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Introduction
The Republic of Moldova, a landlocked nation situated in Eastern Europe, serves as a
vital transitional zone between the temperate climates of Central Europe and the more
continental climates further east. Bordered by Ukraine to the north, east, and south,
and by Romania to the west, Moldova’s geographical position and distinctive, rolling
topography foster a remarkable natural heritage. Despite its modest size, the country
encompasses a mosaic of habitats, including forests, steppes, river valleys, and
wetlands. This variety supports a wide array of plant life, making Moldova an
unexpectedly rich center of biodiversity within the European continent.

Moldova’s flora is shaped by its location at the confluence of three major eco-regions:
the Central-European mixed forests, the Pontic steppe, and the East European forest
steppe. While much of the land has been converted to agriculture, about 15% of the
territory still harbors natural or semi-natural vegetation. These remnants are critical
not only for the country’s own ecological health but also for the conservation of
Europe’s wider biodiversity. Native plants play foundational roles within their
ecosystems, offering essential habitat and resources for fauna, supporting beneficial
ecological processes, and delivering numerous ecosystem services to human
communities.

Reflecting this biogeographic complexity, Moldova’s flora is astonishingly diverse. With
estimates ranging from approximately 1,800 to over 2,000 species of vascular plants
and up to 5,500 total plant species (including lower plants and fungi), the country is
home to a substantial botanical richness that belies its lack of high mountains or vast
wilderness areas. The native flora includes many species at the edges of their natural
ranges and draws influence from Central-European, Euro-Asiatic, and even
Mediterranean plant communities. While true endemism may be rare or disputed in
Moldova, there are intriguing reports of endemic and sub-endemic taxa, highlighting
the country's unique biogeographic context.

Moldova’s native plant species are unevenly distributed among a range of key
ecosystems. Forests—though reduced to roughly 10-14% of the national
territory—hold a wealth of both trees and understory species, with some reserves such
as Codrii and "Plaiul Fagului" recognized for their extraordinary plant diversity. The
steppe and rocky limestone habitats, once widespread, now survive only in
fragmented patches, each sheltering their own characteristic assemblages of grasses
and wildflowers. Wetlands and river corridors contribute further to the diversity,
providing critical refuges for aquatic and riparian plants, including several rare and
threatened species.
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Despite this richness, Moldova’s native flora faces substantial threats. The
overwhelming expansion of agriculture has led to habitat loss, degradation, and
fragmentation. invasive species, overexploitation, and the impacts of chemical inputs
have further stressed native plant communities. Climate change introduces additional
uncertainty, with shifts in temperature and precipitation likely to affect distribution
and survival of species, especially those already compromised by human activity. The
country’s Red Book documents hundreds of species now threatened or endangered,
underscoring the urgency of strengthened conservation measures.

The survival of Moldova’s native plants is more than a matter of natural beauty—they
are fundamental to ecosystem health, cultural heritage, and even the country’s
economic resilience through services such as soil stabilization, pollination, water
purification, and as sources of medicinal and genetic resources. As Moldova seeks to
safeguard its botanical heritage, public awareness, legal protections, and international
collaboration emerge as essential tools. This book aims to provide a comprehensive
guide to the native plants of Moldova, celebrating their diversity, exploring their
ecological roles and cultural significance, and highlighting the critical importance of
their conservation for Moldova and for Europe as a whole.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of
Moldova
Nestled in the heart of Eastern Europe, the Republic of Moldova occupies a unique
position, acting as a biological bridge between the temperate zones of Central Europe
and the more distinctly continental expanses to the east. Its landlocked status
notwithstanding, the country sits tantalizingly close to the Black Sea, separated by a
mere few kilometers of Ukrainian territory at its nearest point. This geographical
placement, coupled with its distinctive physical features, lays the groundwork for the
diversity of life found within its borders.

The nation is bordered by Ukraine to the north, east, and south, forming a significant
portion of its perimeter. To the west lies Romania, with the Prut River often serving as
a natural boundary between the two countries. This positioning between two larger
neighbors has historically shaped Moldova's identity and, crucially for our purposes, its
natural landscapes and the plant life they host.

Looking at the lay of the land, Moldova is primarily characterized as a hilly plain. While
one might not find towering mountain ranges here, the topography is far from flat. The
average elevation across the country sits around 171 meters, but the landscape is
frequently interrupted by a complex network of river valleys, ravines, and gullies that
carve through the terrain.

The highest point in Moldova reaches 429 meters (1,407 feet) at Bălănești Hill in the
western part of the country. These hills are geologically linked to the Carpathian
Mountains, forming part of the broader Moldavian Plateau. The terrain slopes gradually
downwards towards the south and the Black Sea.

Several distinct topographic regions make up the Moldovan landscape. The central
part is dominated by the Codri Hills, an elevated area with average heights ranging
from about 350 to 400 meters (1,150 to 1,300 feet). These uplands feature steep,
often forested slopes interspersed with flat-bottomed valleys and sharp ridges,
creating a varied and sometimes rugged appearance.

