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1. Name of the proposed Geopark

The applicant area has been declared as by the 
Municipality of Sitia as “Sitia Nature Park ” which is the 
name of the aspired geopark too.

2. Surface area, physical and human geography 
characteristics of the proposed Geopark

The Nature Park of Sitia is on the easternmost edge 
of Crete, Greece, in the Municipality of Sitia at Lassithi 
Regional Unit. It covers the entire area of the former 
Kapodistrian Municipality of Itanos, as well as parts of the 
former Municipalities of Lefki and Sitia. Geographically, 
it extends from cape Kavo Sidero, in the north, to the 
southern coast of the Municipality, the eastern flanks of 

Orno mountain to the west, and the coast of Zakros, to 
the east. It is mainly a mountainous area, with the Zakros 
Mountains dominating the landscape at the easternmost 
end, Orno mountain bordering the western part, and the 
lace-like coastline all along the shores. The total area of 
the geopark is 517 Km2.

Access to the area is not that easy, a fact that has 
contributed to its limited tourist development. The basic 
portal is the city of Sitia with its port and small airport, 
which allow for connections to Athens, Herakleion and 
other neighbouring islands. Access by car is via the 
rural road of Agios Nikolaos – Sitia – Palekastro or via 
the rural road of Agios Nikolaos – Ierapetra – Sitia. Both 
journeys, although environmentally and aesthetically 
beautiful, are quite long, and, due to their bad geometric 
characteristics, they require quite some time behind the 
wheel by today’s standards.

2.1. Landscape - Topography

The area of the park has a varied landscape with marked 
and abrupt changes within short distances. It covers the 
easternmost end of the island of Crete, at the present 
municipality of Sitia in the Lassithi Regional Unit. The 
topographic and natural features of the territory can be 
used to discern the landscape into five individual grand 
scale morphological entities, namely:

Sitia-Mouliana area: 
This area includes the 
town of Sitia as well as 
its surrounding hills 
and mountains till the 
Mesa Mouliana village, 

forming the western part of the Park. In addition this 
entity includes the villages and hamlets of Agia Fotia, 
Petras, Sklavediakos, Piskokefalo, Kato Episkopi, Vouvali, 
Sotira, Agios Georgios, Achladia, Paraspiri, Kimouriotis, 
Skopi, Agios Dimitrios, Chamezi, Riza, Skordilio, Epano 
Krya, Kato Krya, Dafni, Sykia, Sklavoi, Papagiannades, Exo 
Mouliana, and Kalavros. The valley of Sitia – Maronia, the 
northern rocky coastal zone and the eastern foothills 
of Orno mountains are to be found within entity. The 
highest peak of Geopark is the Orno mountain with a 
height of 1180 m located just south of Mesa Mouliana 
village. Some very important environmental and 
geological sites can be found here, like the Megalo 
Katafygi cave, the Richtis gorge and waterfalls and the 
Kalavros beds. 

The Zakros Mountains: This is a great expanse of semi-
mountainous terrain characterized by the presence 
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of, mainly, limestone rock formations. The entity starts 
from Modi Peak in the North and ends at the beach 
of Agia Irene in the South. Within its borders are the 
hamlets of Xerolimni, Kryoneri, Tholos, Rousa Eklisia, Zou, 
Stavromenos, Kato Drys, Zacharinos, Agios Dimitrios, 
Mitato, Magasa, Chonos, Karydi, Sitano, Kateliona, 
Katsidoni, Sandalio, Sfakia, Maronia, Kalamafki, Agios 
Spiridonas,  Nea Praisos, Zakanthos, Chandras, Ziros, 
Lamnoni, Hametoulo, and Kalo Chorio. This entity is 
home to some of the highest peaks of the park, Plagia 
(817m), Papoura (807m) and Brinia (803m), while it 
also contains more than 10 peaks the altitude of which 
exceeds 700m. The defining characteristic of this area 
is the relatively flat (on a megascale) surface, which is 
suddenly interrupted by very steep surrounding slopes. 
The most characteristic slope is its eastern edge, which 
is essentially a cliff that ends at the areas of Xerokambos 
and Zakros. These cliffs intersect with countless small 
and large canyons which have been the only entrances 
to the semi-mountainous zone for a very long time. Most 
impressive are the canyons of Epano Zakros, Maza, Flega, 

Xerokambos and Agia Irene, as well as a large number of 
other shorter canyons. This area is also home to a large 
number of smaller morphological elements, such as 
caves, sinkholes, and small and large plateaus created by 
the erosion of the area’s limestone rocks.

Zakros basin. This includes a long depression running 
from north to south, which is the result of major fault 
activity shaped on the west by mountain slope cliffs and 
in the east by the low hills of Traostalo and Simodi. In 
this entity we find the hamlets of Spiliara, Agios Nikolaos, 
Lagada, Chochlakies, Kellaria, Adravasti, Azokeramos, 
Klisidi, Epano Zakros and Agrilia. The rock formations 
that appear in the area make up almost all of the rock 
formations of the park and consist of slate, limestone and 
more recent sediments.

The Coastal Hill Range.  This area includes the hilly 
range of the Simodi and Traostalo hills, at an altitude of 
422m and 515m, respectively, as well as lower peaks, such 
as Petsofas to the North and Pyrovolos to the South. There 
are two distinct and very impressive characteristics to 
this entity: Firstly, the deep narrow canyons that intersect 
with the hill line and end at the eastern coast, such as the 
canyon of Chochlakies, Kato Zakros (Canyon of the Dead), 
Skinias and Katsounaki, and secondly, the sea terraces 
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that extend all along the eastern slopes, which, in the 
form of steps, bring the terrain down to the sea. The 
most impressive terraces appear in Traostalos and Kato 
Zakros. These geomorphs develop in the limestone rock 
formations of the hills, and, in their lower sections, are 
home to a large number of fossils. 

Palekastro area: This entity includes the northeastern 
part of the park, with its low, hilly and even plain 
morphology, and small elevations of a local character. 
This entity incorporates the hamlets of Palekastro, 
Agathias, Vai, Merydia, as well as Toplou Monastery. This is 
where the lower alpine rock formations, as well as more 
recent sedimentary rock formations are to be found. 
The basic geo-morphological characteristics here are 
small scale cavities, called “tafoni”, which are created by 
erosion and formed in neogene rocks, such as in Toplou 
Monastery canyon.

2.2 Human characteristics

The area of Sitia is of the less populated areas of the 
island of Crete. As already mentioned, the area of the 
Nature Park covers the former Kapodistrian Municipality 
of Itanos and parts of the Municipalities of Sitia and Lefki, 
which are now part of the unified Municipality of Sitia. 
Within the geographic limits of the area there are 82 
villages and hamlets, as well as the town of Sitia, many 
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Management Structure

of which are only inhabited seasonally or during the 
summer months. Overall, the hamlets of the Nature Park 
are beautiful. They are characterized by the abundant 
use of stone in construction, with local architecture 
dominating mountain hamlets, as well as many others 
at a lower altitude. From an architectural point of view 
Chonos, Adravasti, Magasas, Kelaria, Chochlakies, Skalia, 
Mitato, Epano Zakros, Chamezi and many others are 
particularly impressive.

Demographic data since the 1981 show that population 
of the area has slightly increased the past 40 years. In 
1981 census 15550 inhabitants had been recorded, 
whereas in the 2011 just 16531, an increase of 6,3%. 
However, this gives a false image as it is mainly due to 
the increase of the town of Sitia. Smaller villages and 
settlements show significant reductions up to 64%.

The population density of the Sitia Natural Park is thus 32 
inh/km2.
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3. Organization in charge and management structure 
(description, function and organigram) of the 
proposed Geopark

The Municipal Organisation for the Socio-cultural 
Development of Sitia (DOKAS) is the management 
agency of the Sitia Nature Park. DOKAS is a Municipal 
Organisation seated within the geographic borders 
of Sitia Nature Park and founded in accordance with 
the provisions of Law 3852/2010 ‘New Architecture of 
Local Government and Decentralised Administration – 
Kallikratis Programme’.
As an agency, DOKAS meets all the necessary 
specifications for successfully carrying out the work of the 
management agency. 

Geopark Management Committee.

In order to serve the operational needs of the aspiring 
Sitia Geopark, an eleven-member management 
committee was appointed by virtue of a decision of the 
DOKAS Board of members, consisting of representatives 
of the Municipality of Sitia and other local agencies. Each 
agency appointed one representative and an alternate to 
serve on the management committee.

The Sitia Nature Park Management Committee consists of:
1. A representative of the Municipality of Sitia.
2. A representative of the opposition of the 

Municipality of Sitia.
3. A representative of DOKAS.
4. A representative of the Natural History Museum 

of Crete.
5. A representative of the Ephorate of Antiquities of 

the Region of Crete.
6. A representative of the Forestry Directorate of the 

Region of Crete.
7. A representative of the Sitia Development 

Organisation.
8. A representative of the Sitia Hotel Association.
9. A representative of Ierapetra Environmental 

Education Center.
10. A representative of Toplou Monastery.
11. A representative of the Mountaineering Club of 

Sitia.

Purpose of the Management Committee is to plan, 
formulate and monitor the implementation of plans, 
policies and actions related to the development and 
operation of a European Geopark in the Sitia region. The 
areas of activity of the Committee will be:

· To implement the management plant, to 
promote and implement measures for the 
protection, preservation and promotion of the 
natural and cultural environment and local 
products of the nature park region,

· To support and encourage scientific studies and 
research within the area of activity concerning 
issues of the natural and cultural environment,

· To undertake and implement actions in the 
direction of mild forms of tourism, as well as 
other forms of alternative and sustainable 
tourism,

· To enhance and support educational actions in 
the area of activity,

· To pursue the development of partnerships 
with other public or local agencies and services, 
organisations or companies, with the Networks 
of European and Global Geoparks in order to 
achieve its goals,

· To attempt to cultivate an environmental 
conscience through influence on social agencies 
and through informing the public so that they 
adopt more environmentally friendly attitudes, 
behaviours and management policies in a broad 
range of activities touching upon the economy, 
culture and social structure in general,

· To make every possible effort to achieve financial 
robustness and independence for the promotion 
of its work.

Chairperson of the Management Committee

The Committee elects a Chairperson, who is responsible, 
along with the Nature Park Management Bureau, for the 
implementation of the Committee’s decisions and policies, 
for signing all documents concerning the operation of the 
Nature Park, for serving as the legal representative of the 
Nature Park before Greek and international organisations 
and for the operation of the Nature Park.
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Budget

The DOKAS council 
has developed 
and agreed on a 
five-years budget 
(starting from 2015) 
for the operation of 
the Sitia Geopark, 
that is based on the provisions of the developed five-
years Management and Action plan. The main assets of 
the budget are briefly presented below:

Geopark management bureau
For the needs of managing the Nature Park, DOKAS has 
set up an independent bureau on Karamanli Avenue 
along the seafront of the city of Sitia. The place of the 
bureau will be located at a central point of the city with 
high visibility and ensuring the provision of information 
to the public and the promotion of the nature park. The 
bureau also manages the two existing info points, the 
Karydi Speleocenter and the Zakros local Natural history 
museum.

The bureau is staffed with the necessary personnel 
and furnished with the necessary equipment (office 
furniture, telephone and fax devices, computer, internet 
connection, etc.). In Addition, DOKAS provides secretarial 
and accounting support to the Nature Park management 
bureau. 

Scientific Advisory Team 
The Management Committee can appoint a special 
five-member scientific advisory team that will advise 

the Management Committee on issues of culture, local 
development, environment and geoconservation.

Personnel 

Three employees are initially recruited to cover the 
operational needs of the nature park, while an external 
partnership with a geologist specialising in geodiversity 
issues will be pursued. The number of employees will 
increase as needed.
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INCOME (In €):

DESCRIPTION Α YEAR Β YEAR C YEAR D YEAR E YEAR
1. Funding from DOKAS budget 32.000 22.000 14.250 7.250 0
2. Entrance fee from Vai 0 5.000 10.000 15.000 24.000

3. Entrance fee from Zakros museums & centers 500 1.000 1.500 2.000 2.000

4. Entrance fee from Karydi center 500 500 800 1.200 1.500
5. Cultural activities income 2.000 4.000 6.000 6.000 6.000
6. Selling of souvenirs and other products 0 2.000 3.000 4.000 5.000
7. Income from logo use 0 0 0 1.000 2.000

SUMS 34.500 34.500 35.550 36.450 40.500

OUTCOME (In €):

DESCRIPTION Α YEAR Β YEAR C YEAR D YEAR E YEAR
1. Personnel cost

(2 part-time contracts) 
13.500 13.500 14.000 14.500 15.000

2. Administration needs 1.500 1.500 1.600 1.700 1.800
3. Logistics needs 500 500 550 600 700
4. Conservation and repair costs 4.500 4.500 4.500 4.500 4.500
5. Conservation of Zakros and Karydi centers 2.000 2.000 2.000 2.000 2.000
6. Power and water networks 1.500 1.500 1.700 1.850 2.000
7. Consumables cost 1.000 1.000 1.200 1.300 1.500
8. Production of souvenirs and promotion material 2.000 2.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
9. Cost for public activities 1.000 2.000 3.000 3.000 3.000
10. Travelling cost 2.000 4.000 4.000 4.000 4.000
11. Evaluation missions costs 3.000 0 0 0 3.000
12. Annual contributions for Geoparks 2.000 2.000 2.000 2.000 2.000

SUMS 34.500 34.500 35.550 36.450 40.500

4. Application contact person (name, position, tel./fax, e-mail)

Legal responsible for the Sitia Nature Park is Mr Leonidas Terzis, President of DOKAS of Municipality of Sitia. Contact 
information is the following: 

Sitia Nature Park
6th A. Papandreou str., Sitia 72300, Crete, Greece
Tel.: 0030 28430 23775, Fax: 0030 28430 22681, e-mail: depotas@otenet.gr
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1. Location of the proposed 
Geopark (please include a 
geographical map and the 
geographic coordinates longitude 
and latitude coordinates)

The Sitia Nature Park is located at 
the eastern part of the island of 
Crete, southern Crete and within the 
administrative boundaries of Sitia 
Municipality. It is 87 kms faraway 

(boundary to boundary) from the Psiloritis European 
geopark that refers to two and half hours driving distance.

