
Forest of Gamueta
Abies alba Mill.
Western Valleys Natural Park – Pyrenees – Spain

Mediterranean firs have a unique phytogeographical 
value and complex taxonomic diversity due to their 
hybridization capacity. Essentially they are represented 

by the taxa of Abies cephalonica, Abies pinsapo, Abies 
marocana, Abies nebrodensis, Abies cilicica, Abies numídica, 
Abies alba, Abies equi-trojani, Abies nordmanniana and Abies 
bornmuelleriana.

The silver fir is found across central Europe with isolated 
populations at supra-oro-Mediterranean bioclimatic belts in 
the Mediterranean region. The mountain chains of southern 
Europe served as a refuge for the species during the Würm 
glacial stage. At the end of the glacial period, its populations 
were isolated, giving rise to specific ecotypes in the Iberian 
Peninsula, Italy, the Balkans, the Maritime Alps and the 
islands of Corsica and Sicily. Shipbuilding, which has taken 
place throughout history, has considerably diminished its 
forests.

Natura 2000: Habitats, 9110 - Luzulo-Fagetum beech forests, 
9130 - Asperulo-Fagetum beech forests, 91K0 - Illyrian Fagus 
sylvatica forests (Aremonio-Fagion), 91P0 - Holy cross fir 
forest (Abietetum polonicum), 91W0 - Moesian beech forests, 
91V0 - Dacian beech forest (Symphyto-Fagion), 91 BA - 
Moesian silver fir forests, 9220 - * Apennine beech forests 
with Abies alba and beech forests with Abies nebrodensis, 
9510 - * Southern Apennine Abies alba. Red List Category of 
Threatened Species, IUCN: Least Concern (LC).n

77 nn 76



This species were regarded as extinct until 1957, when 
certain isolated trees were discovered growing on very 
steep escarpments at an altitude of 1,500 metres in the 

Madonie Mountains. At present the population comprises 
30 trees of which only 24 are sexually mature. The largest 
ones are barely 9.50 metres high with a crown diameter of 
9.5 metres, a trunk circumference of 1.85 metres and an 
estimated age of 150 years.

The main threat is the fact that there are so few adult trees 
and consequently extremely low natural regeneration, added 
to which there is a high risk of erosion and forest fires. Natura 
2000: Habitat, 9220 - * Apennine beech forests with Abies 
alba and beech forest with Abies nebrodensis. Prioritary 
Specie of Community Interest, Annex II and Annex IV. 
Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: Critically 
Endangered (CR). Specie listed in Appendix I of CITES. n

Abies nebrodensis (Lojac.) Mattei
Madonie Regional Natural Park – Sicily – Italy

Arvulu Cruci Cruci
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Abies pinsapo Boiss.
Sierra de las Nieves Natural Park – Spain

The Escaleretas Spanish Fir

The Spanish fir is endemic to the Mediterranean region, with 
two disjunct areas of distribution: southeastern Andalusia 
and the north-eastern Rif mountains in Morocco. In Spain, 

forests of Spanish fir can be found in the Sierra de las Nieves, 
Sierra Bermeja and Sierra del Pinar de Grazalema, covering 
a total of some 2,800 hectares. The populations in Morocco 
are located in five different areas, covering an area of 7,500 
hectares.

The Natural Park of Sierra de las Nieves is home to some of 
the oldest and largest population of Spanish firs on the Iberian 
Peninsula. Notable Spanish fir forests include Cubero, Froncaile, 

Cañada de Enmedio and Cañada del Cuerno, which are home 
to trees that have grown to more than 25 metres in height with 
trunk circumferences of 5 metres, such as the Las Escaleretas 
Spanish fir.

The general trend is that all these populations are decreasing 
and their main threats are forest degradation, deforestation, 
forest fires, desertification, climate change, over-grazing, pests 
and diseases. Natura 2000: Habitat, 9520 - Abies pinsapo forest, 
of the supra-meso-Mediterráeno level. Red List Category of 
Threatened Species, IUCN: Endangered (EN). “Grazalema” and 
“Sierra de las Nieves y su Entorno” Biosphere Reserves. n
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This species is endemic to the west of Cyprus with 
distribution restricted to the peaks of the state forest of 
Paphos in the Troodos Mountains. Five natural stands 

have been identified, the largest being Tripylos which covers 
an area of 200 hectares. It grows forming mixed forests 
with species such as Quercus alnifolia, Arbutus andrachne 
Arrhenatherum album, Cephalorrhynchus cypricus, Galium 
peplidifolium and Stellaria media.

