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WELCOME TO THE PRÉALPES D'AZUR
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WELCOME TO THE PRÉALPES D'AZUR - Azure country.

© Petit Futé



Did you say "authentic"? It is an adjective that applies entirely to this hinterland of hills, "baous" and plateaus, which extends from Valbonne to the perched villages of the Préalpes d'Azur.

[image: ] First of all, the hills that border the Côte d'Azur, like a protective amphitheatre, have seen the villages flourish. Valbonne, Chateauneuf, Opio, le Rouret, Roquefort les Pins have developed there, some of them around the cultivation of aromatic plants for the perfumers of Grasse, others around livestock or market gardening. Little by little, and with the development of the Côte d'Azur, these villages have grown to include a population of holidaymakers, retirees, and young households seeking a sweeter life in the south. The post-war period and the development of tourism and the arts on the coast and in the nearby hinterland gave a major boost to the development of these villages. The creation in 1969 of Sophia Antipolis, and the installation of hundreds of companies, researchers and universities, completed the boost to the municipalities of this hilly amphitheatre overlooking the sea.

[image: ] Behind the hills, there are the white cliffs of the "Baous", split by the gorges du Loup, and, at their foot, the villages of Le Loup, we speak there of Gourdon, Tourrettes-sur-Loup, Le Bar-sur-Loup, as well as Courmes. They are real balconies on the hills and the sea, which clearly claim their difference. Nestled within their ancient walls, they are bastion villages. They too were able to take advantage of the development of the means of communication at the end of the 19th century, roads and railways, to transform themselves and attract new inhabitants, as well as tourists on excursions. The settling of artists and the development of the hotel business have completed giving these villages their reputation as tourist destinations.

[image: ] Higher up, behind the limestone plateaus that make the transition to the high country, are the medium mountain villages, grouped around the Cheiron mountain: Cipières and Gréolières, but also Coursegoules, Bézaudun-les-Alpes, Bouyon and les Ferres, Conségudes and La Roque-en-Provence. Less easily accessible, further away, they had to reinvent themselves to survive. They have taken advantage of the surrounding nature, and, for some, of the protection of the Préalpes d'Azur Natural Park to develop nature activities, skiing, canyoning, hiking, mountain biking, horse riding. Today, they see the old walls of their bastides reborn, renovated by new passionate inhabitants, attracted by a fabulous living environment, and developing new ideas for activities in this beautiful medium mountain region.

Whether in the southern hills, in the villages of Le Loup, or in those of the hinterland, you will find a varied hotel business, restaurants that give pride of place to Provençal local products, welcoming villages with their festivals and traditions, varied activities....
 Were we talking about authenticity? We invite you to browse through the pages of this guide, to discover a region that extends from Valbonne to the perched villages, and which precisely cultivates its authenticity.




DISCOVER THE PRÉALPES D'AZUR
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Les Ferres - View on Les Ferres village.

© Bernard Croisé
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Record Sheet

This guide covers 18 towns or villages in the Sophia Antipolis Urban Community, stretching from the hinterland of Antibes to the villages on the Estéron River.

[image: ] The most important municipality is Valbonne-Sophia Antipolis with 13,190 inhabitants. The least important is La-Roque-en-Provence, with 68 inhabitants.

[image: ] The total area of the territory is 391 km2.

[image: ] The lowest point in the territory, 20 metres above sea level, is Roquefort les Pins. The highest point, 1,778 meters, is at Gréolières. (Cheiron Summit).

[image: ] The areas of these 18 municipalities range from 7.1 km2 (Le Rouret) to 52.67 km2 (Gréolières).

[image: ] There are 5 main tourist sites: Valbonne-Village, Gourdon, Tourrettes-sur-Loup, Gorges du Loup, Gréolières.

[image: ] A regional natural park: the Préalpes d'Azur regional natural park, which includes 47 municipalities, 11 of which are within the territory of the Sophia Antipolis Agglomeration Community, and are therefore included in this guide.

[image: ] Four departmental natural parks: Parc de l'Estéron in La Roque-en-Provence, Parc du Sinodon in Roquefort-les-Pins, as well as Parc de la Brague and Parc de la Valmasque, partially located in the commune of Valbonne Sophia-Antipolis.

[image: ] Europe's leading technology park: Sophia Antipolis.

[image: ] A river classified as an "exceptional river": the Esteron, which is one of the top three wild rivers in the Alps, with the Soca (Slovenia) and Tagliamento (Italy)

[image: ] A remarkable coastal river, the Loup: 48 km long from its source at 1,217 m to its mouth. Its gorges are one of the main tourist attractions of the region.

[image: ] An unusual place, Caussols: its karst plateau offers a preserved nature with a specific flora and fauna.

[image: ] A massif: the Cheiron (1,778 m) around which 8 of the communes in this guide are grouped.

[image: ] The lowest town hall is Roquefort les Pins (200 m).

[image: ] The highest town hall is Caussols (1,130 m).

[image: ] Two Natura 2000 sites: Les Préalpes de Grasse (communes of Bar-sur-Loup, Caussols, Cipières, Courmes, Coursegoules, Gourdon, Gréolières, la Roque en Provence, Tourrettes sur Loup) and Rivière et les Gorges du Loup (communes of Bar-sur-Loup, Cipières, Courmes, Gourdon, Gréolières, Roque-sur-Loup).



Must-Sees



Châteauneuf village

Seeing the medieval village of Chateauneuf from the plain is a guaranteed must with an irrepressible desire to visit it. It is a village that clings to the sides of a hill planted with century-old olive trees, wrapped around a natural hillside. The houses are squeezed together around the church, in a harmony of shapes and colours, giving the whole a true Provençal character. The city has made its reputation around the cultivation of perfume flowers, vines and olive trees, as well as market gardening. While remaining faithful to the agricultural and horticultural tradition, the municipality has also diversified its economic activities both in the field of crafts (ceramics, pottery, sculptures) and commercial. It is a real pleasure to stroll through the flowered alleys, discovering the facades, stairs, vaulted passages, and to admire here a nicely restored house, there a garden planted with a magnolia or a palm tree.

