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Day 1 – 27 May – Meeting the group and travelling to Slovakia 

Today was a long day for everyone as we all 

convened at the airport from various locations 

across Scotland to catch an evening flight to 

Krakow, Poland.  Here we were met by Miro, 

our host for the week, and after introductions 

and a quick snack we climbed into a minibus 

which was to be our mode of transport for the 

remainder of the trip.  We had a few hours 

drive across the border into Slovakia and 

arrived in the early hours of the morning ready 

for our beds and looking forward to what the 

morning would bring. 

 

Day 2 – 28 May – Forest and Fen in the High Tatras National Park 

Our first full day began with us travelling to north Slovakia, bordering Poland, where the mountain 

tops of the High Tatras National Park tower above the forest line, although we didn’t see these until 

later in the day after the rain had eased off.   

We met up with Mr Celer, a Forest Manager, in a local museum.  Here we had time to explore the 

exhibitions detailing the geology, ecology and history of the area, together with some impressive 

taxidermy and information about the flora and fauna of the country.  Some of the information was 

more technical than we’d anticipate in Scottish museums however it was good to see a lot of 

children enjoying the museum as part of a school trip.  The displays were more aimed at adult 

audiences so the children relied on teachers and museum staff to explore with them, but were 

clearly happy to be there.  

 

 

 

 

  

Image 2. Entrance to the botanic garden Image 3. Display in museum 

Image 1. Gathered at the airport in Edinburgh 



Mr Celer explained the management of the area, and how he used his specialist Geographic 

Information System (GIS) skills to help with his work.  Native tree species found here include Norway 

spruce, larch, stone pine, dwarf pine, birch, silver fir and rowan.  Mr Celer explained how GIS has 

been used to map the various different management zones within the National Park (NP), based on 

the ‘naturalness’.  The criteria for naturalness included: vegetation naturalness, trees species, stand 

structure, diversity and composition vegetation, cycle ontogeny, age, dead wood, human activity, 

the use of forest land in the past, previous calamities (the term used in Slovakia when large numbers 

of trees are blown over in occasional exceptionally strong winds) and forest planting.  As a result 

there are 5 management zones including a buffer zone around the national park: 

 

1. Buffer area – yellow zone 

2. Common management – green zone 

3. Grazing management – blue zone 

4. Minimal intervention –pink/red zone 

5. Non- intervention – also red zone – top level of protection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The stone pine was an unfamiliar species for many of 

us.  This pine can live for between 400 and 1,000 years 

and typically grows between the forest and the 

mountain zone.  Conditions in the mountains are such 

that it can take 30 years for this species to grow to just 

1.3 m tall!  Old growth stone pine makes up part of the 

primeval forest which covers 1% of the forest, with 

natural/semi natural forest making up a further 14%.   

49% of the forest in the NP is privately-owned and we 

visited one of these areas in zone 5.  This was a 

sheltered wood system similar to systems used in the 

UK however the ground flora was richer than in our 

forests with a more diverse age structure and species of 

tree.  The site we visited was also a nature reserve so 

extraction of timber is undertaken by selective felling 

and horse logging.  The NP pay the forest owner to 

retain veteran trees and this is deemed acceptable 

since the value of the timber had dropped in Slovakia 

due to prices falling in the neighbouring Czech market.  Penalties for felling a tree which had been 

purchased by the NP include the value of the tree and the social penalty for damaging the legacy of 

that tree for society.  We were told that the social 

penalty element for the fine would be much higher 

than the value of actual timber itself, and it was 

positive to see that local people valued the trees 

enough to uphold this fine.   

In 2004 Slovakia was hit by a severe windstorm - wind 

speeds reached 270 km/hr!  The Tatras National Park 

was badly affected, indeed 12,000 ha of forest, mainly 

Norway spruce was flattened.  165,000 m3 of damaged 

woodland was left uncleared since it occurred within 

the highly protected area of the NP, where intervention 

is not permitted.  This triggered an outbreak of Bark 

beetle Ips typographus L., the most serious and 

destructive pest of the spruce species in its native range 

of Asia and Europe.  Bark beetle breed in the inner bark 

of stressed and weakened trees, living in the dead 

phloem tissues.  Adult beetles hibernate in forest litter 

and host trees, waiting for the perfect environmental 

conditions in order to reproduce.  Two thousand 

hectares of trees were affected during the 2004 windstorm and these trees provided ideal 

conditions for Bark beetle.  Dead spruce provided both breeding sites and food for Bark beetle 

allowing numbers to increase to such a degree that they began attacking living trees, resulting in 

extensive tree mortality.  The removal of infected and windblown trees is the most effective control 

measure, however since the affected area occurred within in a “no intervention” zone this was not 

 

 

Image 4. Example of tree structure in the 

forest 

Image 5. Special paint on the tree 

to stop grazing and aid growth  

early years 



possible and the infestation continues to worsen even now.  The first record of a breeding 

population of Bark beetle in the UK was recorded by the Forestry Commission in Kent at the end of 

last year, 2018. Mr. Celer advised us to contact him for advice in 15 years when they understand the 

full impact is on their forest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After we left this area of the NP we visited a botanical garden which was the first stop on the 

