle between littoral 

and continental lands. The montane climate on Snežnik is formed by 

influences from the Mediterranean and continental areas. The average 

rainfall is 3100 mm, most of which falls in autumn as rain and in winter 

as snow. The base is carbonate rock which is typical for karst. The area 

is almost without surface water. Most forest communities are montane 

and subalpine beech forests followed by fir forests. Spruce appears 

mostly in frost hollows which are one of the peculiarities of the Snežnik 

plateau.

The well-preserved natural environment offers suitable habitat for most 

native wildlife species. Snežnik’s forests lie entirely inside Natura 2000 

protected areas in which 12 bird species, 15 other animal species, and 

7 forest habitat types are protected. They represent a central habitat 

for large carnivores. Brown bear (Ursus arctos), wolf (Canis lupus), and 

Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx) are permanent residents here. Protected bird 

species include the capercaillie (Tetrao urogallus), hazel grouse (Bonasia 

bonasia), Eurasian scops owl (Otus scops), boreal owl (Aegolius funere-

us), Ural owl (Strix uralensis), black woodpecker (Dryocopus martius), 

grey-headed woodpecker (Picus canus), Eurasian three-toed woodpec-
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ker (Picoides tridactylus), and the white-backed woodpecker (Dendro-

copos leucotos). The Alpine longhorn beetle (Rosalia alpina) and the 

western barbastelle bat (Barbastella barbastellus) also live here. 

Due to the work of professor Dušan Mlinšek in the 1970s, a number 

of smaller plots were protected on the area of today’s forest reserve. 

Under the leadership of magister Živan Veselič, in 1988, a larger forest 

reserve was formed encompassing the entire summit of Snežnik. Since 

2005, together with other Slovenian forest reserves, it has been protec-

ted by a governmental decree. 

Forest Reserve Snežnik measures 794 hectares and is the largest forest 

reserve in Slovenia. The northern part encompasses the summit of 

Snežnik and is easily recognizable by swathes of mountain pine and 

low-growing beech forming the tree line. The southern part includes 

well-preserved montane beech forests with old-growth characteristics.

Snežnik is recognized as World Heritage due to its beech forests 

forming the tree line. There are no alike forests in the Alps because 

the tree line there is formed by spruce and larch. The harsh climate of 

Snežnik exposes beech to powerful winds and a long-lasting heavy 

snow cover. It grows in clusters and so-called “sabre” shapes, because it 

has curved, twisted trunks and branches. Trees are smaller than those in 

lower-lying forests.

By becoming World Heritage, the Snežnik forests have shone in a new 

light. The UNESCO inscription is an acknowledgment of all foresters, 

hunters, forest owners, and others that have worked in this area. It also 

brings a renewed commitment to the current generation to preserve 

nature and forests for the future. This holds true for all the visitors of 

Snežnik’s forests.



38 39



40 41

Visit
Visiting the area‘s distinct beech forests and features of the area is pos-

sible outside the reserve on two forest educational trails and a walking 

trail, all of which also offer a wonderful view of the summit of Snežnik.

It is not allowed to stray off the marked trails, use vehicles, camp, or light 

fire. It is forbidden to collect plants, mushrooms, or natural souvenirs. 

As in all Slovenian forests, good forest manners should be observed in 

forest reserves as well. That includes not making excessive noise, frigh-

tening wildlife, injuring trees, or damaging the forest floor. We do not 

leave trash behind. We take out everything that we bring into the forest. 

Forest Educational Trail Mašun 
This trail with a length of 1.8 km can be walked in 45 minutes with light 

hiking footwear. The trail is equiped with informational boards that pre-

sent the flora and fauna of Snežnik‘s forests, as well as the history of the 

area. As a point of interest, a disused bear den can be seen on the trail. 

The nearby Forest House Mašun offers visitors an interactive exhibition 

on large carnivores and their forests. 

Forest Educational Trail Sviščaki
The trail starts at the vacation settlement Sviščaki and takes visitor on 

a 4.3 km long hike, which lasts approximately three hours. The trail pre-

sents the importance of Snežnik‘s forests and the settlement Sviščaki. 

Visitors learn about the forest, forest management, and safeguarding 

natural heritage. The multipurpose role of forests and the interests of 

different forest users are highlighted.

Walking trail View of Snežnik
Visitors at Sviščaki can also take the walking trail »View of Snežnik«. It 

starts on a meadow before the mountaineering hut, rises through the 

settlement and continues along a forest trail to the viewpoint, where 

a view across Veliki Snežnik opens up. The walk can then be continued 

towards the chapel of St. Gabriel and then back to Sviščaki.  This easy 

walk takes us around half an hour.

Pivka

Ilirska Bistrica

Snežnik

Castle

Forest

Reserve

Snežnik

Mašun

Sviščaki
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PRESERVE FORESTS

Forests are our treasure
Slovenia does not prevail in Europe only as an immensely forested 

country, but also as a country with a unique conservationist forestry 

tradition. Close-to-nature, sustainable, and multipurpose forestry has 

been followed and perfected by Slovenian foresters for decades. This 

management method allows all of us to enjoy healthy, vital, and preser-

ved forests.

Undisturbed development of nature and its ecological processes inside 

protected areas can only be protected and preserved by not interfe-

ring, and following the rules of conduct. Unauthorized visits of protec-

ted areas cause permanent and irreparable damage not only to forests, 

but to our descendants as well. Intensifying transgressions will mean 

our heirs will only be able to read about untouched forests in history 

books.

Let us preserve protected forests the way our forebears left them. Let 

us follow the rules of conduct and ensure our grandchildren will also be 

able to marvel at the extraordinariness of forest reserves. Slovenia has 

enough forests where rules of conduct are not as strict – let us leave 

this 1% of outstanding forest areas for nature and its processes!
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