[image: ] To discover: the fountain-washhouse on the town hall square, the church of Saint Martin (10th century) which houses an 18th century altarpiece, the panorama of the Côte d'Azur from the Old Town Hall square, the orientation table.



Valbonne village

In contrast to other older villages, grouped around their castle at the top of a hill, Valbonne was built in the 16th century, on the plans of a Roman city: in a checkered, rectangular shape, the streets surrounding a central square. On each side of the rectangle, a door was open, allowing access to the city. Of the four gates that opened on each side of the city, only those from the north, south and west remain. You enter the old village through these gates, walking through the busy pedestrian streets, which intersect perpendicularly. Here no stairs or steep alleys, everything is flat or slightly sloping, and easy to access. The village, very inhabited, is constantly animated. Pretty shops invite you to push their doors, restaurants have their charming terraces right on the street. The houses have beautiful facades with ochre plasters, on which pastel-coloured shutters add a touch of Provençal colour. The streets are flowered with succulent plants, bouquets of lavender, virgin vines or bougainvilleas.

[image: ] To discover: the Valbonne goat farm, the Peyrebelle olive grove, hikes along the Brague.



Tourrettes-sur-Loup

City of Arts, medieval city, city of Violets, secret village, so many qualifiers for such a small village? But yes, Tourrettes-sur-Loup deserves them all. One enters intramural through the old medieval gates, much as one would enter a church. We wouldn't want to disturb too much, but at the same time we want to discover the city, to explore corners and nooks and crannies, alleys, alleys and secret stairs, to see who is hiding there. Craftsmen, no doubt, judging by the shops. Ceramists, potters, weavers, jewellers, perfumers met in Tourrettes-sur-Loup for our greatest pleasure, looking at their looms, workbenches or potter's wheels. This magical village has always attracted artists: Prévert, Sinatra, Cocteau had their habits there. It is necessary to come in March, for the day of the "Autour de la Violette" festival, a celebration of spring in the colours of this delicate flower.

[image: ] To discover: the church of Saint-Grégoire on the square, the castle, the medieval city, the craftsmen. But also: the Bastide aux Violettes, the Chapelle St-Jean, the Courmettes farm.



Gourdon

It was a fortified place, an eagle's nest, an impregnable tower. It was reached by a vertiginous mule track: 537m of altitude difference! In other words, we only came to Gourdon if we had to. Curiously, it was flowers rather than war that made the village's fortune. By extending into the valley in the 19th century, as far as the hamlet of Pont-du-Loup, the municipality was able to develop at this more favourable altitude the cultivation of perfumed plants, orange trees and olive trees. The 1950s and the development of tourism on the Côte d'Azur did the rest. Today, Gourdon is one of the most beautiful villages in France. Whether you arrive from Le Bar-sur-Loup, the vallée du Loup or Caussols, the view of the village is breathtaking. We must stop the car quickly and immortalize this beauty. Gourdon appears to us on its rocky spur, with its massive Provencal castle framed by round towers, stone facades and tiled roofs, the bell tower of the church that protrudes... The whole is harmonious and has inspired many an artist. The Côte d'Azur, which sparkles in the distance in its blue setting, completes the picture. We are seized. A walk through the village's alleys leads us to discover some craftsmen's shops: art glassmaker, perfumer or potter. The view of the French Riviera from place Victoria is breathtaking.

[image: ] To discover: the fountain, the église St-Vincent, the magnificent view from Place Victoria.



The Gorges du Loup

Born at an altitude of 1,200 m in the Audibergue massif, the Loup has dug its way through the limestone of the Pre-Alps, carving its way between the plateaus of Calern, Cavillore and Caussols in the west, and the Saint-Barnabé plateau in the east to form these magnificent gorges. The Gorges du Loup represent the tumultuous section of the river: waterfalls, rapids and siphons are a delight for water hikers. The gorges extend for about 5 km from the Pont du Loup to the crossroads of Bramafan. During the Belle Epoque, they were already a tourist attraction. On Sundays in summer, the Provence railways would dump tourists and locals who would go up the river in search of freshness, a picnic basket in hand, at the Pont-du-Loup station. To visit them, you must take the scenic road D6 which follows the gorges on the left bank of the Loup. Before the 2nd tunnel you can see the spectacular Courmes waterfall, but it is difficult to stop there because there is no parking space. Further on, the waterfalls of Le Saut du Loup offer parking spaces. A viewpoint has been set up to get closer to the Loup and see the falls...

[image: ] To discover: the Pont du Loup site with the remains of the railway viaduct destroyed in 1944, the Courmes waterfall, the Saut du Loup site, the banks of the Haut-Loup between Gréolières and Cipières.



The Estéron River

No catchments or discharges, no dams, an open river, crystal clear water, preserved landscapes, the Estéron is indeed an exceptional river. From the slopes of Mont Teillon, where it rises at an altitude of 1,160 m, the Estéron quietly runs its course to flow into the Var, after 67 km of travel. The river benefits from a gentle slope for most of its length, which contributes to making its banks a privileged place for fishing or swimming. In areas where the slope is steeper, the river has dug gorges, a real paradise for canyoning enthusiasts! The Estéron Departmental Natural Park, which covers 20 hectares in the municipalities of La Roque-en-Provence and Roquesteron, was created to allow as many people as possible to access the river in a controlled area. In summer, the developed beaches and natural basins allow summer visitors to cool off in the waters of the Estéron. A fishing course allows enthusiasts to fish for trout or bleak fish.