‘Exposition of the Tatra Nature’ trail which included the fen we visited later in the day.  The gardens 

provided the opportunity to see many of the plants found in the High Tatras.  It was a very 

impressive display of flora, with good signage naming each species, and describing the habitat in 

which it would be found naturally.  The paths and board walks were set out such that access was 

  

 

 

Image 7. Group talking with Mr Celer with 

example of the trail markers in foreground 

Image 6. Tree top view 

Image 9. Close up of bark beetle damage 

on a fallen trunk  
Image 8. Example of the damage the bark 

beetle does to trees. The central tree is dying 



good and provided the majority of people the opportunity to learn about native species across the 

range of habitats found in Slovakia. The gardens attracted butterflies and birds too, including a 

beautiful common rosefinch which was a first for the group, so this enhanced the experience for 

visitors.  

Both the botanic gardens and the nearby natural history museum provide visitors with a good 

introduction to the flora and fauna of the High Tatras.  At both sites, there was basic information in 

terms of interpretation with specimen names however little explanation.  The High Tatras are so 

rugged and therefore inaccessible to many so these attractions allow visitors an alternative way to 

experience the area. 

 

 

In the afternoon we visited the alder carr on Pramenisko Tople which was designated as a National 

Nature Reserve (NNR) in 2004 as it is the oldest and best preserved forest of this type in the Tatras.  

The site, with its unusually straight trunked trees, sits within a fluvio glacial area with a fluctuating 

water table.  The ground flora was extremely diverse with plants such as herb paris and massive 

marsh marigolds.  We also spotted a basking adder, newts, wild boar tracks, deer, fox and 

woodpeckers.  

  

 

 Image 10. The group exploring 

the botanical gardens 
Image 11. Common rosefinch 

  

Image 12. Herb Paris found in the alder carr Image 13. Adder basking in the sun 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our jam packed first day, ended with a visit to the fen at Belianske Luky, the largest preserved fen in 

Slovakia, where access around the wettest sections of the 800 m trail was by boardwalk. 

Interpretation panels in English as well as Slovakian allowed us to find out more about this amazing 

site with its diverse range of flowers.  This fen is categorised as zone 5 (minimal intervention).  The 

fen was previously mowed however it is now mulched.  We weren’t sure if this would enrich the 

ground with time and considered the fact that we might use livestock to aid in management in 

Scotland however there are no fences or nearby farmers, and this activity would be prohibited in this 

zone.  

 

 

  

Image 14. Viewing platform along the alder 

carr board walk 

Image 15. Example of an information board 

on the fen area next to the board walks 

  

Image 16. Orchids with a view across the fen 

and the group doing species identification 

Image 17. The Tatras emerging through the 

cloud later in the day as the rain stopped 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

Image 18. Wood white 
Image 19. French Meadow Rue 

Thalictrum aquilegufolium 

Image 21. Field cow wheat Image 20. Silver-studded blue 

        Image 22. Wild boar piglet Image 23. Duke of Burgundy 



The approach to infrastructure and interpretation in zone 5, 

the non-intervention zone, is quite different to our approach in 

more natural/wild areas in Scotland.  Within the alder carr for 

instance, there was a board walk, metal signs and 

interpretation panels which were all urban in design style. The 

car park was some distance away so in Scotland, if people were 

walking a long way to access a more remote site, we would pull 

all infrastructures back and would not expect a lot of on-site 

interpretation.  The cost and difficulty in accessing the site 

would also mean that we would probably hesitate in putting in 

so much board walk in a similar location.  However, there is a 

similar approach in Sweden and the boardwalk did allow us to 

comfortably access the area without damaging it. Interestingly, 

the Slovakian approach to health and safety/ non-intervention 

meant that we had to walk around fallen trees on the 

boardwalk which would have been removed in the UK for 

public safety.  

Day 3 – 29 May – Rafting along in the Pieniny National Park 

We started our day with a fascinating introduction to Pieniny NP from Mr Stefan Danko, a former 

director of the NP.  Pieniny was the first European bi-national NP, beaten only by a few days to be 

the world’s first by the Americans in 1932. Cross working between Poland and Slovakia is best 

exemplified by the Apollo butterflies breeding and release programme which took place across the 

two countries to diversify the genetics of the remaining dwindling populations.  This required high 

levels of cooperation between the two countries.  The butterflies had declined because the open 

ground required for breeding had scrubbed up due to reduced agricultural activity (due to the socio-

economic situation).  In addition the remaining butterfly populations had become stunted due to 

genetic isolation of small numbers of individuals in each patch.  The NP was not permitted to 

purchase the land from the farmers to allow them to manage it accordingly, so they worked with the 

farmer co-operatives and incentivised management to restore and retain appropriate habitats for 

the butterflies.  In addition, butterflies were reared 

in captivity from the existing isolated populations 

to increase genetic diversity when they were 

released. This included cross-border collaboration 

with colleagues in Poland, where this butterfly 

species is also found.  Re-introduction work is no 

longer required since the intervening habitat has 

been made sufficiently suitable for natural genetic 

transfer between what had been genetically 

isolated sub-populations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 24. Bog bean 

Image 25. The group having an introduction 

talk from Mr Stefan Danko in the museum 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the afternoon we took a boat trip down the 

Dunajec River which runs through a high sided 

limestone gorge within the Pieniny Mountains.  

