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1. Introduction 
 
by Nina Turner, Scottish Natural Heritage 

 
I have been keen to visit Slovenia for several years, so was already aware of the main tourist 
offerings described in various guidebooks.  However the Nature Exchange offered an 
opportunity to see another side of Slovenia, as well as an opportunity to meet people working in 
different nature related sectors in Scotland.  I was therefore very pleased to be given the 
opportunity to take part in the Exchange. 
 
My initial impression of Slovenia was from the plane as it came in to land – the striking Julian 
Alps looking impenetrable, rising above the forested foothills and flat grassy plains.  There 
appeared to be small pockets of scattered settlements, with very few areas of urban ‘sprawl’ – 
quite unlike Scotland.  It was interesting to learn about the pattern of land ownership and 
management over the course of the week, and how different it was to Scotland.  This is 
described well by my fellow trip members in the sections that follow. 
 
Although the birds and mammals seemed to be having as much difficulty with the heat as we 
unaccustomed Scots were and so were hidden away, the level of insect and plant biodiversity 
amazed me in each of the different habitat types we visited. 
 

                                                       
 
 

                                                         
 
Part of this appears to be preserved by the low intensity, sustainable agricultural and forestry 
practiced in the regions we visited (as described by my fellow trip members below).  It was 
wonderful to see and seemed to be widespread, rather than only found in isolated pockets as 
occurs in Scotland.  In some respects this made me sad, as in Scotland we have lost such 
widespread variety and the beneficial impact it can have on people and nature. 
 
No doubt due to the wonderful biodiversity, Slovenia has a high proportion of land under nature 
designations.  It will be interesting to see how Slovenia develops in the future, and how they deal 
with development pressure on these protected areas.  
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2. Conservation and People 
 
by Dominic Hall, The Conservation Volunteers 

 
It seems apt to start this section of the report with a cliché I have ended many other reports with; 
conservation is about people.  However, throughout the week in Slovenia the truth of this truism 
was once again driven home to me. 
 
Throughout the trip the lack of people was striking – villages were quiet, sites sparsely visited 
and it was rare to meet other tourists.  In a country with a population of just 2 million, this is 
perhaps not surprising but it of course has pros and cons.  Generally the sites we visited were 
calm, quiet and restful.  Even in the capital city the streets buzzed with nothing more than a 
gentle hum of locals and tourists mingling in the sunshine and sheltering under café parasols.  
The lack of weight of people meant sites generally felt unspoilt, peaceful and litter free.  This lack 
of people, however, also brings problems.  Eco-tourism enterprises promise much, in particular 
in the undeveloped southern part of Slovenia and in the newly branded, ‘Green Karst’ area 
where we spent much of our time.  Yet empty sites are not a great sign for these burgeoning 
businesses and we regularly visited sites with annual visitor numbers in the low thousands.  
Whilst clearly EU and other grant funding has been considerable in supporting the development 
of ecotourism infrastructure, it is hard to see the long term sustainability of these businesses, let 
alone their ability to generate the income required to protect wildlife and green spaces. 
 
So in the big picture people will be crucial.  Convincing people of the merits of protecting natural 
heritage will depend on seeing real results, which in turn will rely on sufficient visitor numbers to 
generate income, without losing the quiet, natural beauty which is part of the areas unique 
selling point. 
 
However, on a smaller scale, it was the individuals we met who once again impressed on me the 
crucial role people play and will continue to play in the future: 
 
Bostjan Pozar, Director, Regional Development Agency 
We visited the RDA offices and found them themselves under major development.  We 
crammed into a tiny meeting room and as the director rolled his eyes and blew his hair out of his 
eyes repeatedly and a tiny fan fought against the searing heat, the whole set up seemed 
symbolic of the pressures pushing on him from all angles as he reeled off a list of projects he 
and the 10 other staff were managing; ranging from supporting new social enterprises, 
developing a new focus of technology and promoting the new tourist, ‘Green Karst’ brand.  His 
story reflected again the wealth (though small scale) of funding coming into the area, yet the 
difficulties faced in really turning this into meaningful development and sustainable businesses.  
Listening to him talk I felt that I could be in a RDA in almost any rural area in the world as he 
discussed the need to deliver a wide range of projects on a tiny budget, the great opportunities 
they felt they had, set against the difficulties of marketing against global competition and the 
brain drain away from their traditional rural economies.  “Do you see a tension between trying to 
develop the area, bring in more income and yet protect your environment?” one of the group 
asked.  His emphatic “no” at first seemed a little disingenuous, but on reflection was perhaps 
more representative of the difficulties of achieving large scale changes in bringing development 
to under-resourced, under-populated rural areas. 
 
Andrej Sovinc, Director Ecovlje Salt-pans 
The Ecovlje Salt-pans were unassuming at first glance.  Small numbers of tourists wandered 
through the traditional salt flats.  Sign boards indicated further EU investment in supporting the 
traditional crafts of making salt on this small stretch of Slovenia’s limited coast line.  Addressing 
us on the roof of the small visitor centre, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt Andrej himself appeared 
equally unassuming.  However, as he talked it became clear that this small, unassuming area 
had a big conservation story to tell.  How a director of the national mobile phone company, ‘fell in 
love’ with the area and agreed to invest not only money, but time and marketing skill, in 
developing a unique brand of artisan salt. 



Page 4 of 25 

The salt could provide local employment and protect the salt flats, also important for wading 
birds and other wildlife.  He told us how he too, had fallen in love, sufficiently so to give up an 
IUCN job which was three times better paid to work long hours late into the night developing 
business plans and even carry on after having been beaten up and put in hospital by 3 local 
guys who had mistakenly believed he planned to build hotels on the salt-pans.  It was a story 
both of community involvement failures like this, but ultimately one of success, with the business 
now employing 96 people and selling high end salt across the world.  It was an inspiring story of 
how business skill and conservation drive can come together and create workable solutions.  
“The key to engaging the community was showing real results”, said Andrej tellingly.  However it 
was also no fairy tale.  With the need to build the salt business to stand on its own two feet, 
Andrej told us there was much uncertainty in what the future would hold, but it was clear that 
with his passion for wildlife, belief in supporting and involving the local community and economic 
and business acumen, that the future was in good hands. 
 
