
PLANINA POLJE (Planina Plain)



PLANINA POLJE (Planina Plain) is one of 
Slovenia’s most picturesque karst fields (also known 
as karst polje). It measures 6 km in length and 2 km 
in width and is crisscrossed by the Unica and its 
side streams. It is flooded several times a year, with 
water levels rising in excess of 10 m. The waters 
of Planina Plain disappear in over 150 sinkholes in 
the northeast, taking 2 to 5 days to reemerge as the 
river Ljubljanica. 

Planina polje (Planina Plain) is part of the European 
environmental conservation network Natura 
2000 due to its rich flora and fauna. Additionally, 
it is of particular national importance due to its 
geomorphological features. Southern part of the 
polje, including Planina Cave, was deemed as a 
nature park in 1984 and is protected as such.

Karst polje is a large karst hollow with a mostly 
level bottom; as such, it is host to a sinking river 
that surfaces on one side of the field and disappears 
underground on the other. Karst polje tends to well 
up into lakes following heavy rainfall.
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Thank you for sticking to marked pathways and respecting local wildlife by abstaining from 
picking the flowers, littering and emitting loud noises. This helps contribute to the conservation 
of Planina Plain for generations to come.
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The Squil l  trai l 
received its name from 
the amethyst meadow 
squill (Scilla litardierei), an 
endangered plant typical 
for  karst  landscapes. 
Within the boundaries 
of Slovenia, it can be 
encountered solely on the 
Planina Polje. The trail 
consists of two loops:

• South: 4,7 km
• North: 6,8 km

The undemanding marked 
trail is dotted with info 
boards detail ing the 
special features of Planina 
Polje, ranging from the 
secrets of Planina Cave 
and the specifics of the 
grasslands all the way to 
the nature of the floods 
and local flora and fauna.
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The river Unica springs forth from Planina cave 
and forms underground via a confluence of streams 
from Cerknica Plain and the Pivka basin. The river 
Rak (flowing from Rakov Škocjan) joins the Pivka, 
itself flowing from Postojna Cave, thus forming one 
of Europe´s largest underground confluences. The 
Postojna-Planina cave system also ranks amongst 
the largest in the Slovenian karst. 

The Unica is then joined by several smaller streams 
as well as the Malenščica and Škratovka underneath 
Planina Mountain and the Hotenjka under Grčarevec. 
The Unica flows on top of a less porous part of the 
plain, while its riverbed winds to the extent where 
it three times surpasses the length of the plain. In 
periods of drought, the Unica disappears before it 
reaches the settlement of Laze, whereas it will finally 
disappear in several sinkholes in the northeast of the 
plain when water levels are on the rise, afterwards 
continuing its subterranean route towards the 
Ljubljanica river springs near Vrhnika. 
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The Škratovka is a torrential stream. As 
such, it is the third most important water source 
on Planina polje (Planina Plain), right behind 
the Unica and Malenščica. Its main stream 
stems from the Škratovka cave, occasionally 
welling up into an aquifer. When water levels 
rise, over 40 springs appear in the vicinity, 
only one of which is constant. The Škratovka 
joins the Unica on its right side in the vicinity 
of Hošperk (Haasberg) castle. The springs 
appear where limestone meets dolomite 
under a steep slope. The Škratovka cave 
is over 500 m long and 28 m deep. Its entrance 
expands into a smaller chamber and continues 
into a narrow tunnel, itself leading into a siphon 
that is constantly submerged in water. The 
cave is only accessible to cavers and 
divers. 
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Flooding is a phenomenon that occurs 
naturally on karst landscapes and, as such, 
cannot be inhibited. It is the result of the flow 
of spring water exceeding the amount that 
disappears underground through sinkholes. 
After extended periods without any rainfall, 
the waters will disappear underground from 
the plain, drying it out. Flooding is becoming 
less and less predictable with time; however, 
it is known to occur several times each year 
and ranges in duration, spanning either days 
or months. Floods on karst landscapes differ 
from river floods in that they come and go at 
a much slower pace. 
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Historical data regarding the water level and duration 
of the Planina polje (Planina Plain) floods ranges back 
to the 18th century, where the only possible mode of 
transportation during such periods was by boat. The polje 
was artificially expanded and then built around in 1889 
with the intention of drying it out. Several of the sinkholes 
that were partially covered are now called Putickove 
štirne. Much like other similar undertakings on various 
karst plains, attempts to permanently dry out Planina 
polje bore little fruit. 