The river forms the border between Poland and 

Slovakia for part of its length and historically these 

boats were used for timber and material 

transportation.  The same traditional boats are 

now used for tourism and a horse and trap is used 

for the return trip. We found this to be a great 

example of eco-tourism in action.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 26. Information board in museum 

about the important Apollo butterfly 

Image 27. Display showing the genetic 

mutations within the Apollo butterflies 

 

 

Image 30 (right). Traditional dress for the boat 

men with number of shells on the hat 

representing the experience of the individual 

Image 29. Happy boating crowd 

Image 28. Group on board the raft 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Having spent most of the day in the rain, not all of us were too enthused about going for a swim in a 

crater en-route back to the hotel however we were all interested to see this popular tourist spot.  It 

wasn’t quite the wild swim location of our imaginations, being right next to houses, but a couple of 

brave souls had a cool dip in this interesting crater which was formed by a cave collapsing in the 

limestone.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 4 – 30 May – Going on a bear hunt in the Low Tatras National Park 

Today we drove to Liptovsky Hradok and met up with Robin Riggs who works for the Slovak Wildlife 

Society.  He began by giving us an overview of the presence of bears, wolves and lynx in the area, 

together with a summary of the work he undertakes as part of his role.  Much of his work is to 

educate local people about behaviour of the animals, help them to manage problem animals and to 

undertake research to gain a better understanding of their behaviours and population dynamics.  He 

also works as a wildlife guide for visitors to the area. 

The Slovak Wildlife Society was set up by people from the UK living in Slovakia and Robin saw it as 

his personal contribution to conservation.  He did a survey 10 years ago of public opinion of bears 

and he was pleasantly surprised that the majority of responses were either positive or indifferent 

 

  

 

Image 31. Goosander on the river bank on 

the Polish side 

Image 33. Some of the group enjoying a 

cool dip in the crater pool 

Image 34. Crater pool with the spa 

buildings behind in traditional style 

Image 32. Horse and cart now used for 

transporting tourists instead of wood 



with only a small number being negative and those mainly consisted of hunters, who thought that 

numbers were getting too high. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Robin explained that many problems with bears arise because people are resistant to change such as 

leaving bins out and compost being dumped on the edges of towns which attracted the bears in.  

This was quite frustrating for him as a lot of the problems could be easily resolved if advice was 

taken.  In order to shoot or remove problem bears a license is required from the Government who 

decide how many licenses are issued annually.  Built up areas such as towns with problem 

individuals are meant to be favoured, however in reality licenses are granted to wherever the 

numbers of bears are deemed highest.  

The Big 3, i.e. wolves, bears and lynx, were discussed throughout the day however we learned that 
wild cats were not a focus as little is known about them in the area other than occasionally recording 
them on trail cameras set to capture lynx and wolves.  We did attempt to check a trail camera that 
Robin had set up on one of his monitoring tracks however when we arrived it had been stolen, which 
is happening more frequently even although he tries hard to conceal them.  This was a real 
disappointment and we understood Robin’s frustration since many of us have also experienced 
losing what could have been valuable data, not to mention expensive equipment.  
 
Lynx numbers were previously considered to be quite high, with estimates of 300-400 adults 
however this was proven to be incorrect when more detailed studies indicated there were 
approximately 200 adult lynx in the wild.  There did not appear to be any interactions between the 
public and wolf or lynx since these species typically remain within the forest, however it could also 
be due to lower numbers of wolf and lynx compared with the numbers of bears.  There was also a 
discussion around access – the public are free to roam within the NP with the exception of zone 5 
where paths are closed during specific times of the year.  This helps to protect animals from 
disturbance during the breeding season and reduces negative interactions between the public and 
wild animals. 
 
A genetic study carried out using wolf scat and urine has shown there to be approximately 50 wolves 

in the area.  The wolf’s diet typically comprises 90% deer and boar, 5% livestock and 5% other 

carnivores during the summer.  The bear’s diet comprised 85% vegetation, 15% invertebrates and a 

small amount of vertebrates.  The diet of the bear varies significantly throughout the year depending 

on the season and the associated food availability.  

  
Image 36. Pheromone trap for bark beetle Image 35. Robin chatting with the group 



 As we walked through the forest we came across a 

natural spring which produced carbonated water.  

This water was considered to have healing 

properties.  Many locals regularly drink from it so we 

took the opportunity to fill up our water bottles and 

were pleasantly surprised by the taste!   