The area of Nature Park is generally included within a 
square with longitude and latitude coordinates: 35o 19’ 18” 
N, 25o 55’ 55”E; 35o 19’ 18” N, 26o 21’ 28”E; 35o 00’ 42”N, 25o 
55’ 55”E; 35o 00’ 42”N, 26o 21’ 28”E.

1. Location of the proposed 
Geopark (please include a 
geographical map and the 
geographic coordinates longitude 
and latitude coordinates)

The Sitia Nature Park is located at 
the eastern part of the island of 
Crete, southern Crete and within the 
administrative boundaries of Sitia 

B – Geological Heritage



12

 B – Geological Heritage

2. General geological description of the proposed 
Geopark

The geology of the region of Sitia may not be as complex 
as that in other regions of Crete, but it features distinctive 
characteristics that make it unique and of international 
value. The abundant Pleistocene mammal fossil sites, the 
discovery of three Deinotherium giganteum fossils, the 
extensive cave systems, as well as the palaeo-shorelines 
of Zakros area are unique for Crete and of national 
importance.

Like the rest of the 
island, this region 
became land 23 million 
years ago and since 
then it has undergone 
through various stages 
of evolution and change. 

The prevalent rocks are mainly limestone, marble 
and schist, grouped into three main units: the lowest, 
called Plattenkalk, located mainly in Cavo Sidero in 
the form of marble plates, the middle one, comprising 
cherry colored phyllites and schist called “Phyllites – 
Quartzites”, and the uppermost one, which comprises 
limestone, dolomites and flysch rocks (sandstone, clay 
and conglomerates), which are called the “Tripolitsa” 
unit. In the mountainous region lying above other units, 
Magassa rocks appear as residual erosion materials; they 
are, mainly, white limestone. 

Over the last 12 million years, the region has been 
fragmented by numerous faults, many of which have 
at times created drops that the sea filled depositing 
new rocks, such as clay, marls, sand and yellow-white 
limestone. In other cases, the land rose significantly, 
leaving visible traces of past shorelines (terraces), as in 
the broader region of Kato Zakro.

The current geological structure and landscape of the 
region displays vertical changes due to the various 
groups of rocks, particularly the limestone and marble, 
which are permeable to water, and the phyllites, schist 
and clays that are impermeable and affect water 
movement to a great extent forming numerous springs. 
Additionally, due to the action of faults, the rocks also 
shift spatially with the appearance of newer, neogene 
rocks, next to older ones, mainly adjacent to coastal 
locations. 

Almost all rocks in the region are of sedimentary origin, a 
fact that indicates the existence of several kinds of fossils 
and few significant mineral resources. Fern remnants of 
carboniferous age are to be found in some place within 
phyllites, deinotherium fossils have been discovered in 
three places, several species of Pleistocene mammals 
(deers, hippos, elephants etc.) along the coastal zone, 
whereas a great number of marine fossils exist within 
the Neogene sediments. Limestone and marble rocks 
may contain carbonate calcium crystals, such as calcite 
and aragonite, while schist rocks may contain quartz, 
garnets and, in more limited quantities, particularly 
near faults, iron ores, such as limonite. Over the years 
limestone masses, old and new, have provided the main 
construction material mined in quarries.

The most profound geological feature of the area 
comprises the abundant karstic features on the limestone 
environment. Most of the caves in the area are found in 
“Tripolitsa” limestone. Due to the great extent of these 
rocks and their existence at the base of impermeable 
slate and phyllitic rocks, the caves are not very deep; yet, 
they are very long. To date, exploration of the caves in the 
broader area of Karydi has revealed subterranean courses 
longer than 10 kilometers, a feature unique to Crete. 

In the broader region more than 170 caves have been 
recorded to date. This unique speleological park is a real 
paradise for speleologists, biospeleologists and other 
researchers of the subterranean world. Speleological 
teams from Greece, France and other countries have been 
active in the area since 1997 and have turned Karydi into 
a center for research and study of caves and other karst 
geoforms. 

The value of the area’s caves for life is enormous. Through 
them water returns to the surface, forming the springs of 
Zakros, Flega, Zou and many others, smaller in supply, but 
not small in ecological value. Many animals, such as bats, 
invertebrates and insects find refuge or live only in caves, 
while people used many of the caves as places of refuge, 
of worship, such as Pelekita, or for the burial of their dead, 
as in Farangi ton Nekron (Canyon of the Dead).
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3. Listing and description of geological sites within 
the proposed Geopark

The area of the Sitia Nature Park is home to a significant 
geological heritage, representative of the natural 
characteristics and the formation of Crete. A total of 
approximately 96 geosites have been recorded within the 
limits of the Park, most of which (83) were evaluated on 
the basis of their importance to education, tourism and 
their need to be protected and preserved. The geosites 
of the Nature Park have been categorized based on their 
natural and scientific characteristic features in various 
categories, such as: 

· Geomorphological, with individual 
categorization in terrestrial, coastal, and karstic 
geotopes, including canyons. The caves which 
have already been analyzed in detail in the 
relevant chapter of this guide also belong to this 
category,

· Geological, which are divided into petrological 
or stratigraphical,

· Tectonic, which include nappes and tectonic 
contacts, faults and folds,

· Hydrogeological, which concern springs, 

· Fossil bearing, which include positions with 
fossils, and, lastly,

· Geocultural, which concern positions of geo-
archaeological and folklore interest.

The geosites of the Park are characterized by a specific 
reference code and most of them are presented on the 
website of the park and the geotrail leaflets and maps. 
The most important geosites from each category will be 
presented in brief below.

3.1 Geomorphological 

The most characteristic terrestrial geosites of the area are 
the Tafoni in the canyon of Toplou Monastery (1.1.2). It 
consists of impressive tafoni type erosion born geoforms, 
which are created in the conglomerates and sandstones 
of the Miocene, and which form cavities of various 
dimensions and forms. 

Of the coastal geosites, particularly important, mainly for 
the ecosystems they are home to, are the various forms 
of sand dunes on Katsounaki beach in Xerokambos 
(1.2.1) and in Psili Ammos, next to Vai (1.2.2), as well as 
the salt marshes of Xerokambos (Alatsolimni, 1.2.3) and 
in Chiona (1.2.4). The most important however site of 
the area is the bay of Vai (1.2.6) due to the unique for the 
Mediterranean, palm forest with the endemic palm of 
Theofrastus (Phoenix theophrastii) that exists.

The karstic geosites appear in the limestone formation, 
which mainly concern plateaus, such as those of 
Zakanthos (1.3.2), Chandras (1.3.3) and Ziros (1.3.5).

Many of the caves of the area have wonderful 
decorations and characteristic lithomatic formations 
which are living monuments of the geological heritage 
of the region. These are accessible to ordinary travelers – 
visitors to the Nature Park, with or without a cave guide 
escort. These caves have not been touristically developed, 
and, therefore, have no safe access infrastructure. Some 
of the easiest caves to access in the area are Pelekita 
cave (1.5.1) with great archaeological value too, Kato 
Peristera cave (1.5.3) with its impressive entrance 
and Galliko Kefali (1.5.10) with its marvelous speleo-
decoration.
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The canyons, however, are the most important and most 
numerous geosites of the Nature Park. Most of them 
are of special aesthetic beauty, crossed by streams for 
the greatest part of the year (Katsounaki 1.4.1, Kato 
Zakros 1.4.2, Chochlakies 1.4.5 and Toplou Monastery 
1.4.8), and are home to rare and indigenous species 
of local flora; some, like those of Kato Zakros (1.4.2) 
and Chochlakies (1.4.5), are also of archaeological 
importance. The gorge of Richtis (1.4.9) occurring in 
Phyllite-quartzite rocks hosts a number of old watermills 
and an impressive waterfall. Most canyons in the territory 
are crossed by paths and routes easily accessed by 
visitors. 

3.2 Geological

Positions of special geological interest concern unique 
sights of typical rocks of the Nature Park. The district of 
Plakoures in Cavo Sidero cape (2.1.1) is the only place 
in the region where visitors can observe the lower rocks 
of the platy marbles of the Plattenkalk group, whereas 
around the hamlet of Kalavros (2.1.8) exists the type 
locality of the so called rocks which represent the 
youngest horizons of Plattenkalk group.

On the beach of Megali Kefala (2.1.2), south of Vai, 
as well as on the beach of Maridati (2.1.5), there are 

multicoloured metamorphic Phyllite – quartzite rocks, 
which create a unique seaside landscape. A similar 
position of special aesthetic beauty can be found in 
Adravasti (2.1.4), where characteristic purple phyllites of 
the Phyllite – Quartzite group are visible and dominant in 
the entire area of Zakros.

Another position of geotourism interest is the southern 
edge of Xerokambos, on the well-known beach of 

Argilos (2.1.7) where Pliocene marl is found. This marl has 
two special features: a high content of clay and intense 
fragmentation. Thus, it can be easily broken off by hand 
and used by bathers who want to apply natural clay to 
their body!

3.3 Stratigraphical

In several areas of the Nature Park there are consecutive 
layer deposits which indicate significant gaps in the 
geological evolution of the area or crucial turning points 
in-between the formation of the rocks. Thus, on the 
beach of Karoumes (2.2.1) and on Agia Fotia (2.2.3), 
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there are strata unconformities, of very different ages and 
compositions placed one on top of the other. 

3.4 Tectonic

Tectonic geosites concern breaks in the Earth on which 
either whole groups of rocks have moved horizontally 
(thrust), or there is significant vertical repositioning of 
rocks (faults). The most characteristic ones are the thrust 
of Erimoupolis (3.1.1), Kato Zakros (3.1.3) and Katsidoni 
(3.1.2), which are appearances of the Cretan Detachment 
Fault that places the rock formations of Tripolitsa on 
the Phyllite – quartzite rocks, and also the thrust in 
Katsounaki (3.1.7) of the Magasa unit on the Tripolitsa 
rock formations. Lastly, the mirrors of the faults in Agrilia 
(3.2.1) and Chametoulo (3.2.2) are typical of the territory.

3.5 Hydrogeological - Springs

The rich springs of the region compose its 
hydrogeological geosites. Most of them are of vital 
importance for the hamlets and the town of Sitia, while 
several more, of smaller water supply, are particularly 
important, as they sustain small seasonal bogs and 
sensitive ecosystems. The most important springs, 
hydrologically speaking, are those of Epano Zakros 
(4.1.2), Flega (4.1.3), Zou (4.1.6) and Karydi (4.1.1), while 
particularly important for the ecosystems are Skalia 
(4.1.4) and the gorge of Toplou Monastery (4.1.5). A 
peculiar geosite is the “fault-fountain” (4.1.7) in Kato 
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Zakros where fresh water comes out on the sea level 
from a fault scarp.

3.6 Fossil bearing positions

Overall there are many sites in the area with 
important or characteristic fossils of the Sitia Nature 
Park. The most important ones concern the finds of 
the Deinotherium giganteum, in Gela, Agia Fotia 
(5.2.2), where the most important fossils were found, 
and in Agios Efraim (5.2.1) in Zakros. Excavations 
in both sites have been completed. In addition, 
of similar importance are the various sites with 
Pleistocene mammal fossils in the broader area of 
Zakros-Xerokampos. Equally important positions 
with Miocene coral and bivalve fossils are located 
on the beach of Karoumes (5.2.4) and in the gorge 
of Toplou Monastery (5.2.5), while in the rock 
formations of Tripolitsa and in many other positions, 
there are rudist fossils approximately 70 million years 
old, as, for example, in the gorge of Epano Zakros 
(5.1.1).

3.7 Geocultural

Geocultural geosites mainly refer to sites of ancient 
quarries and traditional constructions using 
local rocks. The most important quarries are the 
Petrokopio in Kalamaki, Itanos (6.1.1), which is 
said to have provided the construction materials for 
ancient Itanos. In the ancient quarry one can see the 
characteristic man-made incisions in the rolled limestone, 
as well as rudimentary pillars. Equally important are the 
quarries in Pelekita (6.1.4), next to the cave of the same 
name, and in Molyvokamino (6.1.3) on the Katsounaki 
– Zakros route, located within Pleistocene limestone 
sandstone. 