Planina polje (Planina Plain) was already 
deforested by early settlers living alongside 
its edges. The only memory that still recalls 
the once vast oak groves are the English oaks 
(Quercus robur) that protect the Unica riverbanks 
from erosion. Patches of black alder (Alnus 
glutinosa) and common hornbeam (Carpinus 
betulus) also persist in places. The plain was 
mostly utilized as grazelands by local farmers 
due to the annual flooding. Orchards and fields 
were placed alongside the plain´s edges, out 
of reach from the floods. A colourful mosaic 
of man-made fields, meadows, hedges and 
meadow orchards allow for a large level of 
diversity among the local wildlife. 
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The area surrounding Jakovšek Hill extrudes 
from the central part of the plain and stands 
atop a partially rocky base typical for the karst; 
the same holds true for the areas above the 
edges of the plain. The aforementioned area 
never floods and precipitation quickly flows 
underground. Traditionally cultivated dry 
meadows and grazelands such as these are 
not overly fertilized and, as such, host a large 
diversity of plant life, notably rare and protected 
orchids such as the green-winged (Anacamptis 
morio), three-toothed (Neotinea tridentate) and burnt 
orchid (Neotinea ustulata), respectively. Several 
species of insects rely on the various plants for 
food, especially butterflies. Typical for this type 
of dry karst meadow are rare and protected 
species such as the marsh fritillary (Euphydryas 
aurinia), false grayling (Arethusana arethusa), pearl-
bordered fritillary (Boloria euphrosyne), turquoise 
blue (Polyommatus dorylas) and the southern 
festoon (Zerynthia polyxena). Over 80 species 
of butterflies have been recorded on Planina 
Plain. 

Marsh fritillary 
(Euphydryas aurinia)

Southern festoon   
(Zerynthia polyxena)

Pearl-bordered fritillary  
(Boloria euphrosyne)

Turquoise blue 
(Polyommatus dorylas)

Green-winged orchid
(Anacamptis morio)

Three-toothed orchid
(Neotinea tridentata) 
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Red-backed shrike
(Lanius collurio)

Planina polje (Planina Plain) is also rife with birdsong, 
stemming from several species of birds typical for 
dry meadows, such as the Eurasian skylark (Alauda 
arvensis), red-backed shrike (Lanius collurio), common 
whitethroat (Sylvia communis), common linnet (Linaria 
cannabina), and yellowhammer (Emberiza citrinella). 

The cultivated meadows at the bottom of Planina 
polje are either utilized for grazing purposes or used 
for livestock fodder. The natural growth of the plain´s 
bottom flats has adapted to the scarce, washed-out 
nature of the ground along with summer droughts 
and flooding for weeks on end. Such meadows 
are biologically diverse and are home to Eurasian 
skylarks, yellowhammers and corn buntings (Emberiza 
calandra). Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), willow (Salix 
purpurea), dogwood (Cornus sanguinea) and blackthorn 
(Prunus spinosa) hedges along the edges of meadows 
and fields contribute to the diversity of Planina 
polje (Planina Plain), seeing how they provide the 
necessary habitats for several species.
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The red-backed shrike and barred warbler (Sylvia nisoria) 
are typical for the bushes and hedges. Regrettably, 
intensive farming can swiftly harm the diversity of 
meadowland flora and fauna. Drainage, extensive 
fertilizing as well as mowing and ensilage are making 
for less and less biological diversity in the meadows. 
Intensively cultivated areas are dominated by plants 
that are typical for soils rich in nitrogen; this includes 
dandelions (Araxacum officinale agg.) early in spring and 
meadow buttercups (Ranunculus acris) as well as ragged-
robins (Lychnis flos-cuculi) in summer. 

