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Abstract
Islands are often habitats to unique species because they have different environmental conditions from the mainland and 

other islands. Another characteristic of islands is their limited natural resources, which has led island residents to heavily 

rely on traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and use resources sustainably. The so-called “Maeul landscape” shows 

the interrelationship of biological species and people’s use of natural resources. Shinan-gun is an administrative district 

located in the southwestern part of Korea that forms an archipelago with huge tidal flat areas. Since long ago, people’s 

use of these tidal flats shows a high degree of biocultural diversity. Maeul landscapes also show humans’ adaptation to 

the natural environment. For instance, strong winds blowing mainly from the northwest have led people in Shinan-gun 

to create “Ushil,” a windbreak forest with stone blocks to block wind from their villages and agricultural fields. At pres-

ent, the transfer of TEK to future generations is at stake due to socio-economic changes that cause island populations to 

shrink and age rapidly. Islands are often regarded as good destinations for tourism, but attention should also be given 

to sustainable development due to the environmental characteristics of islands. International organizations are making 

efforts to curb the threats of global environmental problems especially on small islands. Their activities are aimed at seek-

ing solutions that stress the central role of biocultural diversity in establishing the sustainable use of natural resources on 

islands. Joint efforts oflocal people and government authorities to protect and conserve the Maeul landscape should be 

encouraged.
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INTRODUCTION

In the past, islands have been strongly associated with 

being isolated. This geographic feature of islands plays an 

important role in showing the biogeographic characteris-

tic of islands  (Kim and Hong 2007). In island biogeogra-

phy, it is said that the size and diversity of species are re-

lated to how far away an island is from the mainland, and 

how large it is (MacArthur and Wilson 1967, 2001). Being 

separated from the mainland is the elemental character-

istic of islands, and it is obvious that this “separateness” 

influences people inhabiting the islands. 

Currently, it is known that 10% of the 7 billion people 

on earth are living on islands (UNFPA 2014). Due to isola-

tion from the mainland over a long period of time, island-

ers often lead their own unique lives The knowledge they 

gather and pass on from generation to generation about 

their coexistence with nature is called traditional ecologi-

cal knowledge (TEK) (Hong 2011). Due to the large varia-

tion in the natural environment of islands, people have 
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left the forests unmanaged. Forests that lost their interac-

tion with people became filled with other species due to 

dense tree branch growth and (ecological) succession, af-

fecting the growth and diversity of herbaceous plants and 

shrubs. Along with the socio-economic changes and their 

effects on the forests, people had also gradually started to 

miss the landscapes of the past and they developed a de-

sire to enjoy such landscapes. 

In Korea, rural landscape studies had become an active 

field of research in the early 1990s. Various definitions of 

Maeulsup are currently being used in Korea. Most notably, 

in 2005, the Cultural Heritage Department defined and 

distinguished different types of forests as well as Maeul-

sup (Cultural Heritage Administration of Korea 2005).

However, after summarizing most of the developed 

concepts about Maeulsup, it can be said that rural land-

scapes are representations of unique cultural landscapes 

that has emerged as a result of consistent interaction be-

tween men and nature over a long period of time (Choi 

and Kim 2009, Hong and Kim 2011b). 

In Table 1, various definitions regarding Maeulsup are 

listed (Kim and Jang 2005, Park 2006, Park 2007, Choi and 

Kim 2009), but since the word “-sup (forest)” has limita-

tions to fully express the full scope of Maeulsup, the use 

of “rural landscape” is considered more appropriate than 

“Maeulsup.” This is because the word “Maeulsup (village 

forest)” suggests a rather specific meaning that does not 

cover other ecosystems, it only shows the relationship be-

tween villages and forest ecologies. The word “rural land-

scape,” on the other hand, allows for a broader meaning 

that fully captures the diversity in village surroundings, as 

can be seen in reality. Moreover, the division of rural land-

scape into aspects of functions and contents have shown 

various overlapping functions. Also, some rural land-

scapes have been considered to have no aspects in terms 

of functions and contents. Therefore, in order to omit the 

complications that come with categorization based on 

contents and functions, it seems more appropriate to use 

the term “rural landscape” to group all concepts regarding 

villages and surrounding environments.   