Lastly, as far as typical constructions and traditional 
hamlets are concerned, the Venetian castle of Voila in 

Chandras, with its small springs (6.1.6), the castles of 
Kazarma (6.1.8) in Sitia, the Liopetro (Leon di Petra) at 
Chamezi (6.1.9) and Monte Forte at Krya (6.1.10) are the 
most typical evidences of Venetian rule of the area, along 
with the traditional hamlets of Chonos (6.2.1), Kamares 
(6.2.3), and Skalia (6.2.4). It is also worth mentioning the 
parts of old cobbled roads that connected the hamlets, 
which have been preserved to this day between the 
hamlets of Magasas – Mitato (6.2.5), Karydi – Agios 
Antonios (6.2.7), as well as in Lamnoni location (6.2.6), 
which compose part of the park’s geotrail route. 

Geocultural geosites mainly refer to sites of ancient 
quarries and traditional constructions using 
local rocks. The most important quarries are the 
Petrokopio in Kalamaki, Itanos (6.1.1), which is 
said to have provided the construction materials for 
ancient Itanos. In the ancient quarry one can see the 
characteristic man-made incisions in the rolled limestone, 
as well as rudimentary pillars. Equally important are the 
quarries in Pelekita (6.1.4), next to the cave of the same 
name, and in Molyvokamino (6.1.3) on the Katsounaki 
– Zakros route, located within Pleistocene limestone 
sandstone. 

Lastly, as far as typical constructions and traditional 
hamlets are concerned, the Venetian castle of 



18

 B – Geological Heritage

Geosite 
Code Geosite Name Vedu Vtour Vprot

1 GEOMORPHOLOGICAL    

1.1 ROCK FORMS    

1.1.1 Mavro Mouri 2,88 2,44 2,44

1.1.2 Toplou Tafoni 5,23 5,61 3,38
1.1.3 Limestone sculptures 4,15 4,31 3,17

1.1.4 Quartzite walls in Karydi 4,26 5,64 2,63
1.1.5 Small meteora 3,68 4,37 2,90

1.1.6 Kastri hill 5,05 6,63 2,88

1.2 COASTAL LANDFORMS    

1.2.1 Katsounaki sand dunes 4,89 3,02 3,41

1.2.2 Psili Ammos sand dunes 4,41 2,68 3,24

1.2.3 Xerokampos Salt Marsh 5,63 3,78 4,42

1.2.4 Chiona salt marsh 4,05 3,93 3,56

1.2.5 Agia Anna bay 3,70 3,20 4,83

1.2.6 Vai palm forest and bay 5,98 6,97 3,17

1.2.7 Vathis Potamos bay 2,96 3,28 2,57

1.3 KARSTIC LANDFORMS    

1.3.1 Mavros Kampos plateau 2,73 3,38 4,17

1.3.2 Zakanthos plateau 3,53 3,48 4,00

1.3.3 Chandras plateau 2,90 4,62 4,50

1.3.4 Ziros plateau 2,90 4,62 4,50

1.3.5 Karrens 3,31 2,94 1,91

1.3.6 Sitanos doline    
1.3.7 Lamnoni doline    
1.3.8 Limnes plateau, Mouliana 2,98 3,58 3,90

1.4 GORGES    

1.4.1 Katsounaki gorge 6,00 4,80 3,83

1.4.2 Kato Zakros gorge 7,58 6,48 4,17

1.4.3 Epano Zakros 1 gorge 3,38 3,11 4,33

1.4.4 Epano Zakros 2 gorge 4,80 5,17 3,00

1.4.5 Chochlakies gorge 3,88 3,77 3,83

1.4.6 Xerokampos gorge 4,25 4,14 2,06

1.4.7 Maza gorge 3,73 3,55 2,83

1.4.8 Moni Toplou gorge 6,95 5,68 4,33

1.4.9
Richtis gorge and 
waterfalls 6,30 7,10 4,17

1.5. CAVES    

1.5.1 Pelekita    

1.5.2 Kato Zakros gorge    

1.5.3 Kato Peristeras    

1.5.4 Ano Peristeras    

1.5.5 Charalampi Latsida    
1.5.6 Plativolo    
1.5.7 Chonos Chonou    
1.5.8 Oxo Latsidi    
1.5.9 Chonos Sitanou    

Geosite 
Code Geosite Name Vedu Vtour Vprot

1.5.10 Galiko Kefali    
1.5.11 Dadoula latsida    
1.5.12 Mikro Katofygi    

1.5.13 Megalo Katofygi    

2
GEOLOGICAL 
FORMATIONS    

2.1 PETROLOGICAL    

2.1.1 Kavo Sidero platy marble 4,60 3,64 2,71

2.1.2 Megali Kefala schists 4,60 2,94 2,78

2.1.3 Erimoupoli Red marbles 4,16 3,70 2,34

2.1.4 Adravasti purple phyllites 3,41 5,17 3,80

2.1.5
Maridati multicolored 
metamorphics 5,78 6,28 4,00

2.1.6 Tripolitsa flysch 4,45 5,30 3,83

2.1.7 Clay at Argilos beach 4,95 3,83 3,44

2.1.8 Kalavros beds 4,18 4,24 3,50

2.2 STRATIGRAPHIC    

2.2.1 Karoumes unconformity 3,43 4,12 2,50

2.2.2 Rousso Spasma 5,45 3,94 3,28

2.2.3 Agia Fotia unconformity 3,80 4,77 3,50

3 TEKTONIC    

3.1 TECTONIC CONTACTS    

3.1.1 Erimoupolis thrust 4,00 3,40 3,04

3.1.2 Katsidoni thrust 2,90 3,40 3,17

3.1.3 Kato Zakros thrust 4,10 4,17 3,04
3.1.4 Xirolimni thrust 6,10 5,83 3,83

3.1.5 Adravastoi thrust 4,25 5,20 3,67

3.1.6 Skalia thrust 2,68 3,22 2,33

3.1.7 Katsounaki thrust 3,85 4,17 2,71

3.2 FAULTS    

3.2.1 Xerokampos scarp 4,85 4,00 4,38

3.2.2 Chametoulo scarp 3,80 4,07 3,73

3.2.3 Mouliana fault 3,30 3,95 3,17

3.3 FOLDS    

3.3.1 Phyllites-quartzites fold 4,80 3,47 2,88

3.3.2 Magassa fold 4,20 3,87 3,21

3.4
MICROTECTONIC 
STRUCTURES    

3.4.1
Magasa microtectonic 
structures 4,80 4,94 3,67

3.4.2
Magassa Tectonic 
conglomerate 3,50 3,50 3,67

4 HYDROGEOLOGIC    

4.1 SPRINGS    

4.1.1 Karydi 4,58 5,52 4,67

4.1.2 Epano Zakros 6,43 5,49 5,00
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4. Details on the interest of these sites in terms of 
their international, national, regional or local value 
(for example scientific, educational, aesthetic)

The area of Sitia Nature Park is the host for several 
important and peculiar geosites, some of them unique 
not only for Crete but also for Greece, whereas some can 
also be considered as of international scientific value. 
The most complete study for the identification and 
evaluation of geosites of Crete (Fassoulas et al 2010) 
has identified four geosites of National and possible 
international importance, that of Vai beach and palm 
forest, the Hercynian rocks at Chamezi, Kalavros beds 
and the Zakros palaeo-shorelines. In addition, Itanos 
(Erimoupoli) detachment, Epano Zakros spring and 
Pelekita cave and have been evaluated as of regional 
importance.

The vast majority of geosites of Sitia Nature Park (83, 
as caves were not included) have been additionally 

assessed following international methodologies like the 
one proposed by Fassoulas et al. (2012).

Various criteria, like scientific, aesthetic, ecological, 
cultural, economic etc., have been used to assess 
the touristic and educational values, as well as the 
conservation needs for each of the afore mentioned 
geosites. The detailed results are to be found at the 
attached geological annex. 

According to the detailed geosite assesement the 
highest touristic value has been estimated for Richtis 
gorge, Vai beach and palm forest, the Kastri hill at 
Chiona beach, the gorges of Kato Zakros and Moni 
Toplou, the multicolored metamorphics of Maridati 
beach, the spring of Zakros  and the Venetian castle and 
spring of Voila. The highest educational value has been 
identified for the sites of Kato Zakros, Moni Toplou and 
Richtis gorges, the Zakros Spring, the salt marsh of 
Xerokampos and the castle and spring of Voila.

List of Sitia Nature Park geosites and their assessment results. Assessment process is discussed in Chapter 4. Vedu refers to 
the educational value; Vtour to the touristic value; and Vprot, to the conservation needs; 10 is the top score; not applied for 
caves.

Geosite 
Code Geosite Name Vedu Vtour Vprot

4.1.3 Flega 5,43 3,14 3,67

4.1.4 Skalia 3,95 3,08 4,00

4.1.5 Moni Toplou gorge 5,95 3,11 3,61

4.1.6 Zou 3,55 3,05 4,17

4.1.7 Zakros fault-fountain 4,58 4,53 4,33

5 FOSSILIFEROUS SITES    

5.1 UPPER CRETACEOUS    

5.1.1 Roudists 3,11 2,33 3,27

5.2 MIOCENE    

5.2.1 Zakros deinotherium 1,91 1,96 4,63

5.2.2 Gela deinotherium 3,23 2,22 5,73
5.2.3 Kato Zakros corals 2,83 2,81 3,03

5.2.4 Karoumes corals 3,95 3,01 4,17

5.2.5 Moni Toplou corals 3,25 2,34 2,04

5.2.6
Tenda echinoids and 
bivalves 2,88 2,12 3,40

5.2.7
Trapeza echinoids and 
bivalves 3,08 2,32 2,73

5.2.8
Agia Fotia echinoids and 
bivalves 2,55 2,90 3,00

5.2.9
Faneromeni echinoids 
and bivalves 3,53 5,44 3,50

5.3 PLEISTOCENE    

5.3.1 Fangromouro cave    
5.3.2 Vorino cave    

Geosite 
Code Geosite Name Vedu Vtour Vprot

6 GEOCULTURAL    

6.1 GEOARCHAEOLOGIC    

6.1.1
Petrokopio ancient 
quarry 3,83 3,94 3,57

6.1.2
Katsounaki ancient 
quarry 3,73 3,27 2,04

6.1.3
Molivokamino ancient 
quarry 3,73 3,27 2,04

6.1.4 Pelekita ancient quarry 4,33 3,87 2,28

6.1.5 Petsofas peak Sanctuary 3,83 3,94 3,57

6.1.6 Voila Venetian castle 6,11 5,81 3,32

6.1.7 Voila spring 2,58 3,18 4,17

6.2 GEO FOLKLORE    

6.2.1
Chonos abandoned stone 
buildings 3,51 4,10 3,97

6.2.2
Lydia abandoned stone 
buildings 3,31 4,10 3,80

6.2.3
Kamares abandoned 
stone buildings 3,31 4,10 3,80

6.2.4
Skalia abandoned stone 
buildings 2,55 2,90 3,67

6.2.5
Cobble trails Magasa-
Mitato 4,34 5,23 5,13

6.2.6 Lamnoni cobble path 3,44 5,08 3,97

6.2.7
Karydi – Agios Ioannis 
cobble trail 3,51 4,30 3,80



20

1. Current or potential pressure on the proposed 
Geopark

The area of Sitia, being at the far eastern part of the island 
of Crete and having such a variable landscape is lacking 
of big infrastructures such as highways, big airport with 
international connections and heavy tourism resorts. This 
fact has led to a mild tourism development especially if 
compared to the massive tourism examples of the rest of 
Crete. The territory is today the reference for alternative 
tourism in island.

The rest economic factors, the agricultural and animal 
raising that give birth to supreme quality products, were 
also kept at the traditional trends and practices, leaving 
only a trivial impact on the landscape and environment. 
Services and remaking activities are also of similar low 
profile pending on the promotion and trade of local 
goods, such as virgin olive oil, cheese, wine, honey and 
fruits. Other big investments were also missing for several 
decades, leaving to the locals a feeling of abandonment 
and marginalization by central governments.

It was due to this situation that the area of Sitia was 
the host of many innovative developing projects since 
several decades. It was the first place in Greece that 
renewable energy plans, based on wind mills, were 
established in the ‘80s, leading finally to some of the 
largest windmill farms in Crete. Similarly, it was of the 
first places in Greece that solar panel fields were also 
installed. All this activity was accompanied by the 
necessary networks of roads and cables that marked the 

mountainous areas where these projects were mainly 
implemented. Apart from their impact on the landscape 
and the scenic, which for some areas like south of Sitia 
town and Sitanos is much profound, no other important 
effects have been recorded to the natural environment 
and geoheritage.