To the north, the landscape transitions into the Bălți steppe, a more level plain
situated at elevations typically between 150 and 200 meters (500 to 650 feet). This
northern area also includes some uplands, reaching around twice the elevation of the
plain, with Vysokaya Hill being a notable point at 321 meters (1,053 feet). Further
north, striking eroded limestone ridges, known as Medobory-Toltry, follow the course
of the Prut River.
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The eastern part of Moldova, on the left bank of the Dniester River, incorporates
extensions of the Podolian Plateau and sections of the Eurasian Steppe. Meanwhile, in
the south, the terrain flattens out somewhat into the extensive Bugeac Plain, although
this area is still broken up by numerous ravines and gullies.

The hydrographic network of Moldova is quite extensive, comprising over 3,000 rivers
and streams, although most are relatively short. Only about one-tenth of these
watercourses exceed 10 kilometers (6 miles) in length, and even fewer stretch beyond
100 kilometers (60 miles). Many smaller streams can dry up during the warmer
summer months.

The two most significant rivers are the Dniester (Nistru) and the Prut. The Dniester is
the longest, with a total length of 1,352 kilometers, of which 657 kilometers flow
through or along the border of Moldova. Rising in the Carpathian Mountains, the
Dniester forms a considerable portion of Moldova's eastern border with Ukraine before
eventually flowing into the Black Sea. It is a rapidly flowing river and is navigable for
much of its course within the country. Its waters are influenced by snowmelt from the
Carpathians in spring and heavy summer rains.

The Prut River, a major tributary of the Danube, defines Moldova's entire western
border with Romania. It has a total length of 976 kilometers, with 695 kilometers
running along the Moldovan border. The Prut joins the Danube at the southernmost tip
of Moldova, providing indirect access to this major European waterway.

Besides the Dniester and Prut, several other smaller rivers crisscross the country,
many of which are tributaries to these two main arteries. Notable examples include
the Raut, Cogâlnic, Bic, and Botna. The Cogâlnic and Ialpug rivers in the south drain
towards the Danubian estuary or the Black Sea via Ukraine.

Moldova also has a number of natural lakes, though none are particularly large, and
around 3,000 reservoirs, which are important for water management. The largest
reservoirs include Costesti-Stanca on the Prut, which is jointly operated with Romania,
and the Dubasari reservoir on the Dniester. The country also benefits from over 2,000
natural springs, which contribute to its water supply.

Moving to the skies above, Moldova experiences a warm and moderately continental
climate. This means distinct seasons are the norm, with cold winters and warm, often
hot, summers. The country's relatively small size and lack of high mountains mean the
climate is fairly homogeneous across the territory, although slight temperature
differences (around 4-5°C) can occur between the north and south.

Winter, from around November to March, is cold and can be snowy and windy.
Average temperatures in January, the coldest month, hover around -2°C (28.5°F) in
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the central and northern regions and slightly milder at -1°C (30°F) in the south.
However, temperatures can fluctuate significantly. While milder air masses from the
Mediterranean can bring temperatures above freezing and melt snow, cold fronts from
the Arctic or Russia can send the mercury plummeting, occasionally reaching
extremes as low as -30°C (-22°F) or even -35°C (-31°F) in the north. Winter snow
cover tends to be thin.

Summer, typically spanning from May to September, is warm to hot and can be quite
long. The warmest months are usually July and August. Average high temperatures in
July can reach around 27°C (81°F) in the north and 29°C (84°F) in the south. Nights
are generally cooler, with average minimums around 16°C (61°F) in the north and
18°C (64°F) in the south. While temperatures are often pleasant, heatwaves can
occur, pushing temperatures towards 35°C (95°F) or even exceeding 40°C (104°F) for
short periods, particularly in the south. The highest temperature ever recorded in
Moldova was 42.4°C (108.3°F) in Făleşti.

The transitional seasons of spring and autumn are relatively short but often quite
pleasant. May and September see average temperatures in a comfortable range, with
highs around 22°C (72°F) and lows around 12°C (53.5°F). Spring can be unpredictable,
with warm spells potentially followed by sudden drops in temperature and even late
snowfalls in March and early April. Autumn typically sees the first cold days arriving in
November, sometimes in late October.

Precipitation in Moldova is considered modest and can be quite variable from year to
year. The annual average rainfall is around 500-600 millimeters (20-24 inches), with
slightly lower amounts generally recorded in the south compared to the north and
central regions. However, these averages hide significant year-to-year fluctuations,
with some years receiving double the average and others experiencing prolonged dry
spells, particularly in the south.

Most precipitation falls during the warmer months. The rainiest months are typically
June and July, largely due to the occurrence of afternoon thunderstorms. These heavy
summer showers, combined with the hilly terrain, can sometimes lead to erosion and
silting of rivers. While winter precipitation is more frequent in terms of days, the
amounts are generally lower and often fall as light snow. January is typically the
month with the least rainfall.

The amount of sunshine varies throughout the year, with abundant sunshine during
the summer months. In contrast, the period from November to January tends to be
cloudier. Winds predominantly come from the northwest or southeast.

This interplay of topography, rivers, and a continental climate creates the
environmental backdrop for Moldova's plant life. The varied elevations, the presence
of major river systems and their associated valleys, and the distinct seasonal
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temperature and precipitation patterns all contribute to the mosaic of habitats found
across the country. These geographical and climatic conditions, while presenting
challenges like potential droughts or heavy rain events, ultimately foster the
conditions that allow a diverse range of native plants to thrive, each adapted to its
specific niche within this dynamic landscape.
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