[image: ] To discover: The Estéron Departmental Natural Park, the municipality of La Roque-en-Provence, the neighbouring villages of Conségudes and Les Ferres.



Coursegoules

From the road to Vence, Coursegoules appears as a harmonious village, surrounded by its old ramparts, fully representative of the high country. The tourists are not mistaken, everyone stops to take a picture of the village! It is true that nestled on its promontory, with the austere bar of the Cheiron massif in the background and the light of the end of the day on its facades, Coursegoules looks great. It is a village for lovers of old stones, a village of character. Walking through its steep alleys is a journey back in time. Fountains, old washhouses, covered passages, "pountis", houses with stone facades, Coursegoules is a condensed version of the high country. Its location in the heart of a natural area covering the Saint-Barnabé plateau and the Cheiron massif is a godsend for hikers, many of whom frequent the village.

[image: ] To discover: the ramparts, the chapelle des Pénitents Blancs, the église Sainte Marie Madeleine, the facade of the Freinet school, the residence of Diane de Poitiers, the views over the valley and the Cheiron, the grain mill, the plateau of Saint Barnabé, the chapelle Saint Michel.



Gréolières

Gréolières flourishes on the southern slope of Cheiron Mountain, at an altitude of 836 m. The village, among the highest in the region, overlooks the vallée du Loup. The Cheiron mass dominates the village, imposing and protective, with its marked hiking routes. Below are the Gorges du Loup, siphons and waterfalls, natural baths and fly fishing. Gréolières les Neiges is located on the northern slope of the Cheiron massif, 18 km from the village of Gréolières. We ski here 21 km as the crow flies from the Mediterranean! The slopes are laid out on the slopes of the Cheiron on nearly 1,000 hectares. The exposure to the north of the Cheiron limits snowmelt. The resort is also equipped with an automatic snowmaking installation on 4 km of slopes. From the top of the Cheiron, one can contemplate a circular panorama, which includes both the coast and the Mediterranean to the south, as well as the Alps to the north!

[image: ] To see: the ruins of the castles of the Basses and Hautes Gréolières, Saint-Pierre church, the ruins of the Notre-Dame de Verdelaye chapel, the milestone...

[image: ] Things to do: In winter, downhill skiing, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing. In summer, hiking in the Cheiron massif, canyoning, fishing and swimming in the Loup.



Nature

From the shores of the Mediterranean to the great plateaus of the hinterland, the territory that extends from Valbonne to the perched villages of the Préalpes d'Azur passes through a magnificent gradient. It makes the big gap between the Mediterranean and mountain levels. It is not uncommon in winter to see the snow-covered plateaus of Saint-Barnabé or Calern while tourists have lunch on the terrace in Valbonne. This geographical location gives rise to magnificent photos, the sunny hills in the foreground, and the snow-covered mountains of the Mercantour range in the back. This sometimes confusing climate makes all the salt in the region. Where else but here can we find so much difference in climate in an hour's drive?

Small coastal rivers have made their way through this geographical amphitheatre, sometimes in a masterly way, such as the Loup, which has carved spectacular gorges. This area is mainly occupied by wooded areas with urbanized areas to the south and karst landscapes to the north.



Geography


[image: ]

Geography - The Caussols plateau with the Calern plateau observatory.

© Bernard Croisé





Climate

The region's mild climate is proverbial and attracts thousands of tourists and residents every winter. The average temperature is 10°C in winter, but on sunny days, you can see a few brave swimmers do lengths in a Mediterranean at 15°C. The rains recharge the groundwater and fill the water reservoirs that are the karst massifs. It is the body of water stored in these mountains that supplies the fountains of villages, rivers and coastal streams.

A remarkable amount of sunshine: the region is said to have around 300 days of sunshine per year. It is therefore rare that the sun does not shine! Indeed the sun is present in all seasons making winters pleasant. Summers, on the other hand, the heat becomes intense on the coast. In this season it is pleasant to seek freshness in altitude. Gourdon, Caussols, Gréolières, are here to refresh you! 

The compass rose: the Mediterranean plays a soothing role in local weather. Apart from a few rare winter storms, winds in the region are rather moderate, with the mountains of the high country and the Esterel massif playing a protective role. The prevailing winds are from the east or west, and sometimes from the south.

[image: ] The easterly wind: coming from the Gulf of Genoa, it is generally an indicator of bad weather.

[image: ] Le Mistral: it is synonymous with good weather. It blows strongly in the Rhône corridor but its effects are largely mitigated in the extreme south-east, protected by the Alps and Esterel mountains which divert it towards the open sea and Corsica. Its violence is feared in the south. In periods of drought, the Mistral fans the slightest forest fire, which then becomes uncontrollable in steep mountain ranges.

[image: ] Sirocco: This is the south wind. It blows from Africa bringing mild air and sometimes sand from the Sahara which covers the snow-covered peaks in winter...



Relief

A certain number of places or landscapes in the territory from Valbonne to the Préalpes d'Azur are partially protected, particularly with regard to classified and listed sites. The purpose of site protection is to ensure the preservation of natural monuments and sites whose artistic, historical, scientific, legendary or picturesque character is in the public interest. There are two levels of protection:

 – classification: it is reserved for the most remarkable sites with a predominantly natural character whose character, particularly landscaped, must be strictly preserved.
 – inscription: it is proposed for less sensitive or more humanized sites which, without the need for classification, are of sufficient interest to be monitored very closely.

Here are some examples of classified or listed sites or landscapes:

[image: ] Classified sites: 

The Courmes waterfall.
 The Baous.
 The Calern and Caussols plateaus, as well as their buttresses.
The church and feudal castle of Gourdon.