At present, the area of the Park is the place for the 
planning and future establishment of three big 
tourism projects. The first one and most mature for its 
implementation is the “Itanos Gaia” project that will be 
developed within an area of about 23000 acres at the 
Cavo Sidero peninsula just north of the Vai palm forest. 
It is supposed that will offer 2000 beds in five, low profile 
settlements fully adapted to the local landscape and 
environment. It will also be accompanied by a golf field 
just west of Vai palm forest. The strategic plan of the 
project claims that it will follow the rules of responsible 
tourism and thus the geopark project has great 
coherence and relevance to their investment. All geosites 
and geotrails will be conserved and promoted within the 
area of the project.

The other two planned tourism projects will be of smaller 
extent and will be located, one at the south of Palekastro 
and the other near the bay of Faneromeni west of Sitia. 
These projects have no direct relevance to the identified 
geosites, nor to the designed geotrails, and thus no direct 
impact or threat to the geoheritage is expected.

However, some serious threats to geoheritage 
and generally the landscape and environment of 
mountainous area of the Zakros and Karydi area may 
appear if some certain plans for renewable energy 
projects will be finally developed in the area. The 
Hellenic Energy Management Authority and the 
Ministry of Environment have announced the plans 
for three Industrial Type Solar installations (Thermal 
Solar Plants) that will be located in the broader area 
of the Municipality. The first one is planned next to 
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the southern borders of the Park, near to the existing 
Thermal Power station of Atherinolakos that is going to 
produce 70MW. This project may not have direct effect 
on the geoheritage of the Park, however it will modify 
seriously the landscape of the broader area. The second 
project and most important is planned to be established 
at the core of the Park, nearby the village of Chonos. 
An area of 3500 acres will be totally flattened to host 
about 480 huge mirrors to concentrate solar energy 
and produce 38MW electric power. This project will not 
only seriously damage certain geosites like the caves of 
Chonos and small karstic depressions, interrupt existing 
geotrails and modify dramatically the landscape but 
will also have important environmental impacts to wild 
life and underground water. The third project will be 
located north of Karydi, again at the center of the Park, 
covering an area of about 1800 acres. It will host 550 solar 
collectors that will produce 70MW energy, with similar 
impacts to the geoheritage and environment. For the 
last two projects that are located in the proposed Park 

area, both local societies and local authorities (Region 
of Crete and Municipality), as well as many scientific and 
development organizations have raised oppositions and 
have undertaken legal causes at the highest level hoping 
to finally cancel them.

The current situation of geoheritage threats and 
conservation status has been extensively examined 
during the assessment of geosites. Following the 
methodology proposed by Fassoulas et al. (2012) the 
conservation risk and existing threats were examined for 
the largest part of the proposed geopark. The highest 
conservation risk has been identified for the coastal 
wetland of Alatsolimni and the bay of Agia Irini at 
Xerokampos due to the intense human pressure they are 
facing. Similar conditions have been identified also for 
the plateaus of Chandras and Ziros. Lower risks have 
been identified for the springs of Karydi and Zakros. 
In addition, two fossils sites, those of Tenda bay and 
Vorino cave, although located at remote areas, are under 
a high conservation risk and thus for those areas a very 

restrict framework for promotion and enhancement has 
been decided and implemented. The rest of the geosites 
are not facing at present any significant conservation risk 
or other threat.

2. Current status in terms of protection of geological 
sites within the proposed Geopark

According to National legislation all geological sites are 
under the Authority of the Ministry of Environment and 
thus, their conservation is a duty of the relevant Regional 
authorities. Apart from the caves which are considered 
as potential archaeological sites and the historical 

places that are protected by the archaeological law and 
thus by the local archaeological offices, the Forest and 
Environmental departments of the Region of Crete are 
responsible for the protection and conservation of the 
geosites located within the Sitia Nature Park.

Even though geosites have been just recently reported in 
National legislation and certain measures and regulations 
are now set for their protection and conservation, in 
Crete already some very important initiatives have been 
undertaken. Regional environmental authorities in close 
collaboration with the Natural History Museum of Crete 
have developed a list of geosites that have national or 
regional importance that is used as a reference point 
in any new geological study that is contacted by local 
or regional authorities. The most important progress 
on geosite conservation has appeared as a result of the 
reassessment of Town Plans for all newly established 
Municipalities. The two administrative changes that 
have been imposed the last 15 years had to be followed 
by New Town plan development and reorganization 
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of actions and policies. The geological studies that 
accompany the Plans have to identify and map all 
important geosites, and the existing list for Crete serves 
to include all identified geosites in the Plans and thus in 
the Local legislations. The geosites of Sitia municipality 
are thus included in the new plan and their protection is 
stronger now.

The main reason, however, for the development of the 
Sitia Nature Park by the Municipality of Sitia was the 
necessity to protect and conserve geological heritage 
in order to minimize potential risks that may induce 
future developments and human activities. Hence, the 
Sitia Nature Park has undertaken the responsibility 
to act at municipal level, as the main organization 
for the conservation of geological heritage. To be in 
full compliance with national legislation, the regional 
authorities responsible by the law for geoheritage 
protection are active  members of the Geopark 
Management Committee, participating in policy 
development and decision making process of the 
geopark.

In addition, local associations and organizations 
contribute in a voluntary basis in the protection and 
monitoring of geosites in Sitia area. The newly established 
organisation of the “The friends of Sitia Nature Park” acts 
as an observer and supporter of Sitia Geopark using its 
members as volunteers for site cleaning, conservators 
of trails and small infrastructure and overviewers and 
safeguards of geological heritage. In a similar manner 
two speleological associations, the Hellenic Speleological 
Society and the Speleological group of Crete are very 
active since several decades in the area of geopark 
focusing on the study and conservation of the cave 
environment.

3. Data on the management and maintenance of these 
sites

Till present the geological heritage of Sitia area was 
actually under no particular and organised management. 
The fact that this duty was split among various services 
and authorities not always relevant to the topic, such 
as archaeological and environmental services, local 
and regional authorities, had no direct effect on site 
protection and conservation.  

Existing trails running through its marvelous gorges and 
spectacular mountainous area, small information panels 
and guiding signs were mainly maintained by the staff of 
Sitia and former Municipalities of the area, through funds 
reserved for tourism and culture promotion. Occasionally, 
certain care for conservation and cleaning of caves and 
their entrance has been undertaken only in those cases 
where archaeological excavations have been contacted in 
past, like in Pelekita and Mikro Katofigi.

By developing Sitia geopark the Municipality of Sitia 
aims to a holistic management of geological and 
environmental heritage of its territory. Through various 
funding instruments (mainly INTERREG GEOTOPIA 
project) the geosites of the area have been identified, 
mapped and catalogued, were also assessed and were 
included in the Management Plan of Sitia geopark that 
has been contacted. Following the plan certain geosites 
have been promoted for tourism and/or educational 
activities. The latter are also included in educational 
activities and projects that have also been developed. 

For the cases that geosites are already threatened or 
exposing high conservation risks, certain protection 
measures have been delivered. These sites are not 
included in the various maps and publications that have 
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been produced; neither are presented in the interactive 
web-maps, whereas certain actions for their monitoring 
and management are foreseen in the Management plan. 

In addition, in all public interpretations and publications 
of the Nature Park, suggestions for sustainable and 
environmental friendly behaviors are always present, 
while certain prohibitions, depending on the case, are 
also provided.

4. Listing and description of non-geological sites and 
how they are integrated into the proposed Geopark

Eastern Crete, and especially the area of Sitia, is one of 
the most important and environmentally unique areas 
of Crete. Its geographical position on the eastern edge 
of the island, which allowed for the exchange of species 
and civilizations with Asia Minor, in combination with the 
intense dry and hot climate of the area, created a mosaic 
of habitats, ecosystems and cultural remnants, some of 
which, such as the Palm Forest of Vai, are unique in the 
Mediterranean. 

The majority of the non-geological, environmental or 
cultural sites are presented in the various maps, leaflets 
and other publications of the Nature Park and are part 
of the seventeen geo-trails of the Nature Park. These 
geotrails were carefully considered and developed in 
order to integrate and connect the most important 
geological, ecological, historical and cultural sites of the 
territory. For the adequate and efficient promotion, use 
and exploitation of these sites, representatives of the 
Environmental, Forest and Culture departments of the 
Region of Crete participate as official members of the 
Geopark’s Management Committee.

4.1 Ecosystems - habitats

The prevailing ecosystem in the area is mainly frygana 
(shrubland), i.e. low vegetation that mostly consists of 
shrubs, aromatic herbs and invertebrates, reptiles and 
mammals that live in such habitats. There are no large 
forest ecosystems or big clusters of trees in the area, 
except in the Palm Forest of Vai, where the Cretan Date 
Palm (Phoenix theophrasti) prevails, and small patches of 
Kermes Oak (Quercus coccifera), Oriental Planes (Platanus 
orientalis) and carob trees (Ceratonia siliqua), usually 
found in canyons and ravines.



 C – Geoconservation

24

The habitats observed in the area, which have been 
recorded in the NATURA 2000 network, are patches of 
Phoenician Juniper (Juniperus phoenicea) on coastal 
sand dunes, such as the areas of Psili Ammos in Vai and 
Katsounaki beach in Xerokambos, and shrub vegetation 
that dominate the entire park, Mediterranean 
ecosystems with a steppe-like mountainous grasses, 
rocky habitats on steep mountainsides and canyons, 
Mediterranean rivers with periodic flow, clusters 
of Cretan Date Palms, wetland systems and small 

Mediterranean lakes that periodically flood with waters, 
and, lastly, agricultural land as well as crop fields, mainly 
vineyards and olive groves. 

The most sensitive and thus important habitats in the 
territory, mainly due to the hot and dry climate, are the 
wetlands that cover small areas and seasonal mires 
encountered in many areas. These wetlands are usually 
deltas and river banks, small lakes, transient salt lakes, 
stream beds, bogs and lagoons. Some of the most 
important habitats in the region are the seasonal salt 
mires of Chiona in Palekastro and Alatsolimni in 
Xerokambos, the brackish wetland systems in 
Kouremenos and in Karoumes beach, the 
wetland system of Vai, the mouth of the 
stream in Kato Zakros, the permanent 
small salt water lakes (mires) in Maridati 
and small fresh water lakes in Zeros, as 
well as the small man-made ponds 
in mountainous areas. Most of these 
wetlands are significant islets of biodiversity 
and are very important for migratory species; 
they are, therefore, protected by international 
conventions and national legislation.

Three important gorges are located in this area, with 
high flow of water for the greater part of the year. They 
are those of Richtis, Chochlakies and Zakros, which start 
from the springs of Kefalovryssi, Flegas and Zakros, 
respectively, forming streams that end at the beaches of 
Richtis, Karoumes and Kato Zakros, feeding corresponding 
wetlands. Smaller springs can be found in other areas 
such as Zou that serves the needs for potable water of 
Sitia town, Toplou gorge and Skalia; these create small 
seasonal mires in Voila of Chandras and other places. 

However, habitats of equal importance are the coastal 
areas and the rocky islands which are home to a 
multitude of seabirds, migratory birds and coastal birds. 
For most migratory bird species that spend the winter 
in Africa, Crete is a passageway. Along their flight path 
to and from Africa, the birds cross two inhospitable 
zones, the Libyan Sea and the Sahara Desert, travelling 
1,800 – 2,500 kilometers in 50 hours. In total, 136 species 
generally pass through the island. Some come in the 
spring, on their way back from tropical Africa to the 
countries of the North, where they nest and breed. 

These flocks stop over on Crete to rest. Some of the 
most important migratory birds of the area 

are Eleonora’s Falcon or Varvaki (Falco 
eleonorae), since almost 85% of the 
world population breeds in the Aegean 
and in Crete. 

The Vai Palm Forest is one 
of the most important 

ecosystems and one of the best-
known and most visited locations 

of Crete, because it is the only European Phoenix 
theophrasti palm forest. It is located in a depression 

of a hydrological basin that flows into the beautiful 
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cove of Vai, stretching over an area of approximately 
250 km2. The Vai palm forest is protected at every 
possible level by Directive 92/43/EEC on the protection 
of natural habitats and wild flora and fauna. It has also 
been characterized as an Aesthetic Forest, a Special 
Protection Zone for birds, and an Area of Special 
Protection according to Protocol 4 of the Convention 
of Barcelona. In the forest, apart from palm trees, there 
are many kinds of bush, mainly Nerium Oleander, 
mastic (Pistacia ientiscus) and, near the beach, Rock 
Roses (Cistus creticus, Cistus salviifolius) and heather 
(Erica manipuliflora). It should be noted that the Silene 
holtzmannii has been encountered in the territory, which 
is a species included in Annex II of Directive 92/43/EEC, 
since it is an endemic species of the Aegean. 

4.2 Fauna

The degree of isolation, the geological history, the 
mountainous terrain and the size of the island have led 
to a distinct fauna in Crete. The island is home to several 
thousand species of animals, with very high numbers 
of native species in various groups. Most of these are 
invertebrates (insects, spiders, isopods, millipedes, snails, 
etc.). A typical example are the 130 different species of 
land snail, half of which are indigenous to Crete, while 
correspondingly high levels of native species are present 
in  many families of beetles, spiders, etc. 