Water will tend to remain for longer periods of time after 
flooding in some parts of the central area, especially in 
hollows and ditches as well as old riverbeds. This makes 
mowing problematic. Heaths and marshlands are 
thus able to persist in this area, characterized with large 
amounts of tall reeds that cannot be mowed before late 
summer. Such areas are among the most endangered 
habitats, seeing that they have mostly been dried out by 
man wherever possible. Regular flooding is the reason 
why there are still several meadows like this on Planina 
polje (Planina Plain). Plants have ample time to bloom 
and pollinate, making for a high level of diversity in the 
area. 
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Planina polje (Planina Plain) is still 
home to rare and endangered species 
of plants and animals that seek refuge 
in areas such as this. Thus, it is possible 
to encounter quail and corn crake here. 
Throughout the millennia, the corn 
crake (Crex crex) has adapted to live 
alongside the grass harvests and is as 
such a symbol of symbiosis between 
man and nature. Corn crakes span up 
to 30 cm in size and return from Africa in 
April, seeking out a nest for itself in the 
local grasslands. It hides in the grass 
during the day, seeking insects, spiders 
and snails. Its chicks also hide out in the 
grass until they are able to fly. The loud 
repetitive calls of the male birds alert to 
their presence during summer nights. 
The calls are reminiscent of a scythe 
being sharpened (kosa in Slovene), 
thus lending them their Slovenian name 
– kosec. Corn crakes are endangered 
by the ever-intensifying nature of 
farming, especially the premature and 
swift mowing of large surfaces. The 
conservation of this bird species also 
means conservation of its habitat, which 
simultaneously provides shelter for 
several other animal and plant species. 

Corn crake
(Crex crex)
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The scarce large blue (Phengaris 
teleius) butterfly lives solely on the 
natural wet grasslands that are home 
to the nutritious plants that can host 
their larvae. The female only lays eggs 
on the great burnet plant (Sanguisorba 
officinalis). The larvae are then picked up 
by fire ants and taken into their anthill. It 
is imperative the larvae leave the anthill 
as soon as they develop into butterflies, 
as that is when the ants recognize it 
as an intruder. The Alcon blue (Phengaris 
alcon) has a similar development cycle, 
except that it lays eggs solely on the 
marsh gentian. 

Scarce large blue
(Phengaris teleius)
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Alongside purple moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) and 
various types of sedge (Carex spp.), Planina polje 
(Planina Plain) is also host to colourful beds of 
meadow flowers. The uncultivated meadows turn 
white with cuckoo flowers (Cardamine pratensis) in 
spring. The wild gladiolus (Gladiolus illyricus), orchis 
palustris (Anacamptis palustris), blue Siberian iris (Iris 
sibirica) and later on the marsh gentian (Gentiana 
pneumonanthe) stand out the most in summer. 
Patches of yellow iris (Iris pseudacorus) appear in 
ditches, whereas mouse garlic (Allium angulosum) 
paints the wet grasslands red in late summer.
 
The heaths of Planina polje (Planina Plain) are 
the only site in Slovenia (and simultaneously, 
the northernmost site in general) where the 
protected amethyst meadow squill (Scilla 
litardierei) grows. Its blue clusters reach up to 30 
cm in height and may be observed in several 
narrow growth passages in late spring, usually 
at the end of May. It is similar to the alpine squill 
(Scilla bifolia), which is more common and blooms 
on forest edges in early spring. 

Alpine squill  
(Scilla bifolia)
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In the parts of Planina polje (Planina Plain) where water accumulates the 
longest, there are still several alkaline fens. Even the remaining fens 
are still a shadow of similar areas from the past, seeing how they were 
destroyed by drainage and fertilization in recent decades. Several types of 
sedge grow there, yet their most distinct feature are clusters of cottongrass 
(Eriophorum angustifolium) that resemble white fluff.