Along the way we kept our eyes peeled for signs of 

mammals.  Robin had provided us all with a useful 

mammal print identification guide which had the 

measurements of animals’ prints on one side and a 

ruler on the other, a great tool to provide on 

educational walks.  We came across a number of 

different mammal tracks but unfortunately didn’t find any bear tracks on this occasion.  We did find 

other signs of large mammals in the forest, including bear hair on a scratching post, claw marks on 

logs, polished trees from boars and bears rubbing on the bark, and boar wallows.  We also found 

some bear scat and the biologists amongst us couldn’t resist having a good sniff to confirm 

identification! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Image 37. Testing the local spring water 

Image 38. Boar track with measuring tool Image 39. Location of stolen camera trap 

  
Image 41. Bear claw marks Image 40. Bear poo  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The plant and animal life was very rich 

here and it was a joy to see all that nature 

had to offer throughout the day.  As well 

as mammal signs around the forest, we 

also had our first sighting of a nut-cracker 

high in the trees, a hazel grouse and her 

chicks, lovely examples of birds nest 

orchids and right at the end of the day a 

superb looking fire salamander, which 

made for a very happy team!  

 

  

 

 

Image 43. Trying to reach to the top of a 

bear scratch post 
Image 42. Boar rubbing tree 

 

Image 45. Orchid found on top of the hill 

Image 46. Fire salamander 

   Image 44. Smelling bear poo  



Day 5 – 31 May – Exploring the depths and heights of Slovak Karst National Park 

Our first day of sunshine! After meeting our guide Mr Gordon, we visited a spring which had 

endemic Bythinella pannonica snails.  They only live within 15 m of a spring and being an indicator of 

fresh water, we took the opportunity to fill our water bottles.  

Highlights were the Gombasecka Jaskyna which was a show 

cave (World Heritage Site for the spaghetti stalactites).  

The explored the caverns under the supervision of a guide, 

this was a very similar tourism experience to how it would 

be in the UK and tastefully done (fairly minimal with no 

music or coloured lights).  The rocks were stained with iron 

(orange), manganese (black) and calcite (white).  We 

learned that each straw took 15 years to grow just 1 mm 

and that the multipede Typhloiulus species inhabited the 

cave.  This multipede had 296 legs and was transparent 

however we were unsuccessful in locating any during our 

visit.  In addition, fire salamanders inhabit the cave during 

the winter months.  There are no bats living in the cave 

since the cave entrance is sealed by a door to the show 

cave. 

 

 

We then visited a hay meadow on the 150 km2 limestone plateau which had no rivers or burns since 

any rain travels through cracks in the limestone karst.  The reserve was created in 1977 and was 

declared a National Park in 2002.  There were more than 1,500 taxa of higher plants known, of which 

160 were protected.  There are more than 100 caves in the Karst, indeed the ice cave we visited 

connected with the other caves in a large underground labyrinth.  The ice cave was created with the 

collapse of the ceiling and is the lowest situated ice cave in Europe with a known length of 1,100 m.  

The birders amongst us were tickled to note a tawny owl nesting in the cave mouth however bats do 

not use this cave either, again because a door prevented access to the inner cave system.  The ice 

has melted and shrunk over the years due to climatic changes.  At the cave entrance the 

temperature was a constant 9 degrees, much colder than just a few metres higher.   

  

 

   Image 49. Group in the caves     Image 48. Filling up bottles at the spring  

   Image 47.  Bythinella pannonica 

snails 



There were a few plants which could tolerate the 

cold and darker conditions.  The experience of 

visiting the ice cave was pared back and felt more 

immediate, only gained if you walked through the 

woodlands to get there. 

 

 

Birds seen or heard on the walk to the ice cave included a golden oriole, and an adult and juvenile 

red-backed shrike.  The woodlands had been cleared around 200 years ago and had been replaced 

with hornbeam.  The woodland was gradually increasing in size again due to changes to the 

management of the meadows. 

Again there was an overwhelming diversity of flowers - a carpet of colour and endless new species.  

Highlights included Clematis recta; Anemone  sylvestris which looked like a poppy; birds nest orchids 

and broomrapes; cornflower; a carpet of bugle; salvia; dianthus; martagon lily; lily of the valley; and 

Solomon’s seal.  The diversity and sheer number of flowers was magnificent, and something we 

simply do not have in Scotland.  The management of the meadows has now been mechanised and 

the meadow is cut in late June/early July.  Previously it was cut by hand and used as hay but 

nowadays it is baled. 

 

 

  
   Image 50. Tawny owl chick in nest  Image 51. Ice cave before, and now         

indicating climate change  

  
   Image 53. Spider crab     Image 52. A crater still increasing in size 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lepidoptera:  there were 3,500 species overall of which 1,500 were macro and the remainder micro.  

The specific environmental conditions to this area enable both northern and southern European 

butterflies to thrive, which makes the site unique.  A highlight for us was the silver studded blue 

butterfly.  As with the flowers, there were constantly so many exotic and endemic butterflies in sight 

simultaneously that it was hard to know where to look, and impossible to learn all their names even 

although Mr Gordon enthusiastically identified them for us in Latin. 

Mr Gordon shared with us his beautiful photographs which had captured over the last 40 years of 

the local area and its stunning wildlife.  He also showed us around an impressive collection of rare 

plants in his garden which he is trying to conserve. 

