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Introduction
Cambodia, nestled at the heart of mainland Southeast Asia, is a land of lush
diversity—both in its culture and its landscapes. Its verdant forests, sprawling
wetlands, and vibrant coastlines harbor a staggering variety of native plants, many of
which are found nowhere else on Earth. With over 3,000 identified plant species,
Cambodia stands out as a pivotal realm within the Indo-Burma Biodiversity Hotspot, its
flora forming the very backbone of the nation’s ecological and cultural identity.

This book, "Native Plants of Cambodia: A Guide to the Native Plants of Cambodia," is
designed to serve as a comprehensive introduction and reference to the indigenous
plant life that shapes the country’s natural heritage. Cambodia’s plants are not just
passive features of its landscape; they are foundational to the survival and well-being
of its people, woven into traditions, healing practices, cuisine, and spiritual beliefs.
Spanning ancient forests of towering dipterocarps to delicate orchids and water lilies
drifting along the Mekong, the richness of Cambodia’s botanical world is celebrated
and explored in this work.

Within these pages, readers will encounter the country’s principal ecological
regions—ranging from the mist-laden slopes of the Cardamom Mountains and the
sandy plains of the Central Indochina dry forests, to the unique aquatic environments
of Tonle Sap and the lush mangroves of its southern coast. Each chapter illuminates
the intricate interplay between native species and their environments, highlighting
how geography, history, and human activity have shaped today’s flora.

Notable native plants such as the fragrant Rumduol, the nation’s iconic rosewoods and
ebonies, and the astonishing carnivorous pitcher plants reveal the country’s
extraordinary biodiversity. The book also unpacks the significance of these plants in
traditional Khmer medicine, daily diet, and religious life, drawing attention to the
invaluable ethnobotanical knowledge that continues to be passed down through
generations.

However, Cambodia’s rich plant heritage faces urgent threats. Deforestation, habitat
degradation, overexploitation, pollution, and climate change are steadily eroding
natural habitats and endangering unique species. Efforts to conserve this botanical
wealth—from government-protected areas to grassroots community initiatives and
international collaborations—are central themes in this guide, underscoring a sense of
both hope and responsibility.

As Cambodia confronts the future, the conservation and sustainable use of its native
plants are critical not only for protecting biodiversity but also for ensuring the
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prosperity and resilience of its people. Through greater understanding and
appreciation—fostered by books like this one—there is hope that Cambodia’s botanical
treasures will endure and flourish for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Cambodia’s Botanical Wealth: A
Historical Perspective
To truly appreciate the vibrant tapestry of Cambodia's native plants, one must first
journey back in time, tracing the threads of botanical understanding and human
interaction with the natural world. From ancient empires that harnessed nature's
bounty to colonial explorers who meticulously documented its flora, and through
periods of conflict that profoundly impacted its forests, Cambodia’s botanical history is
as rich and complex as its ecosystems.

The story of Cambodia’s botanical wealth begins not with formal scientific expeditions,
but with the very dawn of human civilization in the region. The ancient Khmer
civilization, flourishing from the 9th to the 15th centuries, understood the profound
importance of plants for their survival and prosperity. Their sophisticated society,
renowned for the architectural marvels of Angkor Wat and its surrounding temples,
was built upon an ingenious agricultural foundation. The Khmer Empire developed an
unparalleled hydraulic system of canals and reservoirs, known as barays, to manage
water for extensive rice cultivation, ensuring multiple harvests a year and sustaining a
large population. This mastery of water resources allowed their civilization to thrive in
a monsoon climate, where dry seasons could otherwise limit agricultural output.

Beyond the staple of rice, the Khmer people cultivated and gathered a wide array of
plants for food, medicine, and construction. Archaeological evidence and temple bas-
reliefs offer glimpses into their diet, revealing the consumption of fruits and
vegetables such as onions, mustard, chives, aubergines, watermelons, bananas,
pomegranates, and sugarcane. Coconut milk, coriander, mint, and lemongrass were
integral to their cuisine, much as they are in Cambodian cooking today. The grand
temples themselves, like Angkor Wat and Ta Prohm, were not merely architectural
wonders but also repositories of botanical knowledge. Extensive gardens surrounding
these complexes cultivated medicinal plants, which were then distributed to other
temples for healing practices, spiritual rituals, and daily use. This indicates a deep-
seated ethnobotanical wisdom, where plants were not only resources but also held
sacred and therapeutic significance.

