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Introduction

South Korea, at the crossroads of Northeast Asia, is home to an extraordinary variety
of native plants that have evolved within its mountains, coastlines, islands, wetlands,
and temperate climatic zones. Despite its relatively modest geographic size, the
country boasts a remarkable biodiversity, with thousands of native plant species
shaping its natural habitats and cultural landscapes. This diversity is the result of
Korea’s unique geological history, varied topography, and the influence of four distinct
seasons that create an ever-changing tapestry of flora throughout the year.

The richness of Korean flora is undeniable, with estimates listing over 5,000 native
plant species and hundreds of endemics—plants found nowhere else in the world.
Towering pines, majestic oaks, delicate wildflowers, and rare orchids can all be found
traversing the forests and mountainsides. Special regions, such as Jeju Island and Mt.
Jirisan, are celebrated for their unique botanical communities and rare endemic
species. These plants not only contribute to the ecological balance and beauty of the
Korean Peninsula but also hold profound significance in the nation’s history, traditions,
and daily life.

Endemic and native plants in South Korea bear witness to centuries of ecological
adaptation and cultural evolution. Some, such as the luminous White Forsythia
(Abeliophyllum distichum) or the splendid Korean Fir (Abies koreana), are living relics
treasured both for their scientific value and for what they represent about Korea’s
unique place in the natural world. Others, like the national flower Mugunghwa
(Hibiscus syriacus), have become powerful national symbols, expressing endurance,
hope, and a profound connection between people and the land.

Today, however, Korea’s botanical riches face unprecedented challenges. Rapid
urbanization, habitat loss, climate change, pollution, and the spread of invasive
species threaten the survival of many native plants. Dozens of species are now
considered endangered or threatened, compelling scientists, conservationists, and
ordinary citizens to take action. The establishment of protected areas, research
institutions, and innovative conservation strategies demonstrates a national
commitment to preserving these irreplaceable natural treasures.

This book, Native Plants of South Korea: A Guide to the Native Plants of South Korea,
serves as an invitation to explore this botanical heritage in depth. From the ancient
mountains of the interior to the tidal flats of the coasts, readers will discover the
extraordinary diversity of Korea’s native plant life—their evolutionary backgrounds,
ecological roles, and the cultural meanings imbued within them. Each chapter is
designed to illuminate not just the science but also the stories and traditions that root
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these plants deep into the soil of Korean identity.

By deepening our understanding of South Korea’s native flora, we not only gain insight
into a vital part of the country’s ecological fabric, but also discover ways to support
their continued survival. It is through knowledge, appreciation, and responsible
stewardship that future generations will be able to experience the beauty and richness
of Korea’s native plants, ensuring their place in both the natural world and human
culture for years to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of South
Korea

South Korea, a nation occupying the lower portion of the Korean Peninsula, is situated
in Northeast Asia, bordered by North Korea to the north, the Yellow Sea to the west,
the East China Sea to the south, and the East Sea (Sea of Japan) to the east. This
position at the edge of the Asian continent, with significant coastlines and proximity to
major ocean currents, plays a fundamental role in shaping its physical environment
and, consequently, its botanical potential. The country's varied topography and
distinct seasonal climate provide a canvas upon which a diverse array of native plant
life can flourish, each species adapted to the specific niches created by these
environmental factors.

The terrain of South Korea is predominantly mountainous, a characteristic that
profoundly influences its geography and ecological patterns. Mountains and hills cover
roughly 65% of the total land area, creating a complex landscape of peaks, valleys,
and slopes. The major mountain ranges generally run in a north-south direction along
the eastern spine of the peninsula, with spurs extending westward. These ranges are
not typically towering in elevation compared to some of the world's colossal mountain
chains, but their prevalence ensures that flat, arable land is relatively limited, largely
confined to river valleys and coastal plains.

This mountainous backbone, often referred to as the Taebaek Mountains, forms a
natural divide, influencing weather patterns and creating diverse microclimates. The
steep eastern slopes descend sharply towards the East Sea, while the western slopes
are more gradual, giving way to undulating hills and fertile plains that drain into the
Yellow Sea. The varied elevations within these mountain systems mean that conditions
change significantly from the base to the summit, creating distinct zones where
different plant communities can establish themselves, adapted to varying
temperatures, sunlight exposure, and moisture levels. The presence of humerous
isolated mountain peaks and valleys also fosters conditions ripe for the evolution and
survival of unique plant species, tucked away from broader environmental shifts.

Beyond the mountains, South Korea's extensive coastline adds another layer of
geographical complexity. The coastline varies dramatically from east to west and
south. The eastern coast, facing the deep East Sea, tends to be relatively straight and
rugged, characterized by cliffs and narrow coastal plains. This type of coastline
presents specific challenges and opportunities for plant life, favoring species that can
tolerate rocky substrates and strong winds.
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In contrast, the western coast, bordering the shallower Yellow Sea, is highly indented
with numerous bays, estuaries, and large tidal flats. This dynamic environment,
shaped by the ebb and flow of tides, supports plant communities uniquely adapted to
saline or brackish conditions and periods of inundation. The presence of vast tidal
flats, particularly prominent along the southwestern coast, creates a specialized
habitat quite distinct from other parts of the country, hosting flora capable of surviving
in waterlogged, salty soils.