Day 6 – 1 June – Climbing Zadiel Canyon in Slovak Karst National Park 

Grateful for another day of sunshine we set off to meet Mr 

Gordon at Zadiel Canyon.  Here we saw an impressive limestone 

pinnacle, called sugar cone mountain, which stood at 110 m tall! 

The site is an important biosphere reserve which became a World 

Heritage Site in 1995 and is incredibly important due to its 

vegetation zones and rich diversity of plants and animals.  Until 

this point in the trip, we had seen little evidence of visitors using 

the sites we had spent time exploring however today the car park 

was full of locals and tourists alike.  It was great to see so many 

people enjoying the area however it did highlight the recreational 

pressure that was damaging the vegetation by people ignoring 

signs and trampling or picking calcareous flowers.  This was 

particularly noticeable at the top of the canyon at the view points 

over the valley.  We found the signage very negative compared 

with how this would be done in Scotland, telling people what they 

can’t do, rather than what they can.  Even although the view point 

allowed for a stunning view, the enjoyment was slightly overshadowed by a large cement factory 

and quarry located in the middle of the view out of the canyon.  We would hope that this disregard 

for the landscape value would never happen in Scotland.  

 

  

 

   Image 55. Caterpillar in the meadow     Image 54. Meadow flowers 

   Image 56. Sugar cone mountain  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

   Image 60. Area with many protected  

and rare species that is regularly 

trampled by visitors who are unaware 

   Image 59. River that cut the gorge  

   Image 62. View from top of canyon, 

with the cement plant in background  

   Image 61. Group at top of canyon 

with Miro and Mr Gordon discussing 

issues in conservation in the area 

   Image 58. Beautiful Demoiselle damsel fly     Image 57. ‘Judas Coins’ local Slovak name  



After taking in the view over the canyon, we crossed the nearby meadows which were again full of 

wildflowers, butterflies and other invertebrates.  Here we learned there was a risk to the quality of 

the vegetation since grazing had ceased in the last two years.  If grazing did not resume, the habitat 

would scrub up and the meadows and associated wildlife would be lost, just as it had been further 

along the walk.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We then moved into an area which had been inappropriately planted with non-native tree species 

during the communism period - tree species planted included Siberian pines and larch which had 

completely altered what had been pristine hay meadows.  This forest wasn’t even useful on a 

commercial basis (since the climate was too hot and dry and the soil too shallow for these non-local 

species to grow well) and there didn’t appear to be any management planned for removal.  The path 

was intercepted with many fallen trees thus hindering access.  

Mr Gordon had been visiting the site since he was a small child and had unsurprisingly gained a vast 

knowledge of the overall site and its associated species – his general knowledge extended to various 

species including wildcat, which he felt were very low in numbers, with only a few pairs left due to 

being trapped and taken to zoos in the past.  His detailed knowledge was such that he could locate 

exact positions of specific plants!  Sadly, since Mr Gordon began visiting the NP, many species had 

  

 
 

   Image 64. Old meadow now scrubbing 

up due to lack of management  
   Image 63. Exploring the meadows  

   Image 66. Purple-edged copper     Image 65. Lizard sun bathing  



disappeared and he didn’t feel that the government were concerned about this loss of biodiversity 

and he was subsequently frustrated by the lack of encouragement for visitors to respect the site. 

The overall impression we came away with was that there was not enough positive management 

given the importance of this site, such as a ranger presence, signs to encourage responsible 

behaviour including explaining why people are being asked to stick to the path to protect fragile 

areas and plants from trampling, and appropriate management of the habitats.  However, we did 

manage to see some wonderful sights along the way and it was a very enjoyable day with highlight 

species including bloody cranesbill, blue lettuce and lots of butterflies including the very rare purple-

edged copper (Lycaena hippothoe).   

On the nights of days 5 and 6 we stayed in a lovely hotel next to the Manor House in Betliar which 

had beautiful grounds with some amazing water features.  We found time around our busy days to 

explore these grounds and were pleasantly surprised to find they were full of wildlife, the highlights 

included collared flycatcher, hawfinch, finding a great spotted woodpecker nest and hearing golden 

oriole.  An excited Ann-Marie also found the red squirrels we had been hoping to catch a glimpse of, 

one of which was the melanistic form, something she hasn’t seen in the UK.  One evening we 

managed to fit in a bit of bat detecting, testing a few types of detectors and picking up a Nathusius 

pipistrelle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 7 – 2 June – A view of the borders from Poloniny National Park 

On Sunday we drove into the forest to meet Mr Stofik, an ecologist for the NP, to visit Grouse Cliff in 

the Poloniny National Park, which lies in the north east corner of the country, bordering Ukraine and 

Poland.  The tracks into the forest were somewhat challenging to drive on, and as we drove we were 

 

 

Image 67. Manor house next to our 

hotel with good grounds for  bats, bird 

and squirrels  

 Image 68. Gravity fed water fall   

system in the grounds of manor 



greeted by the border police who returned the number plate from our vehicle which had come off 

on the track as we bounced through the forest!   