Mirjam Mikulic – Slovenia Forest Service 
Mirjam is the only female forester in Southern Slovenia.  Third generation, born and bred in the 
same village in which she now lives, she is passionate about the forest and her local area.  Her 
passion to take people out into the forest and educate them, alongside protecting and working 
the forest in a sustainable way was truly inspirational.  However, perhaps the most striking 
elements of what she said over the course of the day we spent with her were the similarities of 
her concerns, to those we have at home in the UK.  She bemoaned the lack of connection and 
pride Slovenians have in their amazing forest and perhaps more surprisingly, spoke with real 
sadness as she described the beautiful lake by her house where she continues to swim every 
day – and her disappointment and disbelief that local families and children no longer swim in that 
lake – the children more interested in playing computer games, the parents scared that the 
children will drown.  Hearing this reminded me how easy it is to assume that we have worse 
problems than other places and to idealise other’s experiences.  Instead, even in this seemingly 
rural idyll, lack of connection to nature is a problem affecting people’s daily lives and the long 
term conservation of their biodiversity. 
 
These short portraits are merely snapshots, as indeed was the six days we spent in Slovenia.  
However some universal messages came through for me personally: 
 

 There are some wonderful, passionate and committed people working to protect our 
biodiversity. 
 

 But they need help and support, they are generally under resources and face major 
problems, philosophical, economic and practical. 

 

 Nonetheless, with suitable support, full integration with the local community and 
economic and business astuteness, exciting solutions are available. 

 
These lessons apply in Slovenia as they do the world over and I will take back to Glasgow a vital 
reminder of these simple but important facts.  
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3. Education and community engagement 
 
by Hannah Grist, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

 
Working in outdoor education and community engagement, my main interest in heading to 
Slovenia was to see first-hand how the local people, and particularly the children, interact with 
and feel about their local area.  Prior to the ERASMUS+ trip, my impressions of Slovenia were 
formed by the research I had done, of country rich in untouched forests, nature and open 
spaces.  The landscape is a world away from the manicured parks and small green spaces I 
work with in inner-city Glasgow, and it wasn’t hard to imagine that the attitude of the local people 
towards their environment would be equally different.  However, the trip has vividly shown me 
that perhaps the similarities are greater than the differences, and that the problems we face in 
the UK caused by a lack of connection to nature are not unique to this country. 
 
On the first day walking round the small village of Markovec in Loška Dolina, it was clear that the 
people of this region had a relationship with their natural environment.  Every house had a 
carefully stacked woodpile for heating, the overwhelming majority of houses had small vegetable 
gardens outside, and a large number of places were linked to small scale agriculture.  Over the 
course of the week, we also discovered that the forest surrounding each village was also likely to 
be owned by the inhabitants, with large numbers of people each owning small strips of land, 
often handed down through generations. 
 
However, conversations with Mirjam Mikulic, a forestry official in the Krokar area, showed that it 
was not so clear-cut.  Often the small landowners did not have the equipment or expertise to fell 
wood on their own land, and so fuel was bought from larger companies rather than from their 
own section of forest.  Landowners that had little interest or knowledge in their section of the 
forest could be problematic for the forestry service in trying to manage the land, either for 
development or for biodiversity.  Equally, we learned that the personal areas used for producing 
around the houses were a fairly recent venture, and that it was felt that many people had lost the 
skills in self-sufficiency that were found in previous generations, not unlike the feelings in the UK. 
 
We also spoke at length to Mirjam about the future, and in particular how children in the local 
area were engaged with their environment.  She runs a yearly walk through the virgin forest for 
local children and their parents, which is a popular event for the local community.  They have 
also developed an educational trail through the forest, which can be used by hill walkers and 
families and has some interesting signage developed by a local artist.  However there are 
concerns that few families take advantage of the fantastic environment surrounding them.  
“Children here are more interested in computer games and being indoors than in playing outside 
like we used to” she explained.  “They want to grow up and move to Ljubljana where there are 
opportunities in office jobs. Working outdoors in a job like forestry is not desirable, it is seen as 
something you do when you have no other options”. 
 
There are clear efforts to get children outdoors, and to ensure they have a sense of pride in their 
local area.  The nature interpretation centre recently opened in Pivka was a fantastic example of 
an initiative to engage young people with the wonders of the natural landscape.  The centre was 
designed as an interactive area, with a homey feel and a range of touch and experiment 
activities.  It explains about the Pivka seasonal lakes, how the natural phenomenon occurs, and 
the importance for the biodiversity of the region.  Although it is new and positioned off the beaten 
track in a small village, they have already had many visits from local children, and even school 
groups from across Slovenia.  There is an obvious desire that young people grow up 
understanding why the area around them is important, and something to be valued rather than 
dismissed. 
 
For many people we spoke to, maintaining these links with their natural and cultural heritage 
was very important.  Mirjam still lived in the house her grandfather had built, and was proud to 
continue in the same area. 
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On one farm we visited, three generations of the same family still worked the land, and had the 
tools and work of the previous generations on display as a reminder of their past.  Although they 
had jobs alongside the farm and had diversified into making and selling spirits to tourists, they 
managed the same land in a similar low-impact way, and were obviously passionate about the 
area, describing the qualities they felt they had as life-long inhabitants of the “green karst”.  It 
was evident that the children were brought up in the same traditions, and they were hoping that 
the farm would continue to be owned by the family for the foreseeable future. 
 