[image: ] Listed sites: 

The chapelle Saint-Etienne and the part of the abandoned village surrounding it, in Gréolières.
The old village of Tourrettes-sur-Loup.
The village of Valbonne.
The villages of Châteauneuf and Opio, as well as their surroundings.
The waterfalls of the Saut du Loup. 
The place Victoria in Gourdon.
The Caussols plateau (unclassified parts)





Plateaus


[image: ]

Plateaus - The Caler Plateau.

© Bernard Croisé

[image: ]



From the Antibes coastline, just look north to see the hilly amphitheatre, and just behind it, the rocky bars of the Baous and the highlands. To the west, the plateaus of Calern and Caussols, in the middle the Cavillore plateau, in the east the St-Barnabé plateau. The proximity of these austere plateaus to the green hills of the highlands creates a striking contrast. We guess there is a totally different world up there. Only the Wolf managed to cut through this rock mass, and it took him time!

In less than an hour by car we cross the Col de Vence to reach the plateau of Saint-Barnabé, or we climb the Col de l'Ecre to reach the plateau of Caussols. This high country offers to the view huge landscapes of karst mountains, dug by dolines and caves. The plateaus also offer magnificent views of the hills and villages of the Côte d'Azur, all the way to the sea.

[image: ] The Caussols and Calern plateaus. They form a rough karst plateau composed of limestone rocks sculpted by water. At an average altitude of 1,100 m, between sea and mountains, the plateau is dominated to the north by the Calern summit (1,458 m), site of the Côte d'Azur Astronomical Observatory, and to the south by the Haut-Montet which carries a Civil Aviation radar. These plateaus form a preserved natural site. It is accessed by a pretty picturesque road above Gourdon. With an altitude of 1,130 m, the village of Caussols is the highest of the villages in this guide. Shaped for centuries by the uplift of the Alps and then the work of the water, the Caussols plateau, a vast karst plain, is full of hundreds of chasms and caves, these collapses of the ground that leave room on the surface for a gaping hole, but also dolines, collapse basins blocked by sediments, which punctuate this lunar landscape with green patches. A complex network of underground galleries drains rainwater and supplies rivers, springs and fountains in the Pays de Grasse. Some of the caves can reach depths of more than 400 m. By witnessing the Embut de Caussols, a giant funnel that can be seen before arriving at the hamlet of Saint Lambert. This natural cavity is a funnel-shaped chasm in which rainwater disappears. The complex forms a preserved natural site, with a landscape shaped over the centuries by pastoralism. Witnesses of this pastoral past, the bories, enclosures, sheepfolds, water troughs dot the landscape. There is a rich and diverse flora and fauna.

[image: ] The Cavillore Plateau. The limestone plateau of Cavillore dominates the village of Gourdon. It is a landscape of typically Provençal scrubland, dotted with holm oaks and conifers. From the top of the plateau, the view is magnificent over the village of Gourdon below, and the Côte d'Azur in the distance. The site is popular with hikers. It is also a starting point for paragliding flights over Gourdon. There are remains of ancient human activity: remains of a Roman road and oppida, as well as an ancient troglodytic fortress, set in a 200 m high hillside. In some places, we notice the buildings left over time by pastoral activity, which still allows us to maintain the richness of these natural environments today. This area presents strong contrasts between steep cliffs and plateaus, wetlands and drylands, as well as remarkable biodiversity.

[image: ] The plateau of Saint-Barnabé. Between the Col de Vence and Coursegoules, the plateau of Saint-Barnabé unfolds its magnificent karst landscape, offering a striking contrast when you arrive from the green hills of Vence. The limestone rocks sculpted by erosion give the plateau a lunar appearance. Dolines, mineral expanses carved in lapiaz, dry valleys where holm oaks grow. Nestled between the Puy Subert massif to the north and the Puy de Tourrettes-sur-Loup to the south, it escapes maritime influences and opens wide to the west. The charming oasis of the hamlet contrasts with the austerity of the surrounding pastures where sheep herds continue a pastoral tradition. There is a rustic chapel, as well as a curious pile of prehistoric stones: the Champs des Idoles.

These landscapes have been shaped for hundreds of years by agricultural and pastoral activities. Herds thus make it possible to keep the environments open and to host an exceptional biodiversity. Without these pastoral activities, the forest would have totally gained these areas today.



Hills and restanques

The hilly landscape that characterizes the territory extends between the sea and the plateaus, at an altitude ranging from 200 m (Valbonne, Roquefort les Pins) to 300 m (Opio, Le Rouret, Le Bar-sur-Loup) then 400 m (Tourrettes-sur-Loup, Châteauneuf). The ancestral cultures of olive trees and perfume plants have left a landscape of terraces, dominated by woods on the top of the hills. But over a large part of the hilly territory, these "restanques" were invested in the second half of the 20th century by residential urbanization.

[image: ]  The hills that once housed olive groves, orchards and market gardening now house villas, shopping centres and golf courses. The city nibbles on the forest and the Provençal landscapes. Urbanization has taken place between the valleys of Le Loup and La Brague, in the sectors of Valbonne, Le Rouret, Roquefort les Pins. The large agricultural plots have given way to more or less dense urbanization depending on the sector.

[image: ] The hills began to be covered with terraces around the 16th and 17th centuries. For farmers, the construction of agricultural terraces made it possible to retain land, as well as irrigation water. These terraces made it possible to develop the most interesting land and the closest to the villages, to plant vines, olive trees, fruit trees and market gardening, cereals and perfume plants. The land retained by the stone walls was no longer gullied during the torrential rainy periods that the region sometimes experiences, and the restanques that cover a large part of Provence's agricultural land became cultivable at the cost of a titanic task of building and permanently maintaining these dry stone walls. The quality of the restanques depended largely on the choice of stones, and the care taken in their construction. At Bar-sur-Loup, Opio, Tourrettes-sur-Loup, the restanques welcomed floral crops such as orange blossom, rose and jasmine, as well as vine and olive trees. Today, many of these remains remain in part of the communes in the hilly region. But when they are returned to nature, they are won by the forest as in Courmes or Le Rouret. The most remarkable restaurants are located in Valbonne, Opio, Châteauneuf, Le Bar-sur-Loup, Coursegoules or Biot.