The southern coast is perhaps the most intricate, characterized by a complex ria
coastline with countless islands, inlets, and small peninsulas. This area is sometimes
referred to as the "Dadohae," meaning "Sea of Many Islands." The numerous islands,
varying greatly in size and geological composition, act as isolated pockets, potentially
harboring distinct plant populations or even endemic species that have evolved in
relative isolation from the mainland or other islands. The warmer climate of the
southern coast also allows for the prevalence of different types of plant life compared
to the colder northern regions.

Adding to the geographical diversity are South Korea's significant river systems and
associated wetlands. Major rivers like the Han, Nakdong, and Geum flow from the
mountainous interior towards the coasts, carving valleys and depositing sediment that
creates fertile plains. These riverine environments and the associated wetlands and
riparian zones provide crucial habitats for plant species requiring consistent access to
fresh water or adapted to waterlogged soils. The interfaces between land and water in
these areas are zones of high biological activity and diversity.

Collectively, the interplay of mountains, coastlines, islands, and river systems creates
a mosaic of microhabitats across South Korea. Each specific location, whether it's a
high mountain ridge, a sheltered valley, a rocky coastal cliff, a sandy beach, a tidal
flat, or a riverbank, presents a unique set of environmental conditions - differences in
soil type, drainage, exposure to wind and sun, and water availability - that influence
which plant species can survive and thrive there. This inherent geographical variability
is a primary driver of the rich botanical diversity found within the country's borders.

Beyond the physical landscape, the climate is another crucial factor shaping South
Korea's native flora. The country experiences a temperate climate characterized by
four distinct seasons, a feature typical of the mid-latitude zone it occupies. This strong
seasonality means that plants must be adapted to a wide range of conditions
throughout the year, from cold, dry winters to hot, humid summers, and the
transitional periods of spring and autumn.

Winter, typically from December to February, is generally cold and dry, especially in

the interior and northern regions. Temperatures often drop below freezing, and
snowfall can occur, particularly in mountainous areas. Plant life during this season is
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often dormant, with deciduous trees shedding their leaves and many herbaceous
plants dying back to their roots or surviving as seeds. Evergreen species must be able
to withstand freezing temperatures and sometimes harsh winds.

Spring, from March to May, is a period of rapid transition and growth. Temperatures
begin to rise, and the landscape awakens. This is a crucial time for many flowering
plants as they emerge from dormancy and bloom before the full canopy of deciduous
trees develops. The increasing sunlight and moderating temperatures trigger leafing
out in trees and shrubs and the vigorous growth of herbaceous species. Spring rainfall
supports this new growth.

Summer, from June to August, is hot and humid, influenced by the East Asian
monsoon. This season sees the majority of the year's rainfall concentrated, often with
heavy downpours. High temperatures and abundant moisture create ideal conditions
for rapid plant growth. The full foliage of deciduous forests provides dense shade,
impacting the types of plants that can grow in the understory. This is the peak growing
season for many species, including those that thrive in warmth and humidity.

Autumn, from September to November, is characterized by pleasant, dry weather,
with clear skies and gradually falling temperatures. The forests transform with vibrant
displays of autumn colors as deciduous leaves change before falling. This season
provides a period for plants to complete their growth cycles, set seed, and prepare for
the 000 winter. Decreasing daylight hours and cooler temperatures signal the
approach of dormancy for many species.

While the four seasons provide a general climatic framework, there are significant
regional variations within South Korea. The southern coastal areas and Jeju Island,
being closer to the equator and surrounded by warmer seas, experience milder
winters and longer growing seasons compared to the mountainous interior or the
northern border regions. This climatic difference contributes to the presence of
subtropical or warm-temperate plant species in the south that cannot survive in the
colder north.

Precipitation patterns also vary regionally, although the monsoon influence is felt
nationwide during summer. Mountainous areas often receive more rainfall or snowfall
than surrounding lowlands. The rain shadow effect of major mountain ranges can also
create drier conditions on leeward slopes compared to windward ones. These localized
differences in moisture availability further contribute to habitat variation and influence
plant distribution.

In summary, the physical geography of South Korea, with its extensive mountains,

diverse coastlines, numerous islands, and river systems, provides a complex stage for
life. Coupled with a temperate climate marked by four distinct seasons and significant
regional variations, this environment creates a multitude of ecological niches. Each of
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these niches presents a unique set of conditions related to soil, water, light,
temperature, and exposure, which together determine the types of plants that can
successfully establish, grow, and reproduce. This intricate relationship between the
land, the climate, and the resulting habitats forms the fundamental basis for the rich

and varied native flora of South Korea, the exploration of which is the focus of this
book.
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