The territory of Sitia, due to its unique geographic 
location, is home to a large number of characteristic 
animals of the island, especially migratory birds. Twenty 
of the bird species that have been sighted in the area 
(migratory, indigenous) are in the Red Data Book of 
Threatened Vertebrates of Greece. Birds visitors can 
observe in coastal areas are the Little Egret (Egretta 
garzetta), Cory’s Shearwater (Colonectris diomedea), the 
European Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis), the European 
Storm Petrel (Hydrobates pelagicus), the Western Marsh 
Harrier (Circus aeruginosus),   Audouin’s Gull (Larus 
audouinii) and the Woodchat Shrike (Lanius senator). Of 
the predatory and scavenger birds, the most characteristic 
are Eleonora’s Falcon (Falco eleonorae), the Golden Eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos), the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), 

the Common 
Buzzard (Buteo 
buteo), the Lesser 
Kestrel (Falco 
naumanni), 
the Griffon 
Vulture (Gyps 
fulvus) and the 

Bearded Vulture (Gypaetus barbatus). The Bearded Vulture 
occasionally makes an appearance in the area and it is one 
of the most important species on the island as the Cretan 
population is the only reproducing population in all the 
Balkans. 

Eleonora’s Falcon (Falco eleonorae) is one of the most 
important species of migratory bird that spends time 
in Greece, as almost 85% of the global population 
reproduces in the Aegean and Crete. In all the islands of 
the Mediterranean populations are declining. Only on 
steep cliffs on the dry islands of the Aegean and Crete 
(Kavo Sidero, Elasa, Dionisades) does its population show 
a slight increase. In the 
autumn, Eleonora’s 
falcon leaves Crete to 
follow the migratory 
birds on their journey 
to East Africa, and 
spends the winter 
in Madagascar. 

As far as 
mammals are 
concerned, 
14 species 
have been 
recorded in 
the Park area, 
four of which 
are cetaceans, 
like the strictly 
protected 
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Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops 
truncatus), and the Mediterranean 

Monk Seal (Monachus monachus), 
the Striped Dolphin (Stenella 
coeruleoalba) and the Common 

Dolphin (Delphinus delphis). Of the 
land mammals the most characteristic is 
the European Hare, the Least Weasel, the 
Beech Marten, the European Badger, and 
the Spiny Mouse, while in caves there are 

Pipistrellus savii bats, a strictly protected 
species. 

Many of the eight species of reptiles and two of the 
three species of amphibians of the region are included 
in Directive 92/43 EEC and the Berne Convention. In this 
area all three species of amphibians found in Crete may 
be encountered, namely the European Green Toad (Bufo 
viridis), the Common Tree Frog (Hyla arborea cretensis) 
an endemic subspecies of Crete and the Cretan endemic 
frog (Pelophylax cretensis). 

One of the most important reptiles of the area is the 
Caspian Turtle (Mauremis caspica), the only species of 
water turtle on Crete that can be observed in streams in 
the palm forest of Vai, in the canyon at Toplou Monastery 
and, mainly, in Kato Zakros. Furthermore, the Caretta 
caretta, sea turtle breeds on the sandy beaches of the 
Vai palm forest, in Kouremenos and in Xerokambos. Very 
important to the area are the Podarcis cretensis lizards, 
which are the only indigenous lizard species on the 
island, and the Ocellated Skink (Chalcides ocellatus), 
which is found in Italy, Greece and North Africa, and 
which is mistakenly considered poisonous on Crete. 

Recently a Middle East and Asia lizard, the Stellagama 
stellio has been discovered for first time in Crete in the 
area of Sitia town suburbs.

Of the snakes in the area none are dangerous to humans. 
The Balkan Whip Snake (Hierophis gemonensis) and the 
European Rat Snake (Zamenis situla), the most beautiful 
snake in Greece, are completely harmless to humans, 
while the European Cat Snake is the only snake on the 
island with venom, which, however, is very weak and 
secreted from its back teeth, a fact that renders it virtually 
harmless.

4.3 Flora

Crete, with approximately 
1800 plant species, has a 
very rich flora for its size, 
as indicated by the high 
percentage of endemic 
plants (approximately 
10%). The same factors 
that contribute to the 
formation of the distinct 
fauna of the island 
(isolation, geological 
and cultural history, 
topography, size, etc.) 
have contributed to the 
formation of its floral 
wealth. Crete’s mountain areas are home to several 
dozens of these endemic species, sometimes in small 
pockets at their peaks, at other times in canyons, and very 
often these species cover whole Cretan mountainsides 
with their colors or scents, creating unique scenery in 
spring.  

Sitia Nature Park presents great floral interest. Amongst 
the hundreds of plant species it hosts, there are many 
endemic species encountered throughout Crete, endemic 
to Crete and Kasos, as well as unique species, known only 
to the southeast Aegean. The region as a whole belongs 
to the Mediterranean Vegetation Zone, where shrubland 
vegetation prevails. Variations in the vegetation are small, 
with some exceptions in areas such as the Vai Palm Forest 
and the surrounding area, as well as in some canyons 
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with an intense presence of water, at least during winter 
months (Zakros canyon, Xerokambos, Chochlakies). The 
existence of great expanses of olive trees, vineyards 
and other tree crops is also very important for the 
composition of the island’s flora.

The shrubs that cover many parts of the park, both 
coastally and in the mountain area, are dominated by 
low, thorny and spherical bushes, such as the Thorny 

Burnet (Sarcopoterium spinosum), Thyme (Coridothymus 
capitatus), Broom (Genista acanthoclada), Winter Savuory 
(Satureja thymbra) and Greek Spiny Spurge (Euphorbia 
acanthothamnos). They coexist with non-thorny bushes 
such as Heather (Erica manipuliflora), Ballota acetabulosa, 
Greek Sage (Salvia fruticosa) and the Rock Rose (Cistus 
creticus, Cistus salviifolius). On smaller expanses of 
land, taller bushes are encountered, forming maquis 
vegetation and consisting of Mastic (Pistacia lentiscus), 
Spiny Broom (Calicotome villosa), Wild Olives (Olea 
europaea subsp. oleaster), Phoenician Juniper (Juniperus 
phoenicea), Kermes Oak (Quercus coccifera), Carob trees  
(Ceratonia siliqua), Osyris alba, oleander (Phlomis fruticosa) 
and Tree Spurge (Euphorbia dendroides). Other plants that 
grow in the ravines in the area of Zakros, where there is 
plenty of water, are Oriental Planes (Platanus orientalis), 
Oleander (Nerium oleander) and Vitex (Vitex agnus castus). 

The region’s canyons 
offer refuge to many 
important species of 
flora in the area. The 
canyons of Kato Zakros 
and Chochlakies, in 

particular, are home to 
a large number of plants 

and they attract many 
researchers and observers every 

year. Characteristic species 
that have found a home on 
the sheer limestone rocks 
and on the ravine beds 
are Aristolochia cretica, 
Delphinium staphisagria, 
Wild Carnations (Dianthus 
juniperinus), Εuphorbia 
dendroides, the Lecokia 
cretica, Εphedra 
cambylopoda, Nepeta 
melissifolia , Capers 
(Capparis spinosa), the 
Dracunculus vulgaris, bluebells 
(Campanula pelviformis and 
Campanula spatulata ssp. filicaulis), 
Jerusalem Sage (Phlomis lanata), 
Oregano (Origanum onites), Tulipa 
saxatilis and many orchid species.

Coastal areas are dominated exclusively 
by herbaceous plants, mainly Amaranth 
(Limonium graecum) and the endemic Limonium 
sitiacu, while on the beaches of Katsounaki and Argilos 
in Xerokambos, there are Sea Daffodil (Pancratium 
maritimum). 

As far as endemic species are concerned, two 
endangered types of Silenus spread in the area. The 
sandy beaches of Kouremenos are home to populations 
of the endemic subspecies of eastern Crete Silene 
ammophila subsp. ammophila, while the islet in the cove 
of Vai is the southernmost point where Silene Holzmannii, 
endemic to the southeastern Aegean, has spread to. 
Cape Cavo Sidero is also home to two closely related 
endemic species: Anthemis filicaulis and Asperula crassula, 
the world population of which is limited only to this 
specific cape! Bellevalia sitiaca is also endemic to the 
eastern part of the prefecture of Lasithi and it grows on 
rocky positions at low altitudes, while shoreline rocks 
are home to two more endemic species of Kasos and 
the northeastern edge of Crete: Limonium sitiacum and 
Carlina sitiensis. Other species that are also important to 
the area are Viola scorpiuroides and Allium longanum, two 
African species, particularly important for Europe, since 
their growth has been limited to Crete and Kythera, as 
well as Centaurea aegiolophila, a species 
of the Eastern Mediterranean, also very 
significant for Europe, because its 
areas of growth are only limited 
to NE Crete, mainly along the 
coastal zone of Plakopoules and 
Chiona, as well as at Kasos 
and Karpathos islands.

The region’s canyons 
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The Cretan Date Palm (Phoenix theophrasti) is 
characterized as vulnerable in the IUCN Red List and it is 
protected by Greek legislation. Subpopulations are now 
growing in very few areas of Crete, the most important 
and multitudinous of which is that of Vai, where it has 
formed the renowned Palm Forest. 

Other important endemic species of flora that can be 
encountered in the area are Campanula creutzburgii, 
Cirsium creticum , Crepis cretica, Cyclamen creticum, 
Galium graecum,  Nepeta melissifolia, Petromarula 
pinnata, Symphytum creticum, Tulipa cretica. On vertical 

rock faces in the area one may also encounter perennial 
chasmophytes, such as Origanum calcaratum, endemic 
to the southeastern Aegean, which only grows in Crete 
between the villages of Roussa Ekklisia and Kryoneri, 
Thymbra calostachya,  which is exclusively endemic to 
the province of Sitia, and Cretan Ebony (Ebenus cretica), 
endemic to Crete. The limestone rocks are also dominated 
by Wild Carnations (Dianthus juniperinus) and Capers 
(Capparis spinosa).

4.4 Protected areas

The natural environment of the Nature Park presents high 
ecological interest and value, with the mountains of the 
Zakros and the area of Cavo Sidero included in the Natura 
2000 network.

The Zakros Mountains area (code GR4320016) is a 
Special Protection Zone for its bird fauna and has also 
been characterized as a Landscape of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty. It is also included in the List of Important 
Bird Areas of Greece, drafted by the Greek Ornithological 
Society. This area is also considered particularly 
important for the Bearded Vulture (Gypaetus barbatus), 
the Griffon Vulture (Gyps fulvus) and the Golden Eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos).  The spring of Zakros, the Canyon 
of the Dead, the cave of Pelekita and the rare flora and 
fauna of the area, as well as the many footpaths, attract 
numerous nature lovers and hikers. Vegetation consists 
mainly of shrubland (dominated by the Thorny Burnet, 
Sarcopoterium spinosum), while Maquis vegetation is 
very rare, mainly in valleys and streams, which, in turn, 
create special ecosystems, limited in number in Eastern 
Crete. Ravines with Oriental Planes (Platanus orientalis), 
Oleander (Nerium oleander), and Vitex (Vitex agnus-
castus), compose these habitats. 
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The northeastern edge of the Nature Park, Cape Cavo 
Sidero, is part of the NATURA 2000 network, under the 
name “North East End of Crete: Dionysiades, Elasa 
and the Peninsula of Sidero”, and code GR 4320006. 
The area is characterized as a “Site of Community 
Importance” and as a “Special Protection Zone” for bird 

fauna. The area presents many natural and semi-natural 
land type habitats of Crete’s lower altitude zone, as well 
as an important number of coastal wetlands. It has very 
rich flora, which includes approximately 550 plants, 
16 of which are endemic to Crete; 14 are endemic to 
Crete and the island complex of Kasos-Karpathos, 21 
are endemic to Crete and the Aegean, 2 are exclusively 
endemic to a specific territory, 2 are almost exclusively 
endemic and 2 are included in Directive 92/43 EEC. Bird 
fauna includes approximately 170 species, of which 4 
have been characterized as globally threatened species, 
and 60 of which have been characterized as being of 
Unfavorable Conservation Status in Europe. On the 
islands of Dionysiades and on the steep coast of the cape 
and the island of Elasa, one of the greatest colonies of 
Eleonora’s Falcon has made its home (Falco eleonoraea). 
14 species of mammals have also been recorded, three of 
which are Cetaceans, eight reptiles and two amphibians. 
Many of them are included in Directive 92/43 EEC and 
in the Berne International Convention. The landscape, 
despite pressure from farming, animal-raising, and, more 

recently, tourism, has retained its natural state to a 
noteworthy degree. 

However, apart from the NATURA 2000 areas, several 
other areas of the Park have been recognized at a 
national or international level for the value of their 
natural environment. The Palm Forest of Vai has been 
characterized as a Landscape of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, Aesthetic Forest, a Special Protection Zone 
for birds, and an Area of Special Protection according 
to Protocol 4 of the Convention of Barcelona, Zakros 
has been characterized as an outstanding natural and 
historical landscape, the hamlet of Voila as a traditional 
hamlet, archaeological site and wildlife refuge, and 
Petsofas as an archaeological site incorporated in the 
NATURA 2000 network. 