Rivers


[image: ]

Rivers - La Brague River.

© Bernard Croisé

[image: ]



[image: ] The Loup. It is a small coastal river 48 km long, which originates in the municipality of Andon at an altitude of 1,217 m. It crosses the whole territory by digging its way through the limestone massif of the Pre-Alps, carving its way between the plateaus of Calern, Cavillore and Caussols in the west, and the plateau of Saint-Barnabé in the east to form magnificent gorges. It ends its course in the Baie des Anges, at the boundary of the communes of Cagnes-sur-Mer and Villeneuve-Loubet. The course of this coastal river, rather peaceful in its upper reaches, accelerates in the Gorges du Loup, to find a calmer course near its mouth. In its upper reaches, the Wolf flows from Andon to Gréolières, at the foot of the Audibergue and Cheiron mountains. South of Gréolières, the Gorges du Loup represent the tumultuous section of the river. They extend over approximately 5 km from the Bramafan crossroads to the Pont du Loup. Cascades, rapids, and siphons are a delight for water hikers.

Its bed widens temporarily at the foot of the Bar-sur-Loup to be cashed again in the plateaus of the middle country and finally lead to the narrow plain of its mouth. The wolf keeps a good flow in all seasons, because it is fed by an underground circulation of resurgent water from the karst plateaus of the high country. This flow can become torrential during snowmelt or during periods of high storm activity.

The river forms a line that marks the territory, deeply cutting the limestone plateau at the level of the gorges, and lower, offering a natural cut in urban areas. At its mouth, the encircling of the valley allows this area to serve as a refuge area for many animal and plant species. After the Pont du Loup, the river returns to a calm course, winding between less steeply sloping wooded slopes. It passes at the foot of the perched villages of Bar-sur-Loup and Tourrettes-sur-Loup, then follows Roquefort-les-Pins and Colle-sur-Loup before joining the Mediterranean at Villeneuve Loubet. Once there, the Loup becomes calm as a lamb and finishes its journey in the departmental natural park of the Rives du Loup. The Loup and its gorges are classified as Natura 2000.

[image: ] The Estéron, an exceptional river. The Estéron River originates on the slopes of the Teillon mount, at an altitude of 1,160 m. Fed by various tributaries, its route leads it from west to east, to the Var river in which it ends its route, 20 km from the Mediterranean. Its banks were inhabited from the Neolithic to the Iron Age, then to the Roman period. In 1760, following the Treaty of Turin, the Estéron became the border between the Kingdom of France and the Kingdom of Piedmont Sardinia (County of Nice). With a length of 67 km, the Estéron enjoys a gentle slope for most of its course, which contributes to making it a privileged place for fishing or swimming. However, in some places, the slope is steeper and the river over the centuries has dug "clues" (the local name of the gorges) some of which are very deep, such as the Clue de Saint-Auban (700 m). These clues are frequented by canyoning enthusiasts. With its open water, crystal clear water and unspoilt landscapes, the Estéron appears to everyone as an exceptional river. It is the only river in the Alpes Maritimes on which no dam has been built. Since October 2018, and for 5 years before a new evaluation, the Estéron has been labelled Site Rivières Sauvages. Various criteria have prevailed, such as biodiversity, the absence of dams, and the low impact of withdrawals or discharges. It is a remarkable, fragile environment, hence the importance of respecting everyone by avoiding sites and days of summer overcrowding. The Estéron Departmental Natural Park, which covers 20 hectares in the municipalities of La Roque-en-Provence and Roquesteron, was created to allow as many people as possible to access the river in an area provided for this purpose. A fishing course allows enthusiasts to fish for trout or bleak fish.

[image: ] La Brague. It originates in Châteauneuf at an altitude of 340 m and travels 21 km before reaching the sea north of Antibes. La Brague crosses five municipalities from upstream to downstream: Châteauneuf, Opio, Valbonne, Biot and Antibes. The streams of La Valmasque and Les Bouillides, which drain the underside of the Valbonne plateau, as well as the Combes and Horts valleys in the Biot hills, are its main tributaries.

With an average slope of 1.7% upstream and 0.4% in the lower valley, the Brague is generally a quiet river... But it should not be forgotten that floods can occur during periods of heavy rainfall, such as in October 2015 when a violent storm brought the Brague out of its bed with catastrophic consequences in the municipalities downstream. In summer, and despite its 4 tributaries, the river suffers from too many withdrawals. Pumping supplies water for gardens, swimming pools and golf courses. Over the past two decades, sampling pressure has increased significantly. The crossing of Sophia Antipolis Park between Valbonne and Biot is the wet sector of the middle valley of the Brague. By traversing the limestone plateau, the river has carved a fairly deep valley that widens on the marly soil of Valbonne. This wetland area is an ecological corridor where protected species are present. The area is quite frequented by the public from the departmental natural park of La Brague. A path, along the river, leads to Biot à Valbonne by foot. Throughout this 9 km long walk in the woods, you can enjoy the shade of alders, ash trees, hornbeams, hazelnuts, laurels and walnuts. The 630 hectares of Parc de la Brague extend to the north and west of the Sophia Antipolis science park, in the municipalities of Antibes, Biot and Valbonne. The lower valley of the Brague shelters some of the last wet meadows of the coastal zone of the department, presenting a remarkable floral richness of protected species, which makes it a real green break. Many migratory birds use this site, which is also particularly rich in insects, as a resting area during migration.
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Fauna & Flora



Fauna


[image: ]

Fauna - Sheep, natural park of the pre-Alpes d'Azur.