The decline of the Angkorian Empire, while multifaceted, also intertwined with
environmental factors. Changes in climate patterns, such as extreme droughts and
floods, may have strained their intricate water management system, leading to
challenges in sustaining their intensive rice agriculture. As forests were cleared to
expand agricultural fields in response to climate instability, it is suggested that soil
erosion and siltation of the barays and canals contributed to the empire's eventual
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downfall, underscoring the delicate balance between human development and natural
systems.

Centuries later, European explorers and botanists arrived, marking the beginning of
more formalized botanical documentation. The first Western botanist to visit Cambodia
was the missionary Pierre Poivre (1719–1786), whose collections are now preserved in
the Jussieu herbarium in Paris. However, serious botanical exploration did not truly
commence until the late 19th and early 20th centuries, primarily led by French
naturalists. The French Mekong Expedition (1866–1868) included Clovis Thorel, who
became a significant plant collector. Later, J.B.L. Pierre, A.J.B. Chevalier, and E. Poilane
conducted extensive collecting efforts, with many of their specimens now housed in
herbaria in Paris and Ho Chi Minh City.

This period of colonial botanical inquiry yielded landmark publications that began to
systematically catalog Cambodia's flora. Works such as Pierre’s Flore Forestière de
Cochinchine (1879–1907) and the seven volumes of Lecomte’s Flore Générale de
l'Indo-Chine (1907–1950) were monumental achievements. Even today, the ongoing 
Flore du Cambodge, du Laos et du Viêtnam, initiated in 1960 and now spanning 34
installments, remains a crucial resource for identifying plant species in the region.
These efforts, though often driven by colonial interests, laid the groundwork for
modern botanical understanding of Cambodia’s plant life.

The 20th century brought immense challenges to Cambodia, profoundly impacting its
natural environment and the continuity of botanical research. Decades of conflict,
including the devastating civil war and the Khmer Rouge regime from 1975 to 1979,
severely disrupted scientific exploration and conservation efforts. During this
tumultuous period, the existing protected area system, a legacy of the colonial past
that included wildlife reserves and forest reserves, was largely forgotten. Forest cover
decreased dramatically, with significant deforestation driven by illegal logging and
agricultural expansion, further accelerating biodiversity loss.

Despite these adversities, the resilience of Cambodia’s botanical heritage, and those
dedicated to its study, persevered. Pioneering Cambodian botanists like Pauline Dy
Phon (1933–2010) made remarkable contributions, particularly through her extensive
research and publications on the flora of Cambodia and Indochina. Her "Dictionary of
Plants Used in Cambodia," published in 2000, stands as a testament to her dedication,
making botanical knowledge accessible in French, English, and Khmer. Her work, and
that of others, highlights the importance of local expertise in understanding and
preserving the country’s unique plant life, particularly after periods of isolation.

It wasn't until the United Nations arrived in the 1990s that a renewed focus on
protected areas emerged, with conservationists expanding and reviewing the colonial-
era system. In 1993, a royal decree established 23 protected areas, beginning a new
chapter in conservation. However, even with these efforts, the pace of botanical
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exploration and plant collection in Cambodia has lagged behind its neighbors,
indicating that much remains to be discovered and documented. The country’s flat
landscape, in contrast to more mountainous regions, has contributed to a lower
recorded species count compared to Vietnam and Thailand, though new discoveries
are consistently being made, particularly in understudied ecosystems like karst hills.

Today, Cambodia stands at a critical juncture, balancing rapid economic development
with the urgent need for environmental protection. The historical understanding of its
botanical wealth, from ancient Khmer ingenuity to colonial documentation and the
impacts of recent conflicts, provides a vital framework for appreciating the present
state of its flora and the ongoing efforts to safeguard it for future generations.
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