4.5 Cultural sites

The province of Sitia is teeming 
with archaeological sites, places of 
memory and history. The past of 
Eastern Crete has been intensely 
studied since the end of the 19th 
century and the early 20th century, 
when explorers and researchers 
arrived to record its history and that 
is when the first excavations began.

The Neolithic presence at the 
easternmost end of Crete is confirmed 
by the variety of artefacts, utensils and tools, such as 
those found at the significant Neolithic home of Magasa 
and caves such as Mikro Katofygi and Pelekita. 

During the Bronze Age, due to its geographic position, 
the easternmost end of the island was Crete’s gates 
to eastern Mediterranean ports. Organised trade, 
transactions and accumulation of goods, led to the 
creation of major urban centers, such as Palekastro. 
Even Petras and Zakros were at some point port-cities 
with central public buildings and activities that were 
both administrative and religious, following the model of 
other Minoan “palaces”. Residential urban and “palace” 
centers in the inland during the 2nd millennium BC was 
widely scattered, in the form of small hamlets or 
isolated homes, reflecting the agricultural 
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economy and social organization of those times: there 
were mansions (Epano Zakros, Chamezi), farmsteads 
(Karoumes, Zou), guard posts (Choiromandres), as well 
other open air shrines (Piskokefalo), peak Minoan shrines 
(Petsofas, Traostalos, Modi), quarries (Pelekita, Cavo 
Sidero) and parts of Minoan footpaths. Some of these 
nodal locations continued to be used at later times, 
utilizing benefits from natural resources (water springs, 
arable land), as well as excellent visibility, accessibility 
and surveillance sites. 

Above the ruins of Palekastro we encounter, from the 
Geometric period and onwards, the renowned temple of 
Diktaios Zeus; control of the temple and its rich income 
resulted in constant dispute raging between the three 
most powerful cities of Eastern Crete in historical times, 
namely, Praisos, Itanos and Hierapytna. Of these, Praisos 

(north of Chandras) was considered 
the centre of Eteocretans, 

the ancient residents of the island, who retired to that 
position after the invasion of the Dorians, salvaging the 
“Minoan” character of their language, religion and way 
of worship. Itanos was a great port and a transit point 
for trade between the East and Crete, which grew rich 
through trading raw materials with the Phoenicians, and 
which retained its splendour until the Romans settled 
on the island. During the Classical Period these cities 
had their own political system (kingdom, republic) 
and operated in the model of city-states of continental 
Greece. Cases of rivalry and war between them were 
not rare, even up until the Hellenistic Period. We learn 
about Sitia and the history of its cities from various 
ancient writers, such as Herodotus, Stephanus Byzantius 
and Strabo, while it should be mentioned that this was 
also the homeland of Myson, one of the Seven Sages of 
antiquity. 

During Byzantine times the economy of the island was 
mainly agricultural and pastoral. However, the large 
number of paleochristian churches, such as those at 
Itanos, stand witness of the relative wealth and stability. 
From the middle of the 7th century AD the Arab threat 
started becoming more apparent and Cretan shores 
often suffered the raids of the Arab fleet (e.g. the 
destruction of Itanos). During the Arab conquest of Crete 
a unique type of Arab emirate was founded, supporting 
its survival on piracy and the economic repression of 
local population. When Crete was reclaimed by Nikiforos 
Fokas (961 AD) it was reconnected to the main body of 
the Byzantine Empire and a new period started for the 
island history. 
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As early as the 12th century, Crete attracted the interest 
of Venetian traders. However, the opportunity to obtain 
the island at the key crossroads of the Mediterranean, 
which would secure Venice’s dominance over the seas, 
came after the fall of Constantinople in 1204. After 
Venetian reign was imposed, two centuries of resistance 
and revolutions by the Cretans followed, until Venice 
finally dominated the island. Sitia was one of the four 
administrative counties the island was divided into and 
was endowed with the fortress of Kazarma (Casa di 
arma). During Venetian rule the cities and villages of 
eastern Crete suffered from earthquakes and piracy. 
Hayreddin Barbarossa was infamous for the destruction 
he caused, as in 1538 he completely levelled the city of 
Sitia. However, Sitia managed much more than just to 
get back onto its feet. It participated in the noteworthy 
intellectual and artistic flourishing of Crete during the 
last century of Venetian dominance. In the early 17th 
century the pinnacle of Cretan literature was created, 
i.e. “Erotokritos”, love poem in rhyming verxe by Sitean 
Vincenzo Kornaros. Today we also encounter glorious 
examples of those times, such as the historic stauropegic 
Monastery of Panagia Akrotiriani or Toplou, a building 
of the 15th century, as well as the villages of Etia and 
Voila, where significant Venetian buildings still stand 
(towers, churches, houses). Other castles of that period 
are the Liopetro (Leon di Pietra) at Chamezi, and the 
Monte Forte at Krya.

Around 1648 Sitia was besieged by the Ottomans, while 
a few years later the city guard withdrew, destroying the 
most important buildings so they would not fall into the 

hands of the invaders. 
With the sacking of 
Chandax (present-day 
Heraklion) in 1669, after 
a 21-year siege, the 
Ottoman occupation 
of Crete happened. Even 
though the glorious 
tradition of the Cretan 
School of painting ceased 
to exist during Turkish 
rule, we still encounter 
noteworthy artists, such 
as Ioannis Kornaros, 
whose icon titled “Megas 
ei, Kyrie” (1770) is now at 
Toplou Monastery.  
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Hotel Capacity in Geopark area for 2011

Areas
                                                                                   

Category

5***** 4**** 3*** 2** 1* Total
Rooms Beds Rooms Beds Rooms Beds Rooms Beds Rooms Beds Rooms Beds

Sitia - - 175 331 70 133 492 926 47 87 784 1.477

Palekastro - - 20 52 240 592 98 177 26 42 384 863

Zakros - - 15 40 82 152 24 42 - - 121 234

SUMS - - 210 423 392 877 614 1145 73 129 1289 2574

1. Economic activity in the proposed Geopark

To date the economic activity of Sitia Municipality is 
based mainly on the Tertiary sector that is constituted 
by tourism activities and related services. Such activities 
are presenting an increasing trend during the last 
decades, reaching the 54% of employment in 2001, in 
contrast to the Primary sector, expressed mainly by 
agriculture, that is continuously reducing to 36,5%, for 
the same period. The Secondary sector on the other 
hand is restricted to 4,5% only.

In the mountainous areas and inland the majority of 
activities are related with agriculture and animal rising, 
mainly sheep and goats. Excellent quality products are 
produced in the area with some of them receiving a 
Special Protected Geographic Location label, like olive oil 
and wine. The Secondary sector is mainly connected to 
the preparation and treatment of local products and is 
only concentrated near the town of Sitia.

Tourism activities are mainly developed in the 
coastal area and especially near the towns of Sitia, 
Roussa Ekklisia, Palekastro, Zakros and Xerokampos. 
However, the sector is only characterised by small 
scale infrastructures. Big hotels, or organised camps for 

massive tourism are absent and only small, mainly family 
based businesses can be found everywhere. The harbour 
and the small airport of Sitia, that serves domestic and 
charter flights only, try to balance the disadvantage 
due to the insufficient terrestrial transportation and the 
remote location of the area in respect to the other areas 
of Crete. The main airport of the island and the biggest 
harbour are located at Heraklion, just 130 kms away, from 
the town of Sitia, which takes about 2 hours drive with 
private car or more than 3 and half hours with public 
transportation or bus!

However, remote access, insufficient transportation 
network and lack of main infrastructure are considered as 
the main reasons for the prevalence of alternative tourism 
in the area, especially if compared to the massive tourism 
model that trends to dominate the last decade all over 
Crete.

Visitors that experience the area of Sitia Nature Park 
come mainly from Europe but also from USA. People from 
France, Italy, Austria, Slovenia, Great Britain and Germany 
constitute the vast majority of them. 

The following table summarises the hotel capacity for the 
three main tourism centres of the geopark:

1.1 Local Products

The region of Sitia was never ideal for mass production 
of goods as was the case of other parts of the island; 
however, it always produced goods of high quality and 
nutritional value. The ideal climatic conditions of the 
region contribute to the production of excellent olive oil, 
which has repeatedly received first place at international 
competitions. The olive tree is probably the tree that has 
been cultivated the longest on Crete. The oil itself was 
used in the past for cooking and preserving food, as well 
as for various other purposes of daily life (lighting, soap, 
etc.) Lower quality oil produced soap, an activity which, 
on a smaller scale, continues to this day.



33

D – Economic Activity & Business Plan
Throughout the province of Sitia visitors will encounter 
small strips of arable land with a wide variety of flora 
instead of olive monocultures – echoing of a different 
culture from what we are used to in the present - with 
pear, almond, quince, fig and carob trees, apart from olive 
trees.  The pezoules (terraced landscaping, benching) on 
mountain slopes, in combination with stone threshing-
houses, stand witness to what must have been intensive 
cultivation of wheat and barley, which flourished, 

especially in the 18th century. The best-built pezoules, 
however, are used for the cultivation of grapes. 

Vineyards were intensively cultivated both for the 
production of table grapes and raisins, and, mainly, for 
the production of wine and raki. The presence of grapes 
in ancient Crete is verified by grape pips and grape 
trampling vats discovered in excavations of settlements 
from the Bronze Age to Venetian and Ottoman times. 
Although vineyards prefer water-retaining soils, the 
distinctive Cretan grape varieties, such as liatiko, thrive 
even in the dry eastern part of the island. The largest 
grape producing areas to this day can still be found in 
the plateaus of Ziros and Chandras in Sitia, while Sitean 
wine has been dynamically marketed internationally, 
and keeps receiving distinctions and awards. The more 
unique wine, however, is homemade, i.e. what Siteans 
make for themselves. Raki distillation is also a festive 
occasion that starts in September and culminates at 
the festival of Agios Georgios Methistis (St. George the 
Intoxicator) on November 3. 

The powerful essential oils from herbs such as thyme, 
savoury, oregano and sage cannot be missed by anyone 
wandering in Sitia countryside, and they infuse its 
footpaths and flavours. The plentiful presence of herbs 
on the eastern end of the island is rewarded with the 
presence of countless bees, producing the award-

winning honey of Sitia. Free range goats and sheep 
ensure wonderful dairy produce, such as myzithra, 
anthotyros, kephalotyri, yoghurt, xinomyzithra, and, most 
famous for its origins in Sitia, xygalo. 

These products are offered today at traditional tavernas 
and cafes in all the cities and villages of the Park, as well 
as at accredited workshops and cooperatives for the 
production of traditional sweets and foodstuffs.

2. Existing and planned facilities for the proposed 
Geopark (e.g. geo-education, geo-tourism, tourism 
infrastructure etc)

2.1 Geotourism infrastructure

Inside the Nature Park of Sitia, various activities and 
infrastructure for the support of geotourism and 
ecotourism, in general, have been developed. The most 
important of them have been produced under the 
implementation of GEOTOPIA project and concern the 
creation of the local Natural History Museum of Zakros 
and the Speleological Centre in Karydi, the production 
of printed and electronic materials and the signposting 
and promotion of a series of geotrails throughout the 
expanse of the Nature Park, connecting geological 
monuments, habitats, as well as historical, cultural and 
other tourist sites in the area, with the beautiful hamlets 
of the Park. All project products (except the educational) 
are presented in Greek and English 
language.

33
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Geotrailis

The geotrails promoted in Sitia Nature Park are walking 
and hiking paths, as well as cycling and driving paths. 
In the bi-lingual Ecotourism map of the Nature Park and 
in the five theme leaflets, a total of seventeen geotrails 
have been set out. Of these, four are clearly for cars 
or bicycles, and the rest are for walking or hiking. The 
geotrails include roads, cycling routes and, naturally, 
hiking trails that either follow international paths such 
as the E4, local tour paths, or old cobbled roads that 
connected local hamlets. In some cases, geotrails also use 
the farm, forest or rural road network.  Geotrails are fully 
mapped using modern Geographic Information System 
technology and are available in many formats for visitors, 
at the Park website (www.sitia-geopark.gr). Furthermore, 
Information Centers provide a map of the area which 
presents all geotrails, as well as thematic leaflets about 
these paths, which can also be found on the website. In 
the countryside, all trails have been efficiently signposted 
at their entrance/exit points; furthermore, there are signs 
giving specific directions throughout the Park. 