Our first impression of the NP was that the forestry tracks which had been used for extraction were 

extremely churned up.  These tracks tracked across watercourses multiple times (unlike in Scotland, 

where watercourses like these would have bridges and/or silt control).  The positive side to these 

muddy tracks was that they provided the perfect substrate in which to look for mammal tracks!  The 

group were delighted to discover and follow wolf and wild boar tracks that potentially showed that a 

chase had taken place.  The muddy puddles on the tracks also allowed yellow-bellied toads to mate 

and lay eggs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Image 69. Smaller model of a local 

wooden church, by our lunch spot  

 Image 70. Wolf tracks found 

showing a it was chasing a boar  

Image 72. Woodland as we 

walked up the hill  
 Image 71. Muddy tracks with foot 

prints leading into the woods  



 

 

As we left the larger forestry tracks and climbed up the hill through the trees we noticed how the 

Carpathian beech forest ground flora was less species rich than the other forests we had visited 

however had a better structure than the ones back home (although beech aren’t native in Scotland). 

Mr Stofik was a very knowledgeable guide and was constantly stopping to point out the local flora 

and fauna to us.  He was more bird focused than some of the other guides and spent time teaching 

us calls, the first he pointed out being the most commonly heard bird of the trip, the chaffinch!  We 

also heard and saw rarer birds including red-breasted fly catcher, collared fly catcher, tree creeper 

and nuthatches and were surrounded by a variety of warblers the entire time.  The walk took us up 

to a splendid view of the forest from the top of the cliff across the NP and beyond, across the 

borders of Ukraine and Poland.  The buffer zone around the NP could be distinguished from the 

UNESCO site by the shelter wood and felling we could see.  It was noticeable to us how there were 

no areas without trees, as far as the eye could see it was just forest, which is hard to find in Scotland, 

and showed how few people lived in this area.    

 

 

 

From the top we walked along the ridge and dropped down again slightly to some meadows on the 

top which had some rare flora present.  Unfortunately we struggled to find them because of the 

dense grass, although we did find millipede and other interesting invertebrates during our search.  

Mr Stofik explained that these meadows used to be grazed as the livestock were herded through 

  
   Image 73. Yellow-bellied toad     Image 74. Yellow-bellied toad  

   Image 75. View from the top of grouse cliffs. Standing in Slovakia and looking across to Ukraine  



however the meadows are now only cut every third year on the Slovak side of the border, which ran 

through the centre of the meadow and the grass is out-competing the rare wildflowers.   

As this site was quite a long distance from any of the villages in the area, very few local people used 

it for recreational purposes, and we didn’t see anyone the whole time we were walking. Once we 

were at the top we did meet a couple of Polish people walking the path along the border, but mostly 

this path is only used in the height of tourist season.  One of the reasons this may not be a popular 

route is that during the communist regime it was closed to the public, and this mindset may still exist 

with local people.  On the flip side it did mean the area was in relatively good condition and hadn’t 

been over managed or interfered with, so appeared very wild and natural to us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 Image 76. Woodland management 

seen from the view point  

   Image 77. Strip felling areas  

 Image 78. One foot in Slovakia, 

and one in Poland  

   Image 79. The team at the view 

point in Slovakia, taken from Poland  



Locals have begun to use the forest more, particularly for mushrooming.  It is also normal for locals 

to clean any natural springs that are used for drinking from, so Miro cleaned the one we came across 

to ensure it doesn’t block or have rotten leaves lying in it.  We also noticed how well the trails, even 

though not regularly used, were marked making them very easy to follow.  We learned that 

volunteers receive funding to re-mark the trails annually, with the top, most popular routes being 

maintained first, ready for the start of the season (1st June).  The route we were on still had drainage 

work to be carried out and a few signs to be repainted so we concluded it was further down on the 

priority list.  We were heartened to know there are local people who value the work being done to 

allow people to connect with nature and explore it more easily but disappointing that the 

Government appears to think of the NP as being for tourists, rather than encouraging local people to 

enjoy the area. 

In the evening, Mr Stofik gave a presentation on his 

work on wolves and bears in the area.  Research findings 

include DNA fingerprinting using bear faeces showing 

that 48 bears used the NP between 2008 and 2013.  The 

distribution of bears is now thought to be similar to that 

in the 19th century, after recovering from a low point in 

~ 1950 - 1970.  In the 1980s, some bears were moved 

here from the High Tatras NP to supplement the local 

population, however this is not necessary now as bears 

roam across the whole of Slovakia, Poland (and 

presumably Ukraine, but the Slovak researchers have 

less information from that country).  They have also found 

that bears prefer to stay away from humans and spend 

only short times feeding close to roads or villages, or at 

the hunting sites that are baited with vegetables for 

wild boar. We were told that a surprising number of 

wild boar are hunted each year across Slovakia – 50,000 

in 2013!  This shows a huge increase in the wild boar 

population from the end of World War 2, when they 

were hunted almost to local extinction.  Hunting 

became much more popular following the end of 

Communism.  A high proportion of the local population 

are now hunters in this NP (20%).  Hunters also receive 

compensation for the number of deer taken by wolves.  