© Bernard Croisé



Most of the animals that inhabit the region hide. You have to go to the high country to have the chance to surprise animals in the wild. On the Esteron side, it is not uncommon to surprise a deer or roe deer at the bend of a road. However, it is more difficult to see the other, more fearful mammals. Fortunately, there are many birds! Many species are sedentary, whether on the plateaus or in the hills, and others, such as migratory birds, are only passing through!

[image: ] The wolf. It was threatened with extinction a few decades ago, and now it is everywhere and is even in the news: attacks on herds on the Caussols plateau, an accident on the A8 motorway involving a wolf (April 2019), TV programme stars. Today, wolves owe their survival to their status as protected species and to the desertification of the rural world. Present in several parts of Italy for more than 30 years, wolves invade Piedmont and soon cross the Alps. They are now on our land. Wolves have been reported on the Caussols plateau, Cheiron Mountain, Courmettes sector. Wolves have always fascinated humans throughout history, feeding mythology, literature or the arts, but also collective fears and fantasies.

[image: ] The variable hare. Also known as ptarmigan, the variable hare is a specialist in camouflage. It owes its variable name to the fact that it can be found in all alpine environments (pine woods, alder forests, crests, scree, lawns between 1,500 and 3,000 m), each of which provides a livelihood to its taste. Able to travel long distances and significant elevations (up to more than 1,000 m) quickly, they run away as soon as they feel in danger.

[image: ] The black grouse. A kind of sedentary bird resembling a small heather rooster, its spring bridal parades are fascinating to observe. The black grouse lives in coniferous forests with clearings and peat bogs. Today, the species is threatened by hunting and deforestation in some alpine regions, and also by the expansion of ski areas whose slopes destroy the low vegetation that is essential to it.

[image: ] Deer, roe deer, hinds, wild boars, foxes also inhabit the plateaus and peaks around the Estéron and Cheiron mountains.

[image: ] The Red Partridge is found in the territories around the Cheiron massif and the Caussols plateau: Bezaudun les Alpes, Bouyon, Caussols, Cipières, Conségudes, Courmes, Coursegoules, Les Ferres, Gourdon, Gréolières.

[image: ] On the plateaus. The fauna of the Caussols and Calern plateaus includes more than 150 bird species, some of which are declining, such as the southern shrike or the ortolan sparrow. Insects are also very numerous, with more than 130 species of butterflies and many locusts and grasshoppers, including the very rare hedgehog cricket and the serrated magician. The Calern Plateau is one of the last places where you can still observe the extremely rare Orsini viper

[image: ] Natura 2000 inventories. Ecological inventories carried out as part of Natura 2000 have made it possible to identify more than a hundred remarkable species at European level and in danger of extinction:

- 137 bird species, including a large majority of sedentary and breeding summer species, but also many migratory species: 27 are protected at the European level: peregrine falcon, golden eagle, owl, lark, declining species, etc.

- 15 species of amphibians and reptiles protected at European level: the Orsini viper, the agile frog, the Aesculapius snake, etc.

- 15 species of bats protected at national and European level: the large and small rhinolophe (threatened species), the Barbastelle d'Europe, etc.

- 13 species of butterflies of heritage interest, 2 of which are protected at European level: the Success Grid and the Scale of Success.

- 3 aquatic species protected at European level: the white-footed crayfish, the southern barbel and the blageon.



Flora

The territory stretching from Valbonne to the Préalpes d'Azur offers a natural setting with enchanting colours and delicious smells. Whether you are a hiker, an amateur botanist or a simple tourist, everyone will find the pleasure of smelling a bouquet of lavender, crossing a fragrant garrigue, or admiring the hills covered with mimosa. The view of a restanque covered with olive trees, or a row of palm trees are also evocative of this region.



Trees and plants
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Trees and plants - Cypress.

© Bernard Croisé
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Typical Côte d'Azur plants are lemon and orange trees, Judean trees, tamarisk, lilac, wisteria, oleander, rhododendron, euphorbia, yucca, bougainvillea, acanthus, agapanthus, valerian...

In the guarrigue or scrubland: Thyme, rosemary and many medicinal and aromatic plants find here a favourable ground for their development. In summer, they scent the paths of the garrigue.

In the forests: pines, holm oaks, white oaks, cork oaks, chestnut trees, arbutus trees, almond trees, cedar trees and hackberry trees are found.

In the hills, you will find all varieties of pine trees (maritime, Aleppo, parasol...), the fragrant fig tree, the eucalyptus, the only tree whose trunk molts, aloe, cactus, prickly pear, or agaves, as well as all kinds of succulent plants...

On the squares, along the roads: the plane tree brings the freshness of its shade to the village squares during the hot season and creates real green tunnels on the roads. Cypress decorates parks and avenues.

[image: ] The olive tree is the most characteristic tree of the Mediterranean with its tormented shape. Some olive trees are several hundred years old. There are more than 60 varieties of olive trees, but it is the "quailtier" which is the most widespread in the territory. It flowers in May and ripens from September to January. Olive wood, very hard with its alternating dark and light veins, is also admirably suited for sculpture and decoration: many common objects and other ornaments are obtained from it. The olive is the fruit of the Midi from which olive oil is made, which gives all its flavour to the most humble of salads. Along with vines and wheat, the olive tree was one of the symbols of wealth in antiquity. The olive tree is also a tree charged with symbolism:

- symbol of light: the elders used olive oil to light up at nightfall.
- symbol of wisdom: Plato taught philosophy in the shade of an olive tree.