The existing geotrails at Sitia Nature Park are presented in 
the Geological map and listed below:

1. Palekastro - Lydia - Modi - Xerolimni - Karydi 
- Platyvolo - Ano Peristera - Adravastoi - Flegas 
spring – Palaikastro (Road- Bicycle)

2. Palekastro - Vai - Toplou Monastery – Palekastro 
(Road- Bicycle)

3. Sitanos - Zakanthos - Skalia – Sitanos (Bicycle or 
Trekking)

4. Vai - Erimoupolis - Cavo Sidero (Bicycle or 
Trekking)

5. Karydi - Agios Ioannis - Chonos - Mitato – Karydi 
(Trekking)

6. Karydi - Magassa - Mitato – Karydi (Trekking)

7. Karydi - Maza gorge – Adravastoi (Trekking)

8. Epano Zakros - Mavros Kambos – Skalia 
(Trekking)

9. Ziros – Skalia (Trekking)

10. Epano Zakros - Deads Gorge - Kato Zakros 
(Trekking)
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11. Kato Zakros - Fangromouro - Katsounaki 
beach (Trekking)

12. Kato Zakros - Pelekita cave - Karoumes beach 
(Trekking)

13. Chohlakies - Chohlakies gorge - Karoumes 
beach (Trekking)

14. Vai - Skopeli - Megali Kefala – Vai (Trekking)

15. Toplou Monastery Gorge (Trekking)

16. Agios Georgios Gorge and Pantanassa Beach 
(Trekking)

17. Exo Mouliana – Richtis gorge – Richtis Beach 
(Trekking)

Speleo-Info Centre at Karydi

The old primary school of Karydi village, in the 
mountainous zone of the park, houses the Information 
Centre dedicated to Speleological research. The Centre is 
at the entrance of the hamlet, at the intersection leading 
to Zakros, Sitia and Chandras (Lon: 26.170767o E- Lat: 
35.133391o N).  

Apart from information on the Nature Park, the area’s 
caves, vicinity geotrails and activities for visitors, the 
Centre also provides hospitality infrastructure for 
special groups-researchers and speleologists. Following 
communication with the Centre, groups of speleologists, 
biologists, schools, etc., interested in studying and 
observing the environment, the caves and the 
characteristic features of the mountainous zone, will be 
provided with the necessary equipment for spending the 
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night and staying in the caves. Also available are safety 
and navigation equipment for exploring the broader area 
and the caves. 

Furthermore, the Centre offers a specially prepared 
educational program for schools and students, in the 
form of a mobile museum kit, with particular focus on 
the Park’s flora and fauna species. In order to use the 
infrastructure, visitors have to communicate with Park 
Authorities or the Municipality of Sitia. 

Zakros’ Natural History Museum

The local Natural History Museum of Zakros is housed at 
the ground floor level of the “Multi-Centre” (Polykentro) 
of Epano Zakros, which is approximately 150 meters 
past the village square, on the main road leading to Kato 
Zakros (Lon: 26.217905o  E- Lat: 35.112534oN).

The Museum is dedicated to the characteristic features 
of the natural environment of Sitia Nature Park. Through 
small representations of habitats (dioramas), exhibits, 

stuffed animals, rock formations, fossils and bi-lingual 
posters, unique aspects of local fauna, flora and geology 
are presented. Visitors have the opportunity to obtain 
printed information material or watch videos on the 
Nature Park of Sitia; they can also tour the Park’s Website 
and European and Global Geoparks of UNESCO on the 
Internet.  The Museum has a parking area and hygiene 
facilities and it is open during the summer months; in the 
winter, it can be visited following arrangements with the 
Park Authorities or the Cultural Association of the Area. 

At a short distance (approximately 200 m) lays the 
“Museum of Water” and nearby the restored “Rasotrivio” 
(mill for beating wet wool) and if visitors continue their 
tour on to the beautiful hamlet, they will soon find 
themselves at the Piges (Springs) of Epano Zakros, with 
its enormous plane trees and crystal clear water.

Provided Activities

So far the Sitia Nature Park has undertaken various 
promotional activities to communicate existing 
infrastructure and printed products to local people and 
stakeholders, as well as to the tourism providers. The 
official opening of Zakros Natural History Museum and 
the Karydi Speleological center took place on the 11th 
of June 2013 and 29th of August 2013 respectively, with 
the participation of local authorities, tourism providers, 
teachers and many local and international visitors.

The 16th National Speleological Meeting was hosted 
at the facilities of Karydi Speleocenter from the 29th of 

August till the 
1st of September 
2013. Among the 
various meeting 
activities, the Sitia 
Geopark project 
was presented and 
several visits at 
nearby caves took 
place. 

On the 9th and 
10th of September 
2013 a two days 
workshop on 
“Geotourism 
development” 
was organized at 
the Zakros Local 
Museum and Karydi 
Speleocenter, 
addressed to local 
accommodation, 

food and general tourism providers, that was followed by 
an open meeting on “Geotourism and local development” 
at the town of Sitia on the 11th of September 2013.

In addition, a special event on the “Star observation” was 
organized at the Kato Peristeras cave on the 28th of July 
2014, with the participation of the “Friends of Music in 
Sitia”, the “Mountaineering Society of Lassithi” and the 
Karydi Cultural Association.
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Planned Activities

For the future and according to the existing five years 
Management and Action Plan of the Geopark certain 
geotourism infrastructures and activities have been 
scheduled, grouped into several axes like:

• “Development, support and promotion of 
responsible tourism activities to support 
local economy, employment and sustainable 
development”,

· “Organisation and promotion of tourism and 
cultural events”,

· “Promotion of Sitia Geopark”.

Further information on the specific actions can be found 
at the Action plan of Sitia Nature Park, existing, only 
in Greek language, at the webpage http://www.sitia-
geopark.gr/downloads/diaxeiristiko.aspx.

2.2 Geoeducation

Educational activities in Sitia Nature Park are offered both 
by the Park’s staff and  the Environmental Educational 
Center of Ierapetra which is located just southwest of 
the Park at the town of Ierapetra. The Center is an active 
partner and supporter of the geopark and serves for the 
needs of organized schools’ and teachers’ field trips and 
training activities.

Under the GEOTOPIA project 
and in collaboration with the 
Natural History Museum of 
Crete and Psiloritis Geopark, 
two educational projects 
have been developed in the 
form of museum kits. The 
first project can be found 
at the Karydi Speleo Center 
and is dedicated to the “cave 
environment and biodiversity” 
of the mountainous area. It 
occurs in a museum kit and contains booklets, activity 
sheets and tools, games, boxes with rock and fossil 
activities, constructions, identification tables for plants 
and animals and outdoor equipment. The project is 
combined with the nearby trails of Karydi village as well 
as the caves of Epano and Kato Peristeras.

The second one is hosted at the local Natural History 
Museum of Zakros. Schools and students visiting the 
Museum will find rich and innovative educational 
materials dedicated to the “Cycle of Water”; it contains 
theoretical and instruction booklets, activities sheets, 

interactive games and boxes for rock, fossil and mineral 
identifications, as well as constructions, games and 
models. The project is linked with the nearby geotrails 
that join the Epano Zakros spring and the Zakros Gorge 
and fossil sites. 

These museum kits are addressed to Greek audience 
and are also available to all through the Park’s website 
(http://www.sitia-geopark.gr/educational-material-
programs.aspx).  Based on these educational projects the 
department of Museums of the Ministry of Culture has 
also developed an educational project for the Minoan 
Palace of Kato Zakros.

Following the outputs of GEOTOPIA projects, as well 
as the provisions of Sitia Geopark Action Plan, the 
Sitia Nature Park organized and implemented various 
educational activities during 2013 and 2014:

A three day workshop and seminar on “geoeducation at 
Sitia Nature Park” addressed to teachers was organized 
on the 18th to 20th of October 2013 in collaboration 
with Ierapetra Environmental Education Center. Special 
presentation on geodiversity and biodiversity of the 
park, on the existing infrastructure and the educational 
museum kits of the Park were organized, accompanied 
with training activities at Zakros and Karydi centers and 
field trips at Zakros gorge and Karydi caves. 

On the 7th of March 2014 the Environmental group of 
Technical High School of Sitia visited Karydi center and 
took advantage of the existing museum kit and facilities. 

Similarly, on the 15th and 16th of March 2014 the 
Environmental group of 1st High School of Sitia organized 
in collaboration with geopark a two day fieldtrip in 
Karydi center where they attended presentations by the 
geopark staff and the Mountaineering group of Sitia 
on the geoparks, geotourism and mountains of Sitia, 
experienced the training activities of Museum kit and 
visited the cave of Ano Peristeras.



38

 D – Economic Activity & Business Plan 

38

The Park, through its five years Management and 
Action Plan foresees the development of further 
educational activities, also in other languages, always 
in close collaboration with Ierapetra Environmental 
Educational Center and Natural History Museum of Crete. 
Those actions will be focused on the “development, 
implementation and promotion of educational and 
environmental sensitization activities” and “Development 
and support of local and international collaborations 
with scientific and educational organizations”. Details on 
the specific actions scheduled can be found at the Sitia 
Nature Park Action Plan.

3. Analysis of geotourism potential of the proposed 
Geopark

Geotourism is a form of alternative tourism, the basic 
aim of which is to ensure responsible or viable, local 
growth; growth that looks towards preserving our 
natural resources for the next generations, respecting 
and protecting the natural environment, minimizing 
economic, environmental and social consequences, 
financially supporting local communities and improving 
their quality of life, with locals participating in all 

decisions made, and 
respecting the culture 
and traditions of local 
communities. 

Geotourism can be 
considered as form of 
ecotourism since it focuses 

on the characteristic features of territorial environment, 
highlighting landscape and geological heritage, as well as 
specific aspects of the natural and cultural environment 
that are closely connected to and/or interdependent with 
the corresponding geological environment of a location. 
Geotourism grows with visits to places of significant 
geological interest and information centers, with tours 
along geo-pathways, vista sites, theme parks and with the 
development of recreational, educational and informative 
activities that promote specific information about the 
Land of a place.

The area of Sitia has been known since antiquity for 
its unique beauty, wonderful landscapes, favorable 

microclimate and, of course, its unique beaches. Tourism 
in Sitia Nature Park today is moderate, focused on the 
natural environment and wholesome local products, and 
aspires to satisfy visitors interested in quality.  This is the 
reason that geotouristic activities are already present in 
the area of Sitia Nature Park and moreover, have a great 
potential for further development and expansion.

In the park there are small and beautiful hotels, many 
of which retain the architectural tradition and respect 
the natural environment, while beaches are beyond any 
expectation! Tourist infrastructure is mainly found in 
the locations of Vai, in Palekastro, in the broader area of 
Zakros and in Xerokambos.

Apart from recreation, visitors to the area also have the 
opportunity to choose from a range of outdoor sports 
and water sport activities, such as wind surfing, rock 
climbing, athletic speleology and canyon crossing.

Wind surfing is a world renowned sport that takes place 
in the Gulf of Kouremenos in Palekastro, and which has 
smoothly been incorporated into the activities of Sitia 
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Nature Park. Every year, hundreds of visitors from all over 
the world arrive at Kouremenos to practice and compete 
in their favorite sport, as the Gulf combines strong winds 
of a favorable direction with the absence of rough waves, 
conditions that are ideal for windsurfing. 

Rock climbing is mainly focused on steep canyon walls. 
At the entrance to the canyon of the Dead in Kato 
Zakros, several climbing courses have been carved 
into the vertical limestone walls. Most courses have 
permanent safeties throughout and include a broad 
range of difficulty levels for everyone, from beginners to 
experienced climbers. 

Athletic speleology is an activity that is mostly 
undertaken in the mountainous and semi-mountainous 
zone of the Nature Park. Visitors can find more 
information at the Information Centre at Karydi, as well 
as at the speleological associations of Crete. In any case, 
getting permission from the Paleoanthropology and 
Speleology Authority is a prerequisite condition.

Canyon crossing (canyoning) is another sport stimulating 
increasing interest in Sitia Nature Park. In the area there 
are many canyons with a smooth bed, which do not 
require special experience or equipment for visitors to 
cross them, such as the canyons of Chochlakes, Kato 
Zakros and Richtis; however, there are also canyons 
with steep and narrow walls that offer more intense 
experience. More information is supplied by the 
associations active in this field (Canyoning in Crete – 
POEF: www.canyon.gr)

4. Overview and policies for the sustainable 
development.

The area of Sitia Nature Park present certain weaknesses 
in existing development activities in respect to the 
rest of the island of Crete, however this creates certain 
opportunities for local sustainable development and 
further enhancement of alternative tourism that already 
is active in the area. Certain types of alternative tourism 
such as agrotourism, geotourism, bird and flower 
watching, and gastronomic tourism appear to be ideal 
development activities for the broader area of the 
geopark. In addition, are considered to be in accordance 
with the local ethics and traditions of the area, the local 
hospitality, and temper of its inhabitants. 

The geological heritage of Sitia can act as the connecting 
platform of all these activities joining also local services 
and products of Primary sector. Geoparks initiative 
appears as a very attractive tool to achieve these goals, 
especially through networking with other European 
territories, knowhow and best practices transfer and 
promotion to a specialized target group.

Sitia Nature Park development will thus be based on the 
principles of Sustainable development and Responsible 
tourism as these are described in the international 
literature, and will be spread in three pylons: 
Conservation of Natural environment, Social justice, and 
maximization of local social benefits.
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Management of Sitia Geopark is thus based on the 
following main axes of action:

· Information on, sensitization on and protection 
of Natural Environment and geodiversity,

· Training of local people and visitors,

· Responsible and Sustainable tourism 
development

· Support of local products and culture.