In the past, these forests were more abundant, according to 
Theophrastus and Pliny, but forestry over-exploitation and 
intensive livestock farming have restricted their spread and 
prevented natural regeneration. The main threats today are 
erosion, pests and diseases, forest fires and climate change. 
Seed production is very low, intermittent and unviable. Natura 
2000: Habitat, 9590 - * Cedrus brevifolia forests (Cedrosetum 
brevifoliae). Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: 
Vulnerable (VU). n

Cedrus brevifolia (Hook.f.) Henry
Paphos State Forest – Cyprus

Cedar Valley
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Cedrus libani A. Rich.
Taurus Mountains – Turkey

Lebanon Cedar Forest

The forests of Lebanon cedars make up either pure or mixed 
formations at supra-oro-Mediterranean bioclimatic belts on 
the eastern coasts of the Mediterranean region.

They enjoy a wide area of distribution, appearing in mixed 
forests along with Quercus coccifera subsp. calliprinos, Acer 
sempervirens, Juniperus excelsa, Juniperus foetidissima, 
Juniperus drupacea, Cupressus sempervirens, Abies cilicica, 
Quercus cerris, Quercus petraea subsp. pinnatiloba, Quercus 
infectoria, Quercus brantii, Quercus ithaburensis, Populus 
tremula, Ulmus montana, Ostrya carpinifolia, Fagus sylvatica 
subsp. orientalis, Pinus nigra, and Carpinus orientalis.

Most of the Lebanon cedar forests are found in the ranges of 
the Taurus Mountains in Turkey, where they cover an area of 

approximately 100,000 hectares. Their presence is much lower 
in the Syrian-Lebanese mountains where they cover an area 
of around 3,000 hectares in scattered stands. One of the most 
famous populations is the Bécharré Forest which is home to 
375 ancient cedars, some of which are thought to be well over a 
thousand years old and have trunk circumferences of up to 14.5 
metres. The Lebanon cedar forests are subject to pressure from 
agrosilvopastoral systems as well as the impact of years of war 
in the region. Very few of them can actually be found on Mount 
Lebanon. Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: Least 
Concern (LC). n
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Having been discovered by the Western world for the first 
time in 1924, it was not until 1972 that a comparable 
census was established showing the existence of some 

230 living trees. When revised in 2002, it was found that 
twenty of them had died, yet another 23 trees that had not 
been inventoried previously were identified. With a population 
of just 233 trees, some of them over a thousand years old 
with trunk circumferences of up to 12 metres, there are just 
ten young trees, bearing witness to pre-desert woody plant 
formations that flourished in the heart of the desert in the 
past when the climate was more humid.

They grow on the plateau of Tassili n’Ajjer at an altitude of 
between 1,000 and 1,800 metres in harsh climatic conditions 
where daily temperatures can fluctuate between 32 ºC and 
-8 ºC, and where the average annual precipitation can be 
as low as just 30 millimetres. With such a small population, 
the species have developed a unique and exceptional 
survival strategy: paternal apomixes, whereby the pollen, in 
the absence of meiosis, provides all the genetic material for 
descendants, thus resulting in a high level of consanguinity.

The intensive harvesting of its wood throughout the 19th 
century, the drop in the water table due to climate change, 
and tourism are among the main threats to this species. 
Red List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: Critically 
Endangered (CR). “Tassili n’Ajjer” Biosphere Reserve. “Tassili 
n’Ajjer” World Heritage Site. n

Cupressus dupreziana A. Camus
Tassili n’Ajjer National Park – Algeria

Saharan Cypress He volteado la foto para que no 
quede el arbol en medio de la 
página porque no se verá. Os 
parece correcto
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The forest of Mediterranean cypress in the Samaria Gorge 
is easily the most extensive and best preserved in the 
world, the central part of which covers an area of around 

2,800 hectares. It features a continuous altitudinal distribution 
from the thermo-Mediterranean to oro-Mediterranean 
bioclimatic belts, growing from sea level up to an altitude of 
2,000 metres.