This is calculated on the basis of the estimated food intake 

of the number of wolves assessed to be present in each of 

the many hunting compartments that cover the whole of Slovakia. Farmers are also compensated if 

sheep are taken by wolves.  Proof of animals being taken is not required as this would be too difficult 

to obtain (for example in winter wolves eat entire animals and the only trace is blood on the snow). 

Day 8 – 3 June – Homeward bound via the Hostovice meadows 

Our final day mostly involved a drive back into Poland to pick up our evening flight.  However, we 

took a scenic route back and were able to take in some lovely sights along the way, travelling 

 

 Image 80. Slide showing the population 

dynamics in bears in the area  

 
 Image 81. Slide showing distribution 

of lynx and wolves in the country  



through some beautiful countryside.  Along the way we stopped alongside an amazing display of Iris 

siberica which filled four hectares of marshy field with beautiful shades of blue and the rolling hills in 

the background.  It was a more intense blue than bluebells in Scotland and the Iris entirely 

dominated the vegetation, reminding us how similarly yellow flag can dominate vegetation in 

Scotland.  It was managed by cutting every 3 years and the hay was removed after leaving it for 3 

weeks for the seed to fall out.  Legend says that the Iris was introduced here by soldiers from Siberia 

long ago as it is not found anywhere else in the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Along the way we passed many storks nests, most of which 

were on top of platforms on long poles which had been 

constructed by the villagers in a bid to discourage them 

from nesting on chimneys of houses.  It is considered to be 

good luck for storks to nest in the village as they bring 

happiness and sons to those expecting children.  Because 

of this, many villagers have models of storks in their 

gardens and since a lot of silage had been cut at the time 

of our trip, we could see the storks walking around the 

fields feeding after the silage had been taken.  We stopped 

at one nest to take photos and were treated to a superb 

view of a pine marten crossing the road next to us, once 

again causing much excitement amongst the mammal 

ecologists amongst us!  

 

Miro had arranged a delicious farewell lunch for us at his friend’s restaurant, where we were treated 

to a traditional fried cheese dish which was Miro’s favourite, setting us up nicely for the rest of the 

days travel.  The place we ate at is set up as a ski resort during winter, although it felt very odd 

 

 

 

   Image 82. Close up of the iris   Image 81. Iris as far as the eye can see  

Image 83. Our last traditional 

Slovakian meal  



referring to skiing during our visit since it was so warm and sunny with flowers in full bloom and 

birds in full song everywhere we went.  However, we noted this is one of the few forward-looking 

economic activities in the area.  Miro described this area as ‘The End of the World’ with even places 

such as the home village of Andy Warhol’s parents not being capitalised upon as a tourist attraction. 

Many of the houses are now holiday homes and local shops and bus services are closing down, very 

much like in more remote parts of Scotland.  Even post boxes have been removed from most the 

villages (as well as rural post offices having closed just as in Scotland).  The only reliable place to buy 

a stamp and post a letter appears to be at Tesco in larger towns (again, concentrating what would 

have been local services in one big superstore, just like in Scotland). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Miro showed us various points of interest that would only be known by local people, as this is his 

local area.  We filled our water bottles from a spring, something that people do here regularly. This 

contrasts with Scotland where people take water from home or buy bottles rather than travelling to 

a ‘lucky’ spring to fill their bottles.  We also saw Miro’s secret mushrooming forest, best in the 

autumn and providing locals with a great source of natural forage.  The history of the area was 

evident too as we passed through a battleground where 40,000 soldiers died in 1944 during a three 

month battle between German and Russian forces.  After driving towards the border, we waved 

goodbye to Slovakia and crossed into Poland for a long, hot drive back to the airport in Krakow. 

  

  