The vision of the Sitia Geopark is the “creation of a 
tourism destination of excellence and reference in local 
and national level, specialized in knowledge share and 
information transfer to local communities and visitors, 
in bringing together abiotic and living nature with 
local cultural environment, and in the support of local 
production and culture, with simultaneous preservation 
of natural and human environment”. Based on the afford 
mentioned management axes, for the period of 2015 - 
2019 the Sitia Geopark will fully incorporate the policies 
and actions of European and Global UNESCO geoparks.

The individual strategic objectives of Sitia Geopark can be 
summarized under the following points:

•	 Protection,	assessment	and	preservation	of	
natural heritage and resources

•	 Development,	implementation	and	
enhancement of environmental educational and 
sensitization actions

•	 Development,	support	and	promotion	of	
local tourism activities which are compatible 
with responsible tourism, and enhance local 
economy, employment and sustainable 
development

•	 Organization	and	promotion	of	touristic	and	
cultural events

•	 Promotion	of	Sitia	Nature	Park

•	 Implementation	of	Action	and	Strategic	
Promotion Plans

•	 Development	and	support	of		local	and	
international collaborations with scientific and 
educational institutions

•	 Establishment	of	an	effective	and	productive	
Management body for Sitia geopark.

Sitia Nature Park has already developed, implemented 
and scheduled various activities, like those presented in 
the former chapters on Geotourism and Geoeducation, 
based on the former objectives and targets. The 
Application for nomination as European and Global 
Geopark was of top priority and very crucial for the 
achievement of the addressed objectives and goals.

5. Policies for, and examples of, community 
empowerment (involvement and consultation) in the 
proposed Geopark

The establishment of a European and Global Geopark 
in the area of Sitia was a demand and is an opportunity 
for the local communities of this remote and under-
developed area of Crete. Over aging and demographic 
reduction problems in the majority of the settlements 
(except the areas of Sitia and Palekastro towns) have to 
be compensated by a new development vision based on 
the principles of sustainability and on the comparative 
advantages of the territory. All former implied projects 
(like the establishment of massive tourism facilities, or 
big investments) failed to solve these local problems, 
whereas the scheduled project for Industrial type of 
Renewable Energy fields, do not provide any important 
opportunity for employment or local economic 
development, imposing in addition great environmental 
and cultural threats.

A central axis in the produced Action Plan of Sitia 
Geopark focuses on the “Support of Local Products and 
Culture” with the development of certain activities 
to promote the local products and services. Some of 
these activities aim to the development of Centers for 
Advertising and Promotion of Local goods in several 
areas of the geopark;  the development of local and 
international collaborations for the design of tourism 
packages and products; the support of local small 
scale investments that can be joined with geopark’s 
activities; the design and promotion of local thematic 
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guided tours; the contribution in the enhancement and 
rehabilitation of abandon settlements in the mountain 
area; the training of local guides to provide guided tours 
and information to the visitors; and to the support of 
thematic tourism like religious, gastronomic etc. 

Along the axis for the “Responsible and Sustainable 
tourism development”, activities like the organization of 
Summer Agrotourism fests, as well as of seasonal events 
for harvesting or producing of local goods, like olive 
oil, honey, raki and wine are also engaged in the Action 
plan. It is also the intention of Sitia geopark to develop 
in collaboration with local enterprises and Commercial 
chamber of a quality label that will be nominated 
by geopark to products and goods developed in the 
geopark, similarly to other geopark’s initiatives.

So far Sitia Nature Park is trying to support the local 
enterprises and consultation, always in accordance to 
National and European Legislation. Thus, during the 
implementation of the GEOTOPIA project, but also 
other similar activities funded through National or 
European funds, certain care was applied to support 
the participation of local enterprises or providers. This 
was achieved in the majority of infrastructure that has 
been established in the local museums and centers, 

the Zakros’ Local Natural History Museum and 
Karydi Infocenter, where except of the 

electronic equipment the rest items 
were offered and produced by 
local enterprises of Sitia. However, 
printed material was produced 

after a public tender call that 
permitted the participation 
of companies even outside of 
Crete. 

It is a central policy of Sitia 
Nature Park that services, 
consultation and products 
to be used by the park 

for conservation, 
information and 

popularization 
activities 
should be 
provided 
by local 
people and 
enterprises.

6. Policies for, and examples of, public and 
stakeholder awareness in the proposed Geopark.

The establishment of Sitia Geopark was a vision of the 
former Municipality of Itanos, who had repeatedly 
requested funds from National and European sources 
in order to develop infrastructure and basic facility for 
geotourism and geoeducation in the area. This was 
finally achieved through an INTERREG IIIC project called 
“GEOTOPIA – Geotourism and Local Development” 
aiming to develop geotourism and contribute to local 
sustainable development in the area of  former Itanos 
Municipality (central and eastern part of Sitia Nature 
Park) and the area of Troodos in Cyprus. The partnership 
was composed by the DOKAS organization of Sitia, and 
the Natural History Museum of University of Crete, as well 
as the ANET Local Development Company of Troodos, the 
Forest department and the Geological Survey of Cyprus.

The project resulted in many printed and electronic 
outputs, outdoor facilities and information points, 
small local museums in Crete, a Geological Museum in 
Troodos, as well as educational products and various 
dissemination and training activities. Through those 
activities the vision for developing geoparks in the two 
areas was shared with the local communities, enterprises 
and authorities.

The active participation and contribution of local 
communities in the development of Sitia Nature Park is 
depicted in the structure of the Management body that 
has been established. The management of the aspiring 

Karydi Infocenter, where except of the 
electronic equipment the rest items 

were offered and produced by 
local enterprises of Sitia. However, 
printed material was produced 

after a public tender call that 
permitted the participation 
of companies even outside of 
Crete. 

It is a central policy of Sitia 
Nature Park that services, 
consultation and products 
to be used by the park 

for conservation, 
information and 

popularization 
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geopark is implemented by the Management Committee 
seated within the DOKAS, the cultural and promotional 
organization of the Municipality of Sitia.  The board of the 
Management committee is comprised by representatives 
of local and regional authorities, the local development 
associations, the local educational institutions, the 
environmental and archaeological services, the 
tourism industry in the area, and local voluntary and 
mountaineering associations.

The developed Action Plan of Sitia Nature Park 
foresees activities addressed to local communities and 
inhabitants in order to raise awareness on geological 
heritage and the developed geopark. Under the axis for 
“Information on, sensitization on and protection of Natural 
Environment and geodiversity”, the development of a Plan 
for environmentally friendly behaviors of inhabitants 
and visitors will be contacted, certain actions for the 
environmental sensitization of inhabitants and local 
tourism providers on the park will be developed, summer 
schools and competitions for pupils and adults will be 
organized and seminars for farmers and shepherds will 
be implemented.

The implementation of the Action Plan is already in 
progress and the Nature Park has already implemented 
training and awareness raise seminars for teachers, hotel 
and restaurant owners as well as other target groups 
(speleologists, star observers, environmental education 
groups etc.). These activities were undertaken at the two 
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park centers, in Zakros and Karydi, in the town of Sitia 
as well as in other towns in Crete, like the presentation 
of INTERREG IIIc project at the city of Agios Nikolaos 
on the 25th of September 2013. Furthermore, the staff 
of  DOKAS presented the project of Sitia Nature Park in 
the broader geopark and scientific community, through 
presentations at the 10th, 11th and 12th European Geoparks 
International Conferences, as well as the XLVII congress of 
the Geological Society of Greece.

Local inhabitants intent to create a club titled “The 
friends of Sitia Geopark” that will act 

complementary and supportively to the activities of Sitia 
Nature Park and will support and promote the objectives 
and activities of the Park in a voluntary basis.  

The support of local stakeholders, tourism providers, 
agricultural associations as well as environmental 
educational centers of the island to the aspiring Sitia 
Geopark has been expressed repeatedly in the various 
public meetings and discussions that have been 
organized and is clearly stated in the supporting letters 
that accompany present application.
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It has been clearly presented that the territory of Sitia 
Nature Park is a remote and under-developed part of the 
very touristic island of Crete in southern Greece. A rich 
natural and cultural environment, of the most typical of 
the island of Crete can be found there delivering supreme 
quality of goods and services.

The lack of central tourism infrastructure like modern 
transportation network, big accommodation resorts, and 
massive tourism industry, and the wealth of its cultural 
and natural environment have highlight the area as the 
place for alternative tourism in Crete. However, at present 
the existing facilities and structures do not permit further 
development of this kind of tourism. A great potential for 
further developing bird watching, botanic, religious and 
gastronomic tourism exists.

The new tourist project investments that are under 
development in the coastal areas of the geopark will 
upgrade the existing facilities of the area aiming in high 
quality products and services. According to their business 
plans the Geopark initiatives fits perfectly to their plans 
for responsible and sustainable tourism growth in 
the area, and thus are awaiting to collaborate in such 
initiative.

The development model that has dominated several 
decades ago all over Greece resulted in the rapid growth 
of coastal cities and abandonment of the inland. These 
effects are obvious in the area of Sitia Nature Park where 
only Sitia and Palekastro towns present a demographic 
growth the last decades, while the rest settlements 
are facing a significant decrease which has led in total 
depopulation in many settlements of the mountainous 
areas. Local authorities and inhabitants are seeking thus 
a new perspective which can enhance the comparative 
advantages of their territory, respect and promote natural 
and cultural environment and lead to a local sustainable 
development. The need is urgent in order to confront 
the plans of central government for the establishment 
in the core of the Nature Park of three Industrial type 
Solar Thermal Fields that will damage irreversibly the 
landscape and environment of the Nature Park.

Apart from all the above cases, the area of Sitia Nature 
Park hosts a great geodiversity spread over all types of 
geosites and natural processes. It is the place where the 
Deinotherium giganteum, the third largest terrestrial 
mammal and the largest of Greece has been excavated 

ten years ago. All three locations of such fossil findings in 
Crete exist within the area of the Nature Park. In addition, 
the coastal areas of the Park expose caves that host fossils 
from the Pleistocene fauna of Crete among them the 
hippos, the deer and the elephants. The natural processes 
responsible for the raise of Cretan land over the sea 
level are exposed along the coastal area of Xerokampos 
– Zakros in the form of successive sea terraces, as well 
as fault outcrops. In addition, as the greater extent of 
mountainous areas is dominated by limestone and 

other carbonate rocks, an extensive underground 
karstic network, exceeding 10 kms in length has been 
developed. A great number of caves can be found all over 
the territory, with impressive decoration and scientific 
importance from the environmental and archaeological 
point of view. It is the intention of geopark to improve 
infrastructure in one of these caves to receive visitors. 

Geodiversity of the Park is as important as its living 
environment and several of the identified and assessed 
geosites are of national or regional importance. The links 
between bio- and geo-diversity are apparent in many of 
the geosites and landforms of the territory and several 
examples of the great influence the natural environment 
can imply to culture and civilization can be found in the 
area of Sitia Nature Park.

The Sitia Nature Park is fully supporting research and 
educational activities within its territory. It has developed 
collaborations with the Environmental education 
centers of Crete, while the Ierapetra center will serve for 

E – Interest and arguments 
for joining the EGN/GGN
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all organized educational needs of schools and adults. 
Certain educational products can be found by visitors 
at the two info centers of the Park, as well as at Park’s 
website.

The area has implemented several European projects 
in order to develop geotouristic and geoeducation 
infrastructure and activities. All geosites have been 
identified, assessed and promoted in a common way 
and were combined with natural and cultural sites of 

the territory, under a holistic approach for geotourism 
development. A strong Management structure has 
already been established following the decisions 
of the Sitia Municipality and the support of all local 
stakeholders, tourism providers, scientific society and 
local communities. The vision and the policies to establish 
a successful geopark are presented in the five years 
Management and Action Plan of Sitia Geopark that has 
been contacted and is under implementation.

The area thus, fulfils the majority if not all of the 
prerequisites and characteristics of a European and 
Global Geopark, having already benefited from the 
participation of its staff in three European Geoparks 
International congresses, and knowledge transfer from 
the nearby Psiloritis Geopark. It is a rural area with 
great geo- and biodiversity, focused and dedicated 
to sustainable development which has developed a 
strategy for the sustainable management of its resources. 
The territory presents all necessary geographical, 
demographic, economic and social features for the 
establishment of a successful geopark.  Its distance from 
the existing Psiloritis Geopark is such that according to 
European Geoparks experience can assure for a true local 
territorial development. 

Till present, eastern Crete and especially Sitia Municipality 
has preserved as a valuable treasure, its unique natural 
and geological wealth. It is one of the most important 
natural areas of Crete with rich cultural, historical and 
human environments. Just Vai Palm forest and beach 
receives about 1500 visitors per day in summer time.

Through its participation in the European and Global 
Geoparks Networks, the Sitia Nature Park foresees to 
further enhance and promote this treasure, to better 
protect and conserve it and to build a new alternative 
development model based on the humans who will 
work, produce and thrive in a sustainable and responsible 
manner on the land of Sitia.
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