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The Coulmes Plateau and Choranche Caves of the Vercors Mountains result from a long geological, 

geomorphological and historical evolution.  

The Choranche Cave system consists of three networks comprising more than 50 km of passages and shafts 

within the broad anticline of the Coulmes Plateau. It rises at the bottom of the Urgonian (Barremo-Bedoulian) 

scarp that forms the northern side of the Bourne Gorge.  
 

Part of the visit will take place on the plateau lying at an altitude of between 900 m and 1400 m a.s.l. and 

including two vegetation zones - the foothill zone and the montane zone.  

At lower altitudes, the dominant vegetation types are oak forest, in areas where deeper soils have developed, 

and boxwood forest, in areas of clints and grikes with shallower Folic Leptosols.  

At higher altitudes, Eutric Cambisols (more than 1m deep) have developed in areas of dolines, dry valleys, 

and polje relics, and are covered by grassland or by a typical limestone-mountain assemblage of pine and 

beech trees. Similar vegetation covers most of the montane zone of the plateau. Leptosols on clints also 

occur in the higher parts of the plateau.  

Extensive charcoal burning on the plateau resulted in the clearing of almost all the area’s trees (Hanus, 2000; 

Perrette et al., 2008), but regeneration and replanting since the end of the 19
th
 century have restored the 

forests, and forestry is now an important economic activity in the area. Leisure activities (Nordic skiing, hiking) 

constitute the other main use of the Coulmes Plateau.  

During the visit, we will observe relict of this long history and its implication on the ecosystem which can 

combine acidic and alkaline species in a patchwork environment. 
 

Another part of the visit will take place at the foot of the 300 m Choranche cliff well known by climbers; we will 

first follow its foot to discover its typical flora (interesting ferns and also Juniperus thurifera). 

The visit of the Choranche show cave and Gournier cave entrance will allow discovering the relationship 

between surface and subterranean ecosystems. In fact, speleogenesis and stalagmite formations are 

intimately controlled by the rainfall infiltrations and the partial pressure of CO2 in soils above. Thus cave 

morphology and stalagmite can be used to reconstruct past ecosystems.            By Y. Perrette (EDYTEM lab) 

 

 

 

 

Pteridophytes already identified along Choranche cliffs and on the plateau above (Presles) 

(database of the Conservatoire Botanique National Alpin) : 

 

1-Cliffs: 

underlined species are also found on the plateau 

Adiantum capillus-veneris L. 

Asplenium ceterach L. 

Asplenium fontanum (L.) Bernh. 

Asplenium lepidum C. Presl subsp. lepidum 

Asplenium ramosum L. 

Asplenium ruta-muraria L. 

Asplenium ruta-muraria L. subsp. dolomiticum Lovis 

& Reichst. 

Asplenium scolopendrium L. 

Asplenium trichomanes L. subsp.hastatum 

Asplenium trichomanes L. subsp. pachyrachis 

(Christ) Lovis & Reichst. 

Asplenium trichomanes L. subsp. quadrivalens D.E. 

Meyer 

Asplenium x jaworkae Kummerle 

 

Cystopteris fragilis (L.) Bernh. 

Gymnocarpium robertianum (Hoffm.) Newman 

Polypodium cambricum L. 

Polypodium vulgare L. 

2-Plateau:  
 

species not found in the cliffs 
 

Athyrium filix-femina (L.) Roth 

Dryopteris dilatata (Hoffm.) A. Gray 

Dryopteris filix-mas (L.) Schott 

Equisetum arvense L. 

Equisetum palustre L. 

Polystichum aculeatum (L.) Roth 

Polystichum setiferum (Forssk†l) Woynar 

Polystichum x bicknelii (Christ) Hahne 

Pteridium aquilinum (L.) Kuhn 

  

Meeting and starting point: “Grottes de Choranche” parking 

 