The flora in the Samaria Gorge includes over 400 plant 
species, of which one fifth are endemic. Quercus coccifera 
subsp. calliprinos, Acer sempervirens, Pinus brutia, 
Juniperus oxycedrus, Zelkova abelicea, Berberis cretica, 
Astragalus angustifolius, Coridothymus capitatus, Origanum 
microphyllum, Hypericum kelleri, Sarcopoterium spinosum, 
Asperula pubescens, Centaurea raphanina, Centaurea idaea, 
Valerianella echinata, Campanula cretica, Cyclamen creticum, 
Arum idaeum, Himantoglossum samariense, Cephalanthera 
cucullata, Dracunculus vulgaris, Verbascum macrurum, 
Delphinium staphisagria, Papaver argemone.

The cypress wood from Cretan forests was very highly valued 
in ancient times. Theophrastus made references to the 
presence of these forests in the White Mountains: “It is said 
that on Crete, in the Idaean Mountains and those mountains 
called the White Ones, on whose peaks the snow never 
melts, the number of cypress trees is great, as is the case 
throughout the whole of the island and the mountains.” n

Cupressus sempervirens L.
Samaria National Park – Crete – Greece

Samaria Gorge
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Tavri Cypress Forest
Cupressus sempervirens L.
White Mountains – Crete – Greece

The forests of Mediterranean cypress have a huge 
potential area of natural distribution which encompasses 
the eastern Mediterranean to the mountainous foothills 

of the Indus Valley in Central Asia. Its hard, highly-prized 
wood was used for numerous different purposes, particularly 
for building ships for the many trading and military fleets that 
plied the Mediterranean Sea, the Nile Valley and the rivers 
and tributaries of Ancient Mesopotamia. Over-exploitation 
of the forests since the birth of civilization in the ancient 
Fertile Crescent through to the present day has led them to 
the verge of extinction. The Tarvi Cypress is so rare that in 
botanical circles it is regarded as an archaic, residual species 
in the Mediterranean region. We are so used to the different 
varieties used in gardening that we forget that the fastigiate 
variety can no longer be found in nature.

Thousand-year-old trees twisted by time straddle the most 
rugged, arid crests of the island of Crete, defying time and 
the abyss beneath. Their immortal roots are buried in the 
moraine of vertiginous slopes or grow placidly alongside 
the beds of gullies and gorges, rising up to over 30 metres 
in height with a trunk circumference of 7 metres. It is not 
a mirage but a rallying cry to uphold its glorious past and 
long-lost splendour. While the species itself is not in danger, 
its habitats should be regarded as a priority. Natura 2000: 
Habitat, 9290 – Cupressus forests (Acero - Cupression), 9540 
– Mediterranean forests with endemic Mesogean pines. Red 
List Category of Threatened Species, IUCN: Near Threatened 
(NT). “Gorge of Samaria” Biosphere Reserve. n
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The Greek philosopher and father of Botany, Theophrastus, 
left us one of the first written texts on the particular 
way that cypresses grow in the mountains of Crete: 

“Elsewhere the cypress develops from the seed, but on 
Crete from the trunk, as on the mountain at Tarra. The pruned 
cypress exists there.” The twisted shapes of these cypress 
trees are the result of the harsh environmental conditions and 
the pressure from herbivores.

These trees, nibbled at by livestock from their earliest days, 
put out vigorous shoots to try to escape their voracious 
predators. It is more difficult to develop survival strategies 
in the high mountains: whipped by the wind, covered for 
much of the year in snow, lashed by storms and lightning 
and having to put down roots into living rock, they take on 
their tortuous, twisted and crawling shapes to try to expand 
the limits of their forests. n

Cupressus sempervirens L.
White Mountains – Crete – Greece

Kastro Mountain Cypress
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Ancient Cypress Forest
Cupressus sempervirens L.
Melisitis – Crete – Greece 95 n
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