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Introduction
South Korea, located on the southern half of the Korean Peninsula, is a nation
renowned for its rapid economic development and vibrant culture. Yet, beneath its
urban landscapes and technological prowess lies a lesser-known story: the remarkable
diversity of wildlife and flora thriving in its forests, mountains, rivers, and coasts.
Despite its compact size and high population density, South Korea boasts a rich
tapestry of ecosystems, each supporting an abundance of unique and fascinating
species. The interplay of climate, topography, and history has made the country a
biodiversity hotspot within East Asia and an important bridge between continental and
oceanic bioregions.

The biodiversity of South Korea derives from its varied geography, which encompasses
rugged mountains, fertile valleys, ancient forests, dynamic wetlands, and extensive
coastlines. These habitats have given rise to an impressive array of species ranging
from mammals and birds to reptiles, amphibians, fishes, and countless insects. Over
41,000 species have been identified, including a significant number of endemics found
nowhere else on earth. The country’s wildlife is representative of the Palearctic realm,
yet possesses its own distinct local character—shaped by millions of years of natural
processes and centuries of human influence.

However, the very existence of South Korea’s extraordinary wildlife is under increasing
threat. Rapid urbanization, intensive agriculture, industrial development, and the
ongoing march of climate change have led to extensive habitat loss and
fragmentation. Many native species, once abundant, have seen dramatic declines in
their populations, while some have vanished from the wild entirely. The introduction of
invasive species, illegal collection, and environmental pollution further compound
these challenges. In the face of such threats, Koreans have become more aware of the
need to protect and restore their natural heritage.

Conservation efforts are now underway throughout the nation. Innovative legal
frameworks, the establishment of national and provincial parks, active wildlife
restoration programs, and the creation of protected areas like the Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) are all critical steps. South Korea has shown an admirable commitment to
international conservation standards while developing uniquely local solutions. Public
awareness campaigns, environmental education, and partnerships with local
communities are key parts of the ongoing struggle to safeguard this irreplaceable
biodiversity.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of South Korea: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
South Korea,” aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the country’s animal and
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plant life, from its commonest species to its most elusive and endangered. Through
detailed exploration of habitats, behaviors, conservation challenges, and success
stories, readers will gain insight not only into the incredible richness of Korean nature
but also the urgent need for its protection.

Whether you are a resident, traveler, student, or nature enthusiast, this guide invites
you on a journey into the hidden wilds of South Korea. As we explore forests shrouded
in mist, bustling wetlands, sun-dappled mountain slopes, and vibrant coastal waters,
may we foster a deeper appreciation for the unique wildlife that calls this land
home—and a firmer resolve to ensure its survival for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Stage is Set: Geography and
Climate
South Korea's dramatic landscapes and distinct seasonal shifts are not merely a
backdrop for its wildlife, but rather integral components shaping the very nature of the
species that call this peninsula home. Situated at the crossroads of continental Asia
and the vast Pacific Ocean, South Korea's geography and climate create a mosaic of
habitats, from soaring mountains to fertile lowlands and dynamic coastlines, each
providing unique opportunities and challenges for its resident flora and fauna.

The Korean Peninsula, a finger of land extending southwards from the Asian mainland,
is bordered by the Yellow Sea to the west, the East China Sea and the Korea Strait to
the south, and the East Sea (Sea of Japan) to the east. This maritime influence,
particularly along the extensive coastlines, plays a crucial role in moderating
temperatures and providing vital marine and coastal ecosystems. With a total
coastline stretching approximately 17,000 kilometers, including its numerous islands,
South Korea offers a wealth of intertidal zones, rocky shores, and sandy beaches. The
western and southern coasts, in particular, are characterized by intricate ria
coastlines, a result of past sea-level changes, creating a maze of inlets and offshore
islands. This contrasts with the eastern coastline, which is generally straighter and
steeper.

Despite its relatively modest size, roughly equivalent to the area of the United
Kingdom or the U.S. state of Minnesota, South Korea is remarkably mountainous.
Indeed, mountains and uplands constitute approximately three-fourths of the country's
landmass, earning the peninsula the poetic moniker, "Land of High Mountains and
Sparkling Streams." These mountains, while generally not exceptionally high when
compared to global peaks, form a significant topographical backbone, with the
Taebaek Mountains running along the eastern edge and the Sobaek Mountains
snaking southwestward. These ranges, born from ancient geological forces, create
varied elevations and slopes, influencing everything from drainage patterns to local
microclimates.

The highest peak in mainland South Korea is Jirisan, part of the Sobaek range,
reaching over 1,900 meters. However, the country's absolute highest point is the
dormant volcano Hallasan on Jeju Island, a volcanic island off the southern coast,
standing at 1,950 meters. These mountainous regions, with their rocky outcrops,
forests, and alpine meadows, provide crucial habitats for species adapted to cooler
temperatures and higher elevations.
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Nestled between these mountain ranges are smaller valleys and limited coastal plains,
primarily concentrated in the west and south. These lowlands, often formed by alluvial
deposits from the country's rivers, are the most fertile areas and have historically
been the centers of human settlement and agriculture. The major rivers, including the
Han, Geum, and Nakdong, originate in the eastern mountains and generally flow
westward or southward, carving valleys and creating important riparian ecosystems
before emptying into the Yellow Sea or the Korea Strait. The Nakdong River is the
longest, stretching over 500 kilometers. These river systems, with their varying flow
rates throughout the year, support a diverse array of aquatic life and provide essential
water sources for both wildlife and human populations.

South Korea experiences a temperate climate with four distinct seasons, a
characteristic heavily influenced by its location on the edge of the Asian continent.
This results in a continental climate with pronounced temperature extremes between
summer and winter. Winters, from December to March, are typically cold and dry, with
prevailing winds blowing from Siberia. Temperatures frequently drop below freezing,
particularly in the northern and interior mountainous regions, although the southern
coast and Jeju Island experience milder conditions. Snowfall is common in the
mountains during this time.

Spring, from April to June, brings warmer temperatures and is generally sunny and dry,
thanks to migratory anticyclones. This is a period of renewal, with thawing landscapes
and the emergence of plant and animal life. Summer, from July to August, is hot,
humid, and the wettest season, dominated by the East Asian monsoon. Heavy rainfall,
often concentrated in this period, can lead to increased streamflow and potentially
flooding. Temperatures across the country are relatively uniform in the summer, often
exceeding 30°C. The high humidity can make the heat feel particularly oppressive.

Autumn, from September to November, is another pleasant season, characterized by
cooler temperatures and clear skies as the monsoon retreats and migratory
anticyclones return. This period sees vibrant changes in foliage, particularly in the
mountainous areas, and provides a crucial time for many species to prepare for the
आने वाले winter.

The interplay of these geographical and climatic factors creates a diverse range of
habitats, from the cold-temperate zones of the high mountains and northern regions
to the warm-temperate areas of the southern coast and Jeju Island. This environmental
heterogeneity is a key driver of South Korea's rich biodiversity, providing the
foundation for the array of wildlife and flora that thrive across the peninsula. As we
delve deeper into the specific animal and plant life of South Korea, the influence of
this dynamic physical setting will become increasingly evident, highlighting the
intricate relationship between the land, the climate, and the living things they support.
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