Overall, the impression is one of a country that has a real sense of pride in their natural 
environment, and many people feel a connection to the land.  However, they struggle with 
similar problems we face here in the UK; ensuring that this gets passed on to the next 
generation, and that the sense of ownership and community is not lost amid the rise of 
technology and other distractions.  Even in a country with such a high proportion of unspoilt 
forest, it was clear that it is important not to take for granted that people will engage with the 
environment, and it was fantastic to see the efforts that were being made to keep this before it is 
too late.  
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4. People and Landscapes of Slovenia; a Natura 2000 perspective 
 
by John Shelton, Scottish Natural Heritage 

 
As a Scottish Natural Heritage Operations Officer, a significant amount of my time is spent 
overseeing the nature conservation system in Strathclyde and Ayrshire.  This includes promoting 
and enabling positive management of protected sites as well as avoiding or mitigating potentially 
damaging decisions or operations. 
 
In the UK we have our own nature conservation legislation, however, the highest level of 
protection afforded to sites is through the ‘Natura 2000’ network. This pan-European system 
discharges two key pieces of EU legislation – the Birds and Habitats Directives. 
 
 
“In April 2004, Slovenia designated the 
Natura 2000 sites and undertook to suitably 
protect them. The network was enlarged in 
2013.  It defined 31 sites for bird 
conservation and 323 sites for the 
conservation of habitat types and species.  
Thus there are 354 Natura 2000 sites in 
total, encompassing 7683 km2 (7.677km2 
terrestrial, 6 km2 marine), which makes 
approximately 37 percent of the 
country.” (my emphasis) - 
http://www.natura2000.si/?L=1  
 
 
With such a large proportion of the country formally designated as ‘protected’ I was curious to 
find out more about the landscape, how European directives are applied and how this system is 
perceived by Slovenians. 
 
‘Green Karst’ 
Upon arriving at Ljubljana Airport, one of the first leaflets I picked up was a tourist brochure for 
the ‘Green Karst’ region.  This area would be our base for trips throughout the south of the 
country. 
 
Following a visit to the local tourist offices I was struck by the fact ‘Green Karst’ branding 
specifically promoted nature as the area’s unique selling point.  A sustainable tourism industry 
as an alternative to the mass tourism we later observed around the coast.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nat 

Natural arch at Rokav Skocjan national park  View across waterfront, Piran 

 

VS 

http://www.natura2000.si/?L=1
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Following a meeting with Bostjan Pozar at the regional development agency it was clear that this 
brand was part of a wider push to diversify and regenerate the local economy, which has 
suffered due to a decline in traditional industries. 
 
There is currently a drive in the UK to recognise the value of ‘ecosystem services’ – i.e. the 
benefits nature provides.  Although Slovenians do not seem as keen on catchy buzzwords as we 
Brits do, this principle appeared to be in full effect and a positive way to use limited resources. 
 
Visitors could hike, cycle, watch wildlife and visit local ‘tourist farms’ (all of which we 
experienced, to some extent).  People could visit amazing places, like the Rokav Skocjan 
national park or the Krizna cave, or enjoy swim in Lake Cerknica.  There is certainly no shortage 
of things to do or places to see. 
 
With 70%+ of the ‘Green Karst’ area 
covered in forest, there are certainly plenty 
of opportunities to enjoy and appreciate 
nature.  Furthermore, 54% of the area is 
protected as Natura.  This de-facto 
protection means intensification of forestry 
or agriculture is discouraged (although 
there is little evidence that people actually 
want this, with most management 
remaining ‘traditional’).  Such protection 
prevents inappropriate development that 
may adversely affect the nature of the area.  
This means, as a rule, any economic 
development has to be sustainable. 

 
An observation from spending time around Lake Cerknica was that, as well as being an 
internationally important wildlife haven, this area contributed towards overall wellbeing and 
quality of life.  Children were swimming in clear and clean waters, families picnicking and people 
canoeing.  When considering the ‘value’ of natural services, having high quality natural 
resources on your doorstep may be considered invaluable.  As well as diversifying local 
economies, protecting important natural qualities of an area can ultimately be a good thing for 
people. 
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View across wet meadow – good for nature and mitigating flood risk to nearby settlements 
 
People and landscapes 
There were three examples from the trip that, in my view, demonstrates the link between people 
and natural heritage, although in very different (and not entirely joined up) ways:  
 
Military Park.  Although the history of war, communism, the break-up of Yugoslavia, etc, is 
culturally significant, what does this have to do with nature?  Although guns, tanks, planes and 
submarines plays up to a certain boyhood enthusiasm for all things military, this has nothing to 
do with nature conservation or promotion.  It was therefore good to see nature based projects in 
the Pivka Valley piggyback development of the military park. 
 

 
Eco tank outside the Military Museum – built as a ‘bug hotel’ 
 
Significant investment from the Slovenian government for a military-based tourist attraction has 
also led to development of a high quality nature interpretation centre. 
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Although there is a lack of eco-tourism in the area (still in development it seems), the centre 
provides an important resource for local schools and gives children the opportunity to learn 
about their local natural heritage.  This local resource would not otherwise exist if it were not for 
the foresight in developing and diversifying local attractions and making the most of 
opportunities when presented. 
 
Salt Pans.  The Ecovlje salt pans, at first glance an unassuming place, is an area where salt has 
been produced by traditional methods for centuries.  We were told about the history of the site 
and how the salt is sold as a boutique product.  As well as a fascinating backstory, the traditional 
management – sustained by private finance and EU Life funding - contributes directly to 
maintaining and enhancing biodiversity, which in turn supports local jobs. 
Following a visit to the production side of the salt pans, I found out that the admission ticket 
allowed visitors to hire a bike and cycle around the disused part of the site - a simple but 
effective way to connect visitors with nature.  Furthermore, the Ramsar designation, which 
recognises the area as an internationally important migratory bird site, is used as part of the 
product brand. 
 