   Image 85. White stork nest     Image 84. Ski lodge  



Species lists 

Avian 

No. Common name Scientific name 

1 Mute Swan Cygnus olor 

2 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 

3 Gooseander Mergus merganser 

4 Hazel Grouse Tetrastes bonasia 

5 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 

6 Great White Egret Casmerodius albus 

7 White Stork Ciconia ciconia 

8 Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 

9 Steppe Buzzard Buteo buteo vulpinus 

10 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo  

11 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 

12 Hobby Falco subbuteo  

13 Corncrake Crex crex 

14 Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 

15 Black-headed gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus 

16 Herring gull Larus agentatus  

17 Common Tern Sterna hirundo 

18 Feral pigeon Columba livia (domest.) 

19 Wood pigeon Columba palumbus 

20 Stock dove Columba oenas 

21 Cuckoo Cuculus canorus 

22 Common swift Apus apus 

23 Great spotted woodpecker Dendrocopus major 

24 Skylark Alauda arvensis 

25 House martin Delichon urbicum 

26 Barn swallow Hirundo rustica 

27 Meadow pipit Anthus pratensis 

28 Tree pipit Anthus trivialis 

29 Yellow wagtail Motacilla flava 

30 White wagtail Motacilla alba alba 

31 Grey wagtail Motacilla cinerea 

32 Wren Troglodytes troglodytes 

33 Dipper Cinclus cinclus 

34 Dunnock Prunella modularis 

35 Robin Erithacus rubecula 

36 Common nightgale Luscinia megarhynchos 

37 Black redstart Phoenicurus ochruros 

38 Winchat Saxicola rubetra 

39 Song thrush Turdua philomelos 

40 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris 

41 Black bird Turdua merula 

42 Garden Warbler Sylvia borin 



43 Common whitethroat Sylvia communis 

44 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla 

45 Willow warbler Phylloscopus trochilus 

46 Wood warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix 

47 Common chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 

48 Pied flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca 

49 Collared flycatcher Ficedual albicollis 

50 Great tit Parus major 

51 Coal tit Periparus ater 

52 Blue tit Cyanistes caeruleus 

53 Crested tit Lophophanes cristatus 

54 Marsh tit  Poecile palustris 

55 Willow tit Poecile montanus 

56 Eurasian nuthatch Sitta europaea 

57 Eurasian treecreeper Certhia familiaris 

58 Red-backed shrike Lanius collurio 

59 Common magpie Pica pica 

60 Spotted nutcracker Nucifraga caryocatactes 

61 Western jackdaw Corvus monedula 

62 Rook Corvus frugilegus 

63 Carrion crow Corvus corone 

64 Common raven Corvus corax 

65 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris 

66 Eurasian golden oriole Oriolus oriolus 

67 Eurasian tree sparrow Passer montanus 

68 House sparrow Passer domesticus 

69 Common chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 

70 European goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 

71 European greenfinch Chloris chloris 

72 European serin Serinus serinus 

73 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes 

74 Common rosefinch Carpodacus erythrinus 

75 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella 
 

Lepidoptera 

No. Common Name Scientific Name 

1 Scarce Heath Coenonympha hero 

2 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 

3 Duke of Burgundy Hamearis lucina 

4 Pug Sp. Larentiinae (subfamily) 

5 Common Carpet Epirrhoe alternata 

6 Mountain Green-veined White Artogeia ergane 

7 Wood White Leptidea sinapis 

8 Wave sp Ennominae (subfamily) 

9 Wood White Leptidea sinapis 



10 Pale clouded yellow Colias hyale 

11 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 

12 Silver-studded blue Plebejus argus 

13 Small Heath Coenonympha paphilus 

14 Woodland Ringlet Erebia medusa 

15 Lesser-spotted Fritillary Melitaea trivia 

16 Common Blue Polyommatus icarus 

17 Narrow-bordered bee hawk-moth Hemaris tityus 

18 Speckled yellow Pseudopanthera macularia  

19 Latticed Heath Chiasmia clathrata 

20 Purple-edged Copper Lycaena hippothoe 

21 Wood White Leptidea sinapis 

22 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni 

23 Common Blue Polyommatus icarus 

24 Comma Polygonia c-album 

25 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 

26 Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary Boloria selene 

27 Large Wall Brown Lasiommata maera 

28 Wall Brown Lasiommata megera 

29 Speckled Yellow Pseudopanthera macularia  

30 Purple-edged Copper Lycaena hippothoe 

31 Map Butterfly Araschnia levana 

32 Green-veined White Pieris napi 

33 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria 

34 Hungarian Glider Neptis rivularis 

35 Chequered Skipper Carterocephalus palaemon 

36 Skipper Sp. Hesperidae 

37 Small Heath Coenonympha paphilus 

38 Woodland Ringlet Erebia medusa 

39 Duke of Burgandy Hamearis lucina 

40 Orange-tip Anthocharis cardamines 

41 Clouded Apollo Parnassius mnemosyne 

42 Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podalirius 

43 Longhorn Micromoth Sp. Microlepidoptera (sub-order) 

44 Latticed Heath Chiasmia clathrata 

45 Small Heath Coenonympha paphilus 

46 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria 

47 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta 

48 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 

49 Blue Sp. Lycaniidae (family) 

50 Blue Sp. Lycaniidae (family) 

51 Orange-tip Anthocharis cardamines 

52 Green-veined White Pieris napi 

53 Heath Fritillary ? Melitaea athalia 

54 Chimney Sweep  Odezia atrata 

55 Eggar Sp. Lasiocampidae (Family)  



Coleoptera 

No. Common Name Scientific Name 

2 Rose Chafer Cetonia aurata 

3 Mediterranean spotted chafer Oxythyrea funesta 

4 Rose Chafer Cetonia aurata 

5 Dor Beetle Geotrupes stercorarius 

6 10-Spot Ladybird Adalia decempunctata 

7 Willow Leaf Beetle Chrysomela 20-punctata 
 

Hemiptera 

No. Common Name Scientific Name 

1 Fire Bug Pyrrhocoris apterus 

2 Red and black Froghopper Cercopis vulnerata 

3 Sheildbug Sp. Pentatomoidea (superfamily) 

4 Sloe bug Dolycoris baccarum 

5 Black Bean Aphid Aphis fabae 
 

Other 

No. Common Name Scientific Name 

1 Brown Lacewing sp. Drepanepteryx phalaenoides 

2 Crab Spider Sp. Misumena vatia 

3 Beautiful Demoiselle Calopteryx virgo 

4 Carparthian Blue Slug Bielzia coerulans 
 