- symbol of peace, the olive branch is chosen by God to tell Noah that the flood is over and that the water level is decreasing: "In the evening, the dove returned, and in her beak there was a fresh olive branch! Noah knew that the waters had fallen to the surface of the earth."
 – symbol of victory, during the Olympic Games in Greece an olive wreath and jars of olive oil were offered to the winners.
- symbol of strength, its very compact and hard wood allowed Ulysses to pierce the eye of the Cyclops with an olive grove.

[image: ] The orange tree. The remaining orange trees are found in private gardens. Ripe oranges are now used to make jam and orange wine.

[image: ] The palm tree is also representative of the southern landscapes. Its haughty waist, its large fan-shaped palm leaves evoke the sea and warmth. It decorates beautifully avenues and gardens, giving at first glance an impression of holidays, warmth, carefree. However, in recent years, palm trees on the Côte d'Azur have suffered damage from the red weevil.



Flowers

The region's climate favours the cultivation of all the flowers, which have become a permanent feature of the Côte d'Azur landscape: their abundance makes them the ideal accessory for all carnivals and popular festivals where they are thrown to the crowd by fragrant loads. The cultivation of cut flowers has become one of the main products of the Côte d'Azur and is the subject of intensive activity throughout the year thanks to irrigation and the use of heated greenhouses: all around Grasse, the world capital of perfumes, blooms the rose centifolia, jasmine, lavender, hibiscus, carnation, violet, daffodil, reseda, dahlia, camellia, gladiola, anemone, carnation, iris... The months of February and March see the hills covered with mimosa in flowers. On the Caussols plateau, there are many rare species such as the Oriental fritillary, the Ardoino cytise, the divided dolphin, the grass-leaved iris and various species of pawns.

[image: ] Lavender. In June, lavender, a small shrub called a baïasse in Provençal, blooms. Its bouquets adorn parks and gardens, roundabouts and village squares. Lavender is a symbolic plant of southern France. Its purple flowers arranged in ears and very fragrant are used in a wide variety of fields: perfumery, cosmetics, aromatology... It is harvested, processed and distilled. In ancient times, lavender flower, carefully wrapped in small Provençal motif fabric bags, was placed between the stacks of sheets and in the linen cupboards to perfume them.

[image: ] The carnation. A symbol of commitment and conjugal fidelity, it is honoured in carnivals and flower battles.

[image: ] The mimosa. In February and March, the time when the little yellow balls fill the landscape, the mimosa colours the hills with its sunny flowers, and perfumes Provençal markets and houses.

[image: ] The violet. You can find Parma violet in the Grasse region and Victoria violet in the Gorges du Loup region.

[image: ] The rose. Whether they are climbing or pompoms, roses scent the markets and gardens of the region..

[image: ] Jasmine. There was a time when people would get up at dawn, as a family, to pick the precious flower in the dew of the early morning at a time when its slightly damp petals exude the quintessence of their fragrance... Jasmine is a shrub native to India. It has adapted well to the Mediterranean region, to such an extent that of all the fragrant plant crops on the Côte d'Azur, jasmine was for a long time the most important. In our region, Opio grew the most jasmine, with 40 tons per year. Just like orange blossom, jasmine blossom was picked at dawn and by hand. The flowers had to be delivered to the factory within 24 hours. To obtain one kilo of absolute jasmine essence, you need to collect about 7 million flowers! In other words, natural jasmine is expensive, reserved for luxury perfumes, most of which themselves prefer to use a synthetic version.



Protected species

The ecological inventories carried out as part of Natura 2000 have made it possible to identify 76 species of flora protected at local, national or even European level: Bertoloni columbine, Nice nivéoles, Lis de Pompone, etc.



Parks & Nature Reserves




Remarkable natural areas: the European Natura 2000 network

Two terrestrial Natura 2000 sites are present between the Mediterranean and the French Riviera: the Grasse and Rivière de Grasse Prealps and Gorges du Loup. These two 24,000 ha sites are classified in the European ecological network as outstanding natural sites to be preserved. As fundamental tools of European natural heritage preservation policy, Natura 2000 sites aim to take better account of biodiversity issues in human activities. These sites are designated to protect a number of habitats and animal and plant species representative of European biodiversity.







Valentine Guérin, breeder
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Valentine Guérin, breeder - Laine Rebelle.

© Bernard Croisé
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A Sentinel for Biodiversity


It was a kid's dream. Attracted by the alpine universe of the TV series Heidi, Valentine Guérin had decided: she would be a shepherdess. With her Baccalaureate in her pocket, she embarked on a "polyculture-livestock" training course at the Lycée professionnel agricole de Digne, then completed her training at the Courmettes farm and in Cipières where she spent the summer seasons. The beginnings are difficult. Valentine launches out with her first herd of 120 ewes in Caussols and then in Cuebris. She then tried to settle in Peyroules with 300 ewes. The experience will last 2 years, before returning to Tourrettes sur Loup with 120 ewes where she works with the shepherd of the Jas Neuf. 
The years go by with varying fortunes.

Valentine was then hired by the ONCFS (Office national de la Chasse et de la Faune sauvage) as a pastoral technician for the Life Loup program. It is a question of setting up defences for breeders whose herds are victims of attacks by wolves newly introduced into the territory: guard dogs, night-time power parks, shepherd's helpers. It was a very rich period and a kind of revelation. In contact with other breeders, Valentine realizes that she also has something to pass on: her experience.

As the years go by, Valentine follows her path, always in connection with the Courmettes sheepfold where she helps shear or guard the herd. In 2011, fate brought her back to her first profession, breeding. She joins forces with Didier, and they found the GAEC des Monts d'Azur with a herd of 450 ewes. Didier takes care of haying, brushing and fence maintenance. Valentine is in charge of births, among other things. Someone is helping them with the summer pastures.