 
Habitat enhancement at Ecovlje salt pans 
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Forests.  A trip into the forest with a Mirjam of the Slovenian forest service was an insightful 
experience into forestry and protection of pristine forests.  Commercial woodland management 
in Slovenia is unlike that in the UK.  Slovenian forest management actively maintains a diversity 
of tree species.  Furthermore, trees are selectively felled which helps maintain a diverse age 
structure.  This management, ideal from a conservation perspective, is in fact essential to hold 
together the fragile soils that exist above limestone rocks, preventing erosion.  The next (and 
most stringent) level of protection is for the ‘Virgin Forests’ – an area where "everything is left for 
nature".  With such a policy in place for centuries prior to Natura (although it is not as clear why 
this was the case), this in itself is a very traditional approach.  Tentative signs of the forests as a 
recreational resource were glimpsed, with some way marked trails and facilities, but this appears 
largely undeveloped and occasional.  An opportunity for the future perhaps? 
 

 
 

View across forest nearby Kocevje 
 
Attitudes to Natura 
Although Natura 2000 designations provide a strong statutory protection for important natural 
features of an area, I was surprised with the general attitudes I experienced.  Environmentalists 
did not seem too bothered, often reacting with scepticism to this Natura label.  Although I can 
empathise with the perception that Natura acts a bureaucratic barrier, the sense I got from 
various people was that this protection is applied too rigidly and to a limited set of habitats and/or 
species.  Natura did not address landscape scale issues, the diversity that exists within areas 
and other special qualities of places. 
 



Page 12 of 25 

I believe this attitude stems from the vast extent of designations in a small country.  In these 
circumstances Natura may be seen as a limiting factor, particularly if legislation does not take 
into account natural changes and dynamic natural systems.  However, as habitats and species 
in these areas depend largely on traditional management, I sensed that the Slovenian system 
sought to balance and respond to the needs of people and communities while protecting 
biodiversity.  Despite some grumblings, I did not perceive vociferous opposition within 
communities.  People seemed to recognise the value of nature. 
 

 
Nature in full effect in the Pivka Valley.  
 
Final thoughts 
There are big differences when comparing traditional management in Slovenia to that in 
Scotland.  Less emphasis on intensive land use, which has arguably diminished our nature and 
landscapes, has been maintained through the nature conservation system in significant parts of 
Slovenia. 
 
It can however be easy to perceive nature and landscapes through a narrow Natura prism.  This 
should not discount Natura as an important foundation of a system that protects nature, but 
decisions also need to consider the sum of all parts, the needs of people, as well as the changes 
that occur within landscapes. 
 
On the whole I feel like I have gained an important insight into how our pan-European system of 
nature conservation is applied in Slovenia. 
 
A short subsection: Ljubljana – European Green Capital 2016 
I noticed that Ljubljana was nominated European Green Capital 2016. Glasgow applied for the 
Green Capital accolade in 2015, but was piped to the post by Bristol.  Spending a few hours in 
Ljubljana on the last day of the trip was insightful.  I can see why the city deserves this 
recognition.  The city centre was a very pleasant place to be.  There were shops, markets, cafes, 
high quality public realm and normal people walking and cycling en masse (>10% cycling modal 
share, compared with Glasgow’s 1-2% share).  Outside the city centre, the parks were easily 
accessible and of high quality. 
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Main traffic routes also had dedicated cycleways.  Perhaps the most important element making 
the city centre a people-orientated place was the removal of motor vehicles during the day. 
 
Glasgow has some of the worst air quality and health outcomes in Europe, not to mention 51% 
of households not having access to a car.  It was therefore a pleasure to observe how space 
may be utilised more effectively and efficiently to the benefit of all. 
 
If Glasgow needs any inspiration on achieving meaningful steps enhancing active travel and 
green infrastructure, Ljubljana may be a place to check out. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 14 of 25 

5. Access for walkers and cyclists 
 
by Catriona Scriven, Scottish Natural Heritage 

 
This week long course had a number of themes linked to environmental interpretation, climate 
change, managing habitats and ecosystems, economic development near Natura sites and 
management of cultural landscapes to achieve environmental, cultural, social and economic 
sustainability.  For this report I looked at the public access for walkers and cyclists, as well as 
the provision of information, signage and routes on the ground. 
 
We were in the Green Karst area of Slovenia, an interesting limestone area south west of 
Ljubljana.  We were given a useful and informative guide book called Green Karst – in your 
pocket.  The area is a wonderful landscape of wooded hills and wide valleys with meadows, 
strips of agriculture and productive vegetable patches.  The area has numerous clean rivers and 
streams as well as the seasonal lakes. Lake Cerknica was the most noteworthy that we visited, 
being Europe’s largest periodic body of water, a green meadow at the time of our visit with 
corncrake heard, but not seen.  During the visit to the biodynamic farm the owner explained that 
the land owners are encouraged to leave cutting the meadows until August to allow the 
corncrakes to breed successfully. 
 
The visit to the organic farm was in the evening and the owner gave us an excellent meal of 
local produce.  The farm house was in a hamlet and on a county road, cyclists using the route 
were encouraged to visit the farm and buy refreshment.  During our visit a number of cyclists 
passed the farm.  I would guess they were local people rather than tourists, though it had 
potential to be widely promoted to visitors as a welcome and interesting facility and feature. 
 
Electric bike - this was a demonstration at a new nature interpretation centre near Pivika that 
had an extensive interpretation display on the karst landscape.  The dust tracks near the town 
lead to the summer meadows.  Although we walked to the meadow in hot weather, a bike ride 
would have been a good option. 
 
The Green Karst tourist guide gave a number of walking and cycling routes, of varying length 
and difficulty.  It was good to read these are promoted as educational trails: ‘You can also 
continue your natural science stroll on the Stivanski log Natural Science Trail, where you will 
experience an even closer connection with nature’. 
 
Bike hire at the saltpans.  After the visit to Secovlje saltpans some of us took up the option to 
cycle around some of the level dust tracks on the reserve.  The bikes could be hired on the spot 
and were well used by other visitors.  This was an excellent way of covering a large area and 
enabled us to see the birds using the reserve as well as visit the restoration of some of the old 
buildings that were formerly used by local people to extract the salt. 
 
