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Temperate forests around the world cover a large range of climatic, site and species conditions.  In 

Europe currently about 26% of the total area in the temperate zone is covered by often fragmented 

forests.  ñVirginò or primeval temperate forests are rare in Europe due to the long-lasting 

continuous human use of forests and due to high human population densities.  Coniferous, 

broadleaved or mixed forests occur depending on the histories and sites of the various areas. 

 

European beech is an important late-successional tree species in a swath of Europe where rainfall 

and the water balance of the soil are able to supply its transpiration needs during the summer and 

the winters are not too cold.  Where life conditions are suitable, European beech tends to an 

absolute dominance.  Thus, natural European beech forests are often almost pure stands of this 

single species.  Nevertheless they display an enormous spectrum of minority associates and 

different plant (and related animal) associations below their canopies.  Furthermore, biodiversity is 

a multidimensional concept and characteristics such as the diversity in habitat structure and 

ñnaturalnessò also need to be considered. 

 

In 2007, UNESCOôs World Heritage Committee recognized the Primeval Beech Forests of the 

Carpathians (Slovakia and Ukraine) as a transnational serial natural area of 10 separated parcels 

totaling more than 29,000 hectares (excluding buffer zones and connecting corridors).  This was 

cited as an outstanding example of complex temperate forests exhibiting the most complete 

ecological patterns and processes of pure stands of European beech.  The biodiversity is not linked 

to a single forest type, but to many different and varying associations.  The area contains 123 

documented forest associations and major forest types from oak-beech at lower elevations to fir-

beech-spruce at higher elevations.  It contains the largest and tallest beech specimens in the world, 

reaching an amazing height of 57 metres, and all the necessary elements essential for the long-term 

conservation of the various beech forest types and their associated ecological processes. It was the 

consensus of a number of experts that the best remnants of beech forests are situated here.  

Although not the only remaining undisturbed beech forests, these are the best of the last. 

 

The recognized sites are true ñvirginò, primeval forests that are original in structure and have 

developed under natural conditions.  These values have attracted long-term scientific study of the 

sites and their complex ecological systems, and will be important to the understanding of the 

effects of global climate change in temperate regions.  The ten separate parcels are core areas of 

larger existing protected areas in a single biogeographic region, with similar overall climatic 

conditions, across the border of two countries, on various soils, slopes, aspects, elevations and 

temperature gradients.  Individually, each parcel has great value; together, they best represent 

primeval beech forests across a variety of environmental conditions.  Discussions are ongoing 

concerning possible future extensions to the series with additions of other locations in Central 

Europe. 

 

These forests have the visual appeal commonly associated with ñprimevalò old-growth forests that 

some believe inspired European Gothic architecture.  However, they were selected for the quality 

of how they represent the re-colonization and development of the temperate broadleaf ecosystems 

after the last ice age, a process which is still ongoing. 
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Paul Maycock from Ontario has compared the composition and structure of some of these forests 

with other mesic deciduous types from around the world.  Old-growth forests in southern Ontario 

were found to be generally richer in species of trees and other vascular plants.  One general 

explanation for lower species richness in Europe is that the east-west mountain ranges created a 

barrier causing more extinctions during the ice ages.  Maple is a major component in Ontario, but 

relatively minor in Europe.  Beech dominance tends to restrict the ground flora, but many 

similarities in genera are evident in both continents.  Average canopy heights were found to be 

lower in Ontario at 35 metres compared with 42 metres in the Slovak and Ukrainian Carpathians. 

 

I have visited and hiked the largest of the parcels ï the Uholka area in Ukraine with a core area of 

11,860 ha and additional buffer zones of 3,500 ha.  It was quite an experience.  Although the core 

area has much deadwood (10-20 times more than in wood production forests), the general 

impression is that of a lot of healthy large trees.  Sample plots indicate that an average hectare here 

contains 21 trees with diameters greater than 80 centimetres, and heights of 45 metres or more are 

reached. 

 

Historically, until the first world war this area was reserved by Austro-Hungarian landowners only 

for hunting.  Since then, inaccessibility, lack of nearby settlements and increasing recognition of 

the uniqueness of this publicly-owned area have limited the expoitation of its resources.  This is 

not an urban forest.  However, it is urban academics, scientists and occasional tourists that visit the 

area and spread knowledge about it.  Close-to-nature silviculture is allowed in the buffer areas for 

the subsistence of the local rural population.  Management challenges with respect to illegal 

cutting are likely to continue, but so far do not appear to be overwhelming.  It is hoped that 

international recognition will increase appreciation and support by local populations. 

 

Finally, the trailing blackberries that grow in those forests (not restricted to old growth) are the 

most delicious I have ever tasted. 

 

 



 

 
 

 