Today, in addition to her activity as a breeder:

[image: ] Valentine Guérin is elected in Tourrettes-sur-Loup, delegate to the Préalpes d'Azur Regional Nature Park (PNR). As such, it is part of the Trade Union Committee which decides on the actions to be carried out by the NRP in accordance with the charter, or puts the municipality in contact with the NRP for possible funding (shared garden project, restoration of terraces, etc.). Valentine also trains the new NRP ambassadors on all aspects of breeding. (ambassadors: policy officers who raise public awareness about conflicts of use on the territory, and explain the NRP or count the number of visitors in certain sectors).

[image: ] She is president of the association "On vous dit Patou" which raises public awareness about the work of herding, in order to avoid conflicts between breeders and walkers.

[image: ] Valentine is part of the collective "Laine Rebelle": with Isabelle Johr, elected in Cipières, among others. Together, they founded the collective Laine Rebelle, whose objective is to promote local wool as a semi-finished product (yarn, wool) or finished product (knits, hats, etc.) and to create a clothing industry in the region using semi-industrial machines. The wool, which comes from 3 breeders of Courmettes, Saint-Barnabé and La Malle, is washed in Haute-Loire and spun in Creuse.

Valentine Guérin knows that her profession as a pastoralist breeder is gradually disappearing, under pressure from tourism and land ownership. She insists on the fact that breeders are the daily actors of biodiversity, they are the sentinels. Through its various activities with the NRP, it feels useful for the future and wishes to continue working to promote the Valeur Parc brand: "to offer companies located in a regional natural park to engage in collective and solidarity-based approaches, guaranteeing structuring effects in favour of sustainable development."

To better understand the work of breeders

[image: ] The Estive. From June 15 to October 30, in the Provençal tradition of transhumance, the herd of 550 animals from Valentine and Didier goes up to summer in Saint-Étienne-de-Tinée, to escape the summer heat of the Courmettes. Up there, the grass is greener, and the temperatures are cooler. The breeders lease the territory to the commune with a Grazing Agreement. During this period of open air, the ewes and their lambs will become fattened. A large helicopter refueling is organized at the beginning of Estive with the financial assistance of the Chamber of Agriculture: croquettes for dogs, salt for sheep, and food for 4 months. During the summer, the shepherd goes down to the village once a week for fresh produce

[image: ] The Wolf. Since the arrival of the Wolf in our mountains, there has been a recognition of the profession of shepherd. This additional constraint of predation forced the shepherds to organize themselves, and the state to become aware of the difficulties caused by this new situation. The shepherds had to equip themselves with dogs to defend the herds. Each year, Valentine and Didier lose about 25 animals during 1 to 4 attacks during the Estive. But the attacks are now taking place all year round, wolves are present throughout the region, above the Côte d'Azur

[image: ] Patous guardian angels. Of race Mountain of the Pyrenees or Abruzzo, the patous are the guardian angels of the herd. They maintain a security perimeter around the sheep to protect them from intrusion and alert the shepherd of any presence in the area, stray dogs, wolves, hikers or mountain bikers. The patous are not trained to defend the herd, but they grow with the sheep from an early age, sleeping in the sheepfold, and following the herd in all its movements. As the defence instinct develops, the patous ensure the safety of the herd as it moves outside the sheepfold. In summer, where wolf attacks are frequent, patous usually manage to keep wolves at bay, but wolves are more agile and cunning. Walkers, hikers, mountain bikers, be careful, because the patou feels you from afar, and will want to approach to see if you are a danger, especially if you have dogs with you. It is better to stay away and pass off the coast of the herd

[image: ] Share the territory. With the development of our leisure civilisation, the organisation and promotion of hiking trails, there are more hikers than ever before. Today, the difficulty is to have to share the territory with walkers who are not always respectful, who do not always understand that if the territory is kept in good condition by people who work there, it is precisely because of pastoral activity

[image: ] The year of a sheep. The ewes are of the Southern Pre-Alpine breed. They have on average 1 or 2 lambs per birth. The gestation period is about 5 months. A ewe can be fertilized twice a year, in May and August, but farmers make sure that it only sees the ram once a year. Births therefore take place in September or February. The year of a ewe is punctuated by shearing, fighting (bringing the ewe herd into contact with a ram), calving in September or February, followed by weaning the lambs 3 months later, then the summer from June to October.








The regional natural park of the Préalpes d'Azur


Created in 2012, the Préalpes d'Azur Regional Nature Park occupies a geographical area of transition between the Alpine and Mediterranean environments. It is a space of nature, culture and life. The environments are rich and varied, and some, such as the Calern Plateau or the Cheiron Mountain, represent significant conservation challenges. With its rivers and karst relief, the site of the Natural Park is the water tower of the Côte d'Azur. It is also one of the largest pastoral areas in the Alpes Maritimes.

Identity card

[image: ] Created: March 30th, 2012

[image: ] Location: Department of Alpes Maritimes

[image: ] Number of municipalities in the park: 47 municipalities

[image: ] Area: nearly 90,000 hectares

[image: ] Altitude: from 300 to 1,800 m altitude

[image: ] Population: more than 31,000 inhabitants

People, culture and nature can coexist harmoniously

A regional nature park is not a sanctuary. It is an inhabited and living space, which seeks to build a development model where people, nature and culture coexist harmoniously. Thus the 47 municipalities of the Préalpes d'Azur wish to develop economic activities based on the preservation and enhancement of their natural, historical and landscape heritage.

The Park Charter

The Regional Nature Park Charter is a strong and contractual commitment that commits the various actors (municipalities, departments, regions, States) for a minimum period of 15 years. 
The main objectives of this charter are:
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