Routes and walking in the forest.  There are many dirt track routes through the forests.  These 
are used by traffic as well as cyclists, though for the latter the amount of dust disturbed by a 
passing vehicle can make the route temporarily unpleasant.  We briefly stopped at a visitor 
centre in the forest that was set up with a route map so visitors could cycle circular routes of 
varying lengths and difficulty.  There is a potential here to expand the network of routes and 
consider having routes closed to traffic on specific days. 

 
We met with Mirjam Mikulic from the Slovenia Forest Service.  Her 
presentation and forest walk gave us an interesting perspective of 
the complicated management of the forestry in Slovenia, which 
has an impressive 68% cover.  We took a way-marked route 
through the forest, which was designed to encourage local people 
and visitors. 
 
Left: Low-cost, low impact way marking on tree trunks in the forest 
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Our guide indicated that school children are also taken out to the forest to learn about the 
countryside.  This was quite interesting as the route would have been open to a wide range of 
fairly active people, were it not for the number of fallen trees across the route.  The forest trails 
receive support from the local mountaineers group who do some path management that includes 
cutting steps in the fallen trunks.  The Borovska Naturalistic Path eventually brought us out to a 
wonderful alpine meadow that had an interpretation panel to explain the meadow was managed 
for the wild narcissuses on Krempa that is the symbol of the route. 
 

Pots and Martin Krpan signage.  There were a 
number of routes marked from the road with a 
distinctive logo of a man riding a horse.  This 
design referred to a fictional character of Martin 
Krpan, who came from the Green Karst and made 
a living smuggling salt.  He had a reputation for 
being the strongest man in the Hapsburg Empire. 
 
One day when out with his horse he encountered 
the Emperor, to make way for him Krpan lifted his 
horse up out of the way. 

 
This so impressed the Emperor that years later during a time of attack he called on Krpan to 
help him, which he did and saved the Emperor, who duly awarded him with a permit to trade 
salt.  The distinctive signage is a nice way to mark the routes linking to some folklore. 
 

 
 
 
Much of the signage encountered was directional only and 
didn’t give time or distance (as shown above and left). 
 
‘Pots’ is Slovenian for paths, one word I did learn whilst 
there. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ljubljana traffic free zones.  This city was a pleasant surprise with areas along the river 
Ljubljanica closed to traffic that encouraged people to walk and cycle.  There were links to the 
parks Tivoli and the Ljubljana castle, the latter was very popular and had been restored with an 
innovative and modern design that didn’t detract from the original building.  The map that I 
collected from the tourist office gave 5, 10 and 15 minute walking zones.  For a city with a similar 
population to Glasgow, the provision for safe walking and cycling was far better and an excellent 
example of what can be achieved. 
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6. Farming and nature in Slovenia 
 
by Nicky Penford, Scottish Rural College 

 
As the plane flew down towards Ljubljana the contrast between the landscape of Britain and 
Slovenia was apparent.  The field shapes are the most obvious, after leaving the large hedged 
fields of southern England the fields in Slovenia consist of narrow strips of different crops, but 
mainly traditional grassland with very few fences or boundaries and no hedges.  Driving from 
Ljubljana to our guest house there were very few livestock, only two small herds of cattle, with 
about six in each group in small enclosures with temporary electric fences. 
 
This typified the farming system, small scale, with ownership based on strips of land 
interspersed with other neighbours’ strips, with the knowledge of boundaries passed downs the 
generations, according to our host at the Kmetija T’dolenj farm.  This form of land ownership is 
one of the reasons farming has not intensified, small plots are difficult to farm commercially and 
cannot justify large machinery.  Mechanical Allen scythes on small tractors were used to cut hay, 
but we saw a small plot of oats being scythed by hand.  Farm size is small, Kmetija T’dolenj farm 
was 22 ha with half of this in woodland supported only 2 sheep and 3 goats which were brought 
inside at night.  This would count as hobby farming in the UK, and the farmer had another job in 
a nearby office. 
 
Slovenia is a good example of High Nature Value Farming (HNV), a traditional system of farming 
that has not intensified due to physical and economic constraints (Oppermann et al 2012).  It 
plays a critical role in maintaining habitats and species that have declined elsewhere in Europe 
where agriculture has intensified and the term is increasingly being used to help develop EU 
policy measures to support it.  The corncrake typifies a species that thrives under HNV farming 
partly due to much later cutting dates of hay compared to silage that has replaced hay in much 
of Britain.  The meadows around the Kmetija T’dolenj farm resounded to their rasping call of 
corncrakes, along with the distinctive call of the quail. The importance of the limestone karst 
poljes (depression) grasslands for corncrake is one factors in the designation of the area as an 
Special Protection Area under the Natura 2000 network.  This in turn enables access to agri-
environment funding, and payments for corncrake friendly hay management underpins the 
management of these habitats in some areas.  White stork is also emblematic of these habitats 
and nests on chimneys in local villages.  230 bird species have been recorded here and 94 of 
these nest in the Cerknica lake area.  Butterflies are also abundant, dependent on larval food 
plants and nectar sources that can only be maintained under traditional farming regimes.  The 
“Green Karst” is the term used by the local tourist board to promote the area based on its natural 
heritage and the best areas have been designated as a Ramsar site, an international recognition 
for wetlands. 
 
In Slovenia 57% of agricultural land is in permanent pastures and grassland (Oppermann et al 
2012) as there are no other options in much of the country.  As we were in the lowland karst 
region much of what we saw was extensively managed wet grassland in areas that were 
seasonally flooded in winter, such as around Lake Cerknica.  The grasslands, whilst attractive, 
would make poor quality hay, with one meadow near Pivka being almost completely dominated 
by tubular water dropwort, with wild onion (unpopular with farmers as it taints the milk) and 
parasitic dodder. 
 
 
Below left: Wet grassland meadow mown in strips creates a diverse sward.  Below right: 
Meadow in the Karst. 
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Below left: The meadows support a variety of flowers including this simple leaved clematis.  
Below right: Tubular water dropwort is dominant in many meadows, reducing the quality of the 
hay as fodder, but it is still cut. 
 