Marsh gentian  
(Gentiana pneumonanthe)

Siberian iris 
(Iris siberica)

Cottongrass   
(Eriophorum angustifolium)

Early marsh-orchid
(Dactylorhiza incarnata)

Mouse garlic   
(Allium angulosum)

Yellow iris
(Iris pseudacorus)

Wild gladiolus
(Gladiolus illyricus) 
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Graylings 
(Thymallus thymallus) Kingfisher

(Alcedo atthis) 

River trout
(Salmo truta fario) 

The Unica is covered in water and water-
adjacent plants; it is also rife with different animals. 
Upstream, the water is cool, clear and flows fast; it 
does not disappear even when the summer heat 
is the strongest. Several aquatic insects live in 
the Unica, which explains the presence of several 
birds and fish as well as other animals. The river 
is home to graylings (Thymallus thymallus) and river 
trout (Salmo truta fario). The flow of the river slows 
down further downstream and is home to tench 
(Tinca tinca), pike (Esox lucius) and burbot (Lota lota). 
The European bullhead (Cottus gobio) can be spotted 
around springs along the better part of the Unica. 
The grey wagtail (Motacilla cinerea) is a common sight 
upstream and along the upper bank, alongside 
the kingfisher (Alcedo atthis) and white-throated 
dipper (Cinclus cinclus). The otter (Lutra lutra) has also 
reappeared after several years of absence. 
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Black stork
(Ciconia nigra) 

White stork
(Ciconia ciconia) 

Planina polje (Planina Plain) is an area 
of international ornithological 
importance. Over 180 species of 
birds have been documented in the 
area. It is one of Slovenia´s chief 
nesting areas for corn crake. White 
storks (Ciconia ciconia) have also started 
nesting in a chimney in the middle of 
Planina, but only recently. Sightings 
of the mysterious black stork (Ciconia 
nigra) are also common in these parts. 
Occasionally, white-tailed eagles 
(Haliaeetus albicilla) and other rare birds 
of prey will also make an appearance. 

Various birds will appear on Planina 
polje (Planina Plain) only during 
migration. During the floods in spring 
and autumn, large flocks of aquatic 
birds congregate on the field.

The preserved nature is also home to 
several species of mammals. Game, 
especially stags, deer and rabbits, is 
common in the fields and alongside the 
edges of the plain.
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Lesser horseshoe bats
(Rhinolophus hipposideros) 

The abundance of prey attracts beasts, 
which is why wolves and even jackals appear 
commonly in recent times. Yet it is bats that are 
the most endangered amongst the mammals. 
The attic of St Mary´s bell tower in Planina is 
home to one of Slovenia´s largest maternity 
colonies for the common bat (Myotis myotis). 
Between 500 and 900 bats live in the bell tower 
attic during the gestation, birth and rearing 
of the bats´ young – i.e. between April and 
October of each year. Sometimes, the number 
is even higher. The bell tower of St Luke´s 
in Grčarevec and St Michael´s in Jakovica 
host lesser horseshoe bats (Rhinolophus 
hipposideros) during the gestation, birthing and 
rearing period. They winter in nearby caves 
and other subterranean areas. Other types of 
bat also appear in the wider area – in fact, 14 
different species have been documented in 
Planina Cave alone, especially while wintering 
in its entrance. 

Common bat 
(Myotis myotis) 
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Pollution doesn’t only affect subterranean 
ecosystems, it also affects aquifers that 
provide our drinking water. Thank you for 
being a responsible visitor of Planina Polje 
(Planina Plain).

The Planina-Postojna cave system ranks 
amongst the highest in the world in subterranean 
animal diversity, with an excess of 100 exclusively 
subterranean species. Apart from the famous proteus 
(Proteus anguinus, also known as Olm), the area is also home 
to different species of beetles, arachnids, centipedes, 

crabs and cave snails. Subterranean animals 
are fully adapted to life underground: they are either 
fully or partially blind, have elongated limbs and lack 
pigmentation, again either fully or partially. They are 
endangered by pollution of land and subterranean 
rivers.

Proteus
(Proteus anguinus) 
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The KRAS.RE.VITA Project
The execution of the KRAS.RE.VITA project on Planina polje (Planina Plain) encompasses the purchase of select pieces of 
land where we seek to establish a sustainable economy based on farming. This will ensure the long-term conservation of wet 
grasslands with purple moor-grass, alkaline fens and tall reeds. This way, we will also preserve the corn crake, barred warbler and 
amethyst meadow squill. The common bat and lesser horseshoe bat now also have easier access to their maternity colonies in 
select church buildings, where residual animal feces were cleaned out. The project also included adding entry points, 
an educational trail and parking spaces in order to relieve the most ecologically sensitive areas from 
visitor pressure.