   
 
In contrast to the low intensity karst polje farming systems of the lowlands, we saw a more 
intensive farm (relative to Slovenia, but very traditional by UK standards!) near the Nanos 
plateau.  Abram farm is a tourist farm at 920m above sea level where we had a traditional lunch 
in a newly built extension to the restaurant built using timber from the farmer’s own wood.  It was 
a busy place, with families and cyclists being served food by the farmer’s son.  The farmer told 
us that he produced a mixture of hay and silage on his 50 ha and was self-sufficient in fodder for 
the snowy winter for his 30 cattle.  It was unusual to see silage bales and a large new tractor and 
fields not in strips.  The tourism element probably subsidised the farming and enabled him to 
invest in machinery. 
 
Bears were a topic of conversation everywhere we went as Slovenia has a healthy population of 
450 to 550 (an increase from 30 to 40 from the last century) and most people we met see them 
periodically, whilst Mirjam the forester sees them several times a year when doing her early 
morning surveys of the forest.  Interestingly the farmers did not seem to mind them, with no 
evidence given of them causing any harm, (other than a bee keeper who had his hive destroyed 
before he encased in an anti-bear cage) and were philosophical about them, unlike the anti-
predator stance of farmers in the UK. 
 
The problems that beset all areas of HNV farming in Europe, such as the trend to lose pasture to 
woodland expansion due to land abandonment, is also occurring in Slovenia.  We saw evidence 
of this in the uplands.  With low herbivore numbers scrub quickly colonises hay meadows and 
within two years they can be difficult to bring back into grass production and are abandoned.  
Young people are leaving the land as small farms can longer support them and the lure of better 
paid jobs in towns is attractive. 
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Eco-tourism can help to a small degree and is being actively promoted but is not a panacea and 
we did not see many tourists.  There is potential for increasing outdoor based tourism, for 
example by marketing more in the UK where there is a large market for this and the prospect of 
seeing a bear, although unlikely, is would be a big attraction.  Many British birdwatchers would 
be drawn to see the range of birds that occur, many of which are dependent on maintaining the 
traditional farming systems.  
 
EU agricultural policies need to be adapted to support HNV farming, rather than being biased to 
large scale producers, and organisations such as the European Forum for Nature Conservation 
and Pastoralism http://www.efncp.org/ lobby Brussels to give a voice to the small scale farmers 
such as those in Slovenia that are key to maintaining the Green Karst and other internationally 
important habitats. 
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7. Reflections on Forestry in Slovenia 
 
by Steve Morris, the Woodlands Trust 

 
Slovenia is a relatively small country with an area of roughly 20 000 Km2 equivalent to the size of 
Wales.  As we travelled around, our host Bojan referred to the country as a postage stamp 
country and would point out the proximity to a neighbouring country - most commonly it would be 
Croatia to the South but also Italy to the West and Austria to the North.  Slovenia has ~60% 
forest cover making it the third most forested country in Europe after Sweden (76) and Finland 
(72).  By comparison, Scotland has 17% forest cover and the UK as a whole 12%. 
 
Given the figures quoted above it is no surprise that the most striking contrast between Scotland 
and Slovenia is the sheer abundance of forests in every direction as far as the eye can see, with 
only narrow strips of agricultural land along valley bottoms.  But it is not only the amount of forest 
but also that they are predominately made up of native species that is different.  In the Southern 
regions we visited this was beech with spruce and silver firs, there was a mixture of species and 
age structure and practically no plantation forests. 
 
We regularly travelled through the forests on well-maintained forest roads that are open to the 
public.  Most of these were productive forests being managed by regularly thinning under a 
continuous cover regime.  The terrain was very challenging being both steep but also very rocky.  
The geology was limestone so while the ground was very free draining, there were rock outcrops 
everywhere.  All of the timber harvesting systems we saw were based on relatively small skidder 
tractors: there was a network of narrow tracks <3m wide requiring small machines, motor 
manual felling and skidding to the roadside.  The timber, both softwood and hardwood was of 
exceptionally high quality. 
 
I was very surprised to hear from Bojan that there is effectively no commercial sawmilling 
industry within Slovenia.  All of the round wood timber is exported to either Italy or Germany and 
subsequently re-imported as sawn products.  A Google search did come up with 2 sawmills in 
Slovenia, which does suggest that the industry is underdeveloped and that there is an 
opportunity to add value to the high quality timber they are producing.  There was plenty of 
evidence of timber being harvested both within the forest and timber being transported on the 
road with two timber wagons parked outside our guest house most evenings. 
 
There were also examples of small scale forestry activities with lots of rural properties having 
covered stacks of sawn timber ideal for small building projects or repairs to wooden buildings.  
The tourist farm ‘Abram’ we visited had recently built a covered eating area using traditional 
timber construction techniques for the roof.  The timber was sourced from their own wood, sawn 
locally and constructed by a local joiner – a great example of sustainable use of timber. 
 
On the subject of small-scale forestry I have to mention the impressive firewood stacks that most 
farms and village properties have stacked outside.  Being a small woodland owner myself, and 
entirely reliant on firewood for heat, I am always interested in different approaches to harvesting, 
extraction, conversion and seasoning of wood for fuel.  The processes seem well developed and 
it is somewhat easier to season wood in a continental climate, which has been reinforced by the 
weather conditions in Scotland this summer!  Given the land ownership patterns, and the fact 
that most small holdings include a similar sized area of woodland, I was disappointed to find out 
that even people who own their own woodland more often than not will buy firewood from a 
contractor, and a lot of small woodland strips end up not being managed.  So while the small 
scale forestry is being carried out by local contractors, the woodland culture is slowly being 
eroded. 
 
172 forest reserves were created in 2005 totalling 9791 ha, which is only 0.84% of the total 
forest area.  The Kočevje region has 41 forest reserves.  We visited one the largest virgin forest 
in Slovenia at Prgozed krokar with the local forester Mirjam Mikulic from the Slovenian Forest 
Service. 
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She is responsible for the management of all of the State Forest in the area, as well as 
regulation of the private forest, which involves compiling detailed inventory data, liaising with all 
of the private land owners around felling, access, protection and biodiversity issues.  The 
following quote from the Slovenian Forest Service website shows the complexity that the levels 
of private ownership presents: 
 

“74% of forests in Slovenia are private property, 26% of forests are public (owned by the 
state or communes). Larger and undivided forest estates of state-owned forests enable 
good professional management.  Private forest estates are small, with an average area 
of only 3 ha and even these are further fragmented into several separate plots. For the 
great majority of these estates forests are not of economic interest. Private forest 
property is becoming even more fragmented as the number of forest owners is 
increasing. According to the latest data there are already 314,000 (with co-owners even 
489,000) forest owners in Slovenia. The major fragmentation of forest property, the 
number of forest owners and co-owners, present a serious obstacle to professional work 
in private forests, to optimal timber production and utilisation of forest potential.” 
 

It is not just the quantity of private ownership that are the issue, but the location of the plots 
which, like the agricultural land, are based on 20m wide strips straight up and down the hill sides 
and the owners can be from New York to Sydney! 
 
Despite these issues, the majority of the forest areas we saw appeared well managed and were 
producing very high quality timber products while delivering very high levels of biodiversity.  
Much of the credit for this must go to the dedication and professionalism of the Forest service as 
demonstrated by Mirjam. 
 
She took as for a walk along the edge of the Krokar Virgin beech forest reserve, which was a 
fascinating insight into the dynamics of the unmanaged forest.  The route was somewhat 
challenging due to the significant number of fallen large beech trees that had come down in ice 
storms in February.  Ice forms on the branches of the trees when the temperature is between 0 
and -2oC and either there is sufficient moisture in the atmosphere or a light rain falls to cause a 
significant build-up of ice.  The weight of the ice formed then causes large branches in the tree 
canopy to break off or, as in this case, whole trees to topple.  While this is locally very damaging 
it creates small clearings in the forest for tree regeneration.  The forest service use the dynamics 
of the natural forest to inform their management of the productive forest. 
 
In recent weeks before and since the trip to Slovenia I have been fortunate to travel across large 
parts of the Highlands of Scotland from Ullapool, Gairloch and Applecross in the North West, 
along the Great Glen and out to Aberdeen via Speyside, and over the Lecht to Donside and 
Deeside.  Throughout these recent travels I have been reflecting on the visit to Slovenia and the 
contrast between the two countries, how these situations have come about and how Scotland 
could learn from the Slovenian experience. 
 
Slovenia has amazing levels of biodiversity in a working landscape with what appear to be 
relatively intact ecosystems, including apex predators with lynx, wolves and bears keeping 
browsing animals at a level where natural regeneration is abundant.  By contrast Scotland has 
an unnatural landscape of tree-less hills and moors managed largely for sporting interests with 
plantation forestry and only remnant native woodland.  The land ownership patterns couldn’t be 
more different either with Scotland having a small number of very large landowners compared 
with a massive number of very small owners in Slovenia.  While the Slovenian model appears to 
be delivering on the biodiversity level I would question that it is delivering on a social or 
economic level for its rural inhabitants.  While this is much too big a question to address in this 
report, comparison of Slovenia and Scotland is interesting in the context of the land reform/deer 
management/re-wilding/predator reintroduction debates that are current in Scotland. 
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8. Slovenia tourism 
 
by Julie Sloan, Ayrshire and Arran Tourist Board 

 
Projects I am involved in in Ayrshire and Arran include: community tourism, sustainable tourism 
development, local food and drink initiatives and rural diversification.  I was therefore very 
interested to take part on this Biodiversity sustainable development structured course in 
Slovenia, so I could gain knowledge of their approaches to manage the natural environment and 
cultural landscapes while creating economic sustainability.  Also to look at the opportunities that 
controlled tourism could bring.  On a personal level, this exchange programme has developed 
my network of contacts in the nature sector in Scotland, plus my European colleagues.  I had the 
opportunity to learn from others on the exchange and to share aspects of my own experience.  
Since my return I have begun to share my experiences with my tourism colleagues and like-
minded professionals in the Scottish sector generally.  The exchange has been an opportunity to 
broaden my perspective and consider new approaches for some of my own work. 
 
My first impressions were that this small country has a great opportunity to develop niche 
tourism, especially in the rural areas we visited.  This is also what the communities want: 
 

 
 
“..Nature is what we can sell…”     
 
 
“…We realise the economic value of 
nature….”    
 
 
“ ..We do not want mass tourism..” 
 
 
 

 
Worth its Salt - Sečovlje Salt Pans 
A Slovenian premier export, salt continues to hold significance for the country and for the town of 
Piran.  While manufacturing and distribution has hastened and turned to less artisan techniques 
in large parts of the world, here at least, its status as income-maker but also as an industry that 
retains its tradition while also developing to ensure it survives has the full backing of the 
community.  Andrej Sovinc the director gave us a passionate talk about the developments and 
future plans.  This is a fantastic example of nature and tourism supporting each other. 
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Pure sea salt is produced in Sečovlje by hand, employing the same traditional methods and 
tools that have been used for over 700 years.  Over 2000 tonnes of salt are made here every 
year in the traditional method. 
 
The 721 hectare area is criss-crossed with dykes, channels, pools and canals.  The area is 
renowned for birdlife and some 270 species have been recorded there.  In the centre of the 
reserve is a wonderful Saltworks museum.  The exhibits relate to all aspects of salt-making and 
the lives of salt workers and their families.  This is a great example of making a tourism 
attraction out of an industry.  At the moment it is set up as a private company running the park 
for state. 
 
Marketing support was initially provided and fantastic high end quality branding has been 
produced for the products.  These are available at the shop on site and at a shop in Ljubljana.  
The 10 year vision will be to continue to develop the tourism product based upon conservation 
e.g. to run workshops on bird watching, and photography.  In addition, development of high-end 
accommodation in keeping with the park, co-operation with other local food and drink producers 
to build up a brand for the area eg oil and wine producers.  There is also an ambition to become 
listed with UNESCO. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Tourist Farm - Abram  
This tourist farm  is more than 500 years old and it lies on a 
karst tableland called Nanos, 920m above sea level with 
spectacular views. 
 
This is fantastic example of farm diversification: attraction, café 
serving local food, accommodation in a great location 
surrounded by forests, which are very well preserved and 
inhabited by many animal species, such as wolves, lynx and 
bears.  The food in the café/restaurant is produced ecologically 
according to the local tradition.  The farm could co-operate with 
other local businesses to build up the offerings.  This could 
include having a regular “Farmers market” that locally 
producers could attend to showcase e.g. the local 
brandy/lavender products.  Art and local music events could 
also be planned as part of a calendar of events throughout the 
year. 
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Military Tourism  
We visited the park of military history http://parkvojaskezgodovine.si/en/ where we learned of the 
exciting plans for expansion that will extend the tourist offer and the attractiveness of the Park 
with new exhibits and pieces.  The main exhibition in the new pavilion will focus on a 
presentation of the liberation process of the Republic of Slovenia from a military aspect.  Other 
development plans are a camping site and expansion of the shop, café and local business 
opportunities to include tour and trail guides.  Funding for this project is from Europe under the 
“Strengthening Regional Development Potentials” program.  There will be future opportunities for 
co-operation with other countries to tap into funds and programs under the EU thematic tourism 
strands. 
 

 
 
Sustainable Tourism Development Opportunities  
Opportunities for sustainable tourism need to be developed in partnership, joined-up and various 
sectors to get the most for the economy and local businesses.  At a grass roots level support 
should be given to communities to develop the tourism offer in their village/town.  Publications 
that could support this are available for all different sectors from the EU, and a regional guide 
could also be set up e.g. Developing your Community Tourism Product. This could offer advice 
on marketing, funding, developing links with local agencies and national bodies, how to organise 
a tourism event, etc 

Sustainable tourism development 
should consider: job creation/SME 
business and training opportunities, 
the rural environment, and the 
conservation and celebration of 
heritage. 
 
There will be future funding 
opportunities that could be tapped into 
to develop thematic tourism products 
– e.g. Military Tourism.  These are 
opportunities which could be explored. 
 

Example 
Diversifying the EU tourism offer and products – Promoting transnational thematic 
tourism products 
Under this objective, transnational partnership projects are supported. The focus is on the 
diversification of the tourism offer by supporting transnational tourism products, in the field of 
sport and/or wellness activities linked to natural environment as well as the ones linked to 
cultural and industrial heritage. 
 
A 'big picture' approach with communities and private and public sector collaboration should be 
the way forward so that local communities, the environment and businesses thrive.  Slovenia 
has a wonderful opportunity. 
 

http://parkvojaskezgodovine.si/en/
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Marketing/Social Media 
There is an opportunity for future leaflet runs (for the villages and attractions) to have social 
media links to Facebook/twitter pages.  (If these pages are not set up for some 
villages/attractions, it may also be an opportunity for the young group of people in the village to 
assist in setting these up and populating/updating them.)  Joint Ticketing initiatives could also be 
explored. i.e. a discount if you visit multiple museums in the village.  Or a type of “passport” to 
encourage visitors to take in a range of activities.  A full range of leaflets could be displayed at 
the airport. 
 
Specialist Operators And Journalists  
Journalists and Bloggers opportunities could be explored – Food and Drink publications, Food 
and Travel publications, Travel Magazines - Lonely Planet, Conde Naste Traveller, National 
Geographic Traveller, Sunday Times Travel.  Even an editorial in e.g. Easy Jet magazine.  
Tourists could be targeted on the plane, whetting their appetite to visit as part of their stay. 
 
Local Produce 

 
 
The Local Labelling scheme should be embraced by all in the tourism industry growing their 
network to all sectors.  Those in the tourism industry e.g. Tourist information staff, 
accommodation providers etc could be ambassadors for the scheme and should provide visitors 
with information on authentic local delicacies, activities and crafts.  Quality products that can be 
purchased as gifts and tasting the local food all make for more memorable Slovenian 
experience. 
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9. Conclusions 
 
by Nina Turner, Scottish Natural Heritage 

 
In Scotland protected areas can be seen as a bureaucratic barrier.  I am hopeful that Slovenia 
will have a different mindset however.  All of the Slovenian people we met value nature are part 
of everyday life, recognising its importance to the kind of low-key tourism that the country wishes 
to encourage.  As described by Julie above, tourism offerings could be further developed in 
Slovenia to add value to what is already on offer, and encourage niche tourism spend. 
 
Nature also features as part of the education curriculum, so hopefully the younger generation will 
also value nature as much as their older relatives appear to.  This should secure the future of the 
very thing that make Slovenia so special, and unusual in the ever increasingly developed world. 
 
In addition to learning about Slovenia, it was very refreshing for me to spend time with people 
from Scotland involved in different nature related sectors.  It was good to find that nature is 
valued and useful to such a wide range of Scottish sectors, eg forestry, tourism, education, 
agriculture, etc.  If these sectors can work together as well as we got on during our trip, the 
benefits for nature and the people of Scotland would be large! 
 
In conclusion, we all learnt a lot about a wide variety of topics during our time on Slovenia.  We 
were surprised that some of the challenges faced by Slovenia in engaging people with nature 
are the same as those we face in Scotland.  We all thought the country was beautiful and the 
people warm and friendly.  Special thanks are given to Bojan, for his tireless efforts in ensuring 
we had the opportunity for discussion with many interesting people, and that we saw and learnt 
as much about Slovenia as possible. 
 
 
 
Left: Bojan explaining about Stanjel medieval town 
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