Rural landscape refers to the whole landscape includ-

ing human settlements, which means villages and their 

landscapes, which consist of various ecological elements 

such as agricultural fields, rivers, ponds, etc. (Fig. 1). In 

particular, this concept will be more appropriate in the 

case of small islands. Except for several big islands that 

include Jeju Island, Korea mostly consists of small is-

lands of which the majority is located along the western 

and southern coasts ofJeollanam-do. In the case of these 

small islands, an island in itself can be referred to as a ru-

ral landscape. 

adapted to nature in different ways, and various island 

cultures have evolved (Hong and Kim 2011a, Hong 2012).

Differences in various features can be seen on many 

islands of Shinan-gun1(“-gun” is a local district similar to 

a county), Jeollanam-do. Landscapes of each village dif-

fer from one another according to the characteristics of 

the natural environment of the island. A typical village in 

Shinan- gun usually comprises of crop fields, salt fields, 

and many species living on wide mud flats. In this study, 

the relationship between the natural and cultural envi-

ronment is examined, and the diversity of creatures and 

cultures is discussed.   

Rural landscape in Korea and Satoyama in Japan

The concept of Maeulsup (Korean for “village groves”) 

has received much attention since the late 1980s and early 

1990s in Korea. This concept generally refers to rural land-

scapes, and it shares great similarities with the concept 

known as “Satoyama” in Japan. 

In Japan, Satoyama had begun to receive attention be-

cause forests around villages were not being utilized any-

more, as a result of the country’s fuel revolution accom-

panying rapid economic growth between the 1960s and 

1970s (Kim et al. 2006). Tree branches and leaves collected 

from mountains for fuel were replaced by gas or oil, and 

massive urbanization led to a reduction of the workforce 

in rural areas. This caused a dramatic decrease in the use 

of Satoyama in Japan (Takeuchi et al. 2003, Kim et al. 2007, 

Kim et al. 2014).

The socio-economic changes had directly influenced 

forests around villages. People’s interaction with the for-

ests over a long period of time had enabled forests to 

provide diverse habitats. In fact, according to Foley et al. 

(2005), the interaction of people and forests in such semi-

natural environment provides more variety in ecological 

services. People have consistently interacted with rural 

landscapes over the years (Lee et al. 2007, Kim et al. 2014). 

Human activities such as collecting tree branches and 

leaves by cutting or raking them have a strong influence 

on the environment of habitats for herbaceous plants. 

Cutting branches or raking fallen leaves enables sunlight 

to reach to the ground and help plants germinate (sprout) 

and grow well (Takeuchi et al. 2003, Kim et al. 2006, Kim 

et al. 2007).   

But, social changes and economic development have 

1The suffixes -ri, -myeon, -eup, and -gun indicate various administrative 
units in the Republic of Korea, where -myeon and -eup are smaller than –
gun, which represents a county. 
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Forest Graveyard Village Upland field Paddy fieldPond or stream

a b

Fig. 1. Traditional rural landscape in Korea. (a), Yanghwa-ri, Kongju-shi, Chungnam; (b), schematic cross sectional view of traditional rural landscape illus-
trating elevation.

Table 1. List of Maeul forests according to type (transformed by Hong et al. 2010)

Contents

Forest of Choseon
(Year 1938, 10 types)

Function Studies
(Year 1995, 8 types)

Report by Korea Forest 
Service

(Year 1995, 6 types)

Natural Monuments
(Year 2002, 6 types) Alternative 

Plans
(9 types)

Type Function Type Function Type Function Type Function

1 Religion Feng shui, 
Shamanism

Religion Feng shui, 
Indigenou-
s beliefs

Dangsan 
Forest

Ethnic reli-
gions

Ethnic reli-
gions

Feng Sui, 
Shamanis-m

Ethnic reli-
gions

2 Education Commemor-
ation, 
Historic 
site, Beauty 
spot, Natu-
ral monu-
ment

Easy Usage 
for Public

Urban park, 
Historic 
site, Natural 
monument

Forest for 
research, 
Landscape 
forest

Forest with 
academic 
value, His-
toric site

Historic for-
est

Legend, His-
torical event

Historic for-
est

3 Hygiene Public 
health, Park

Landscape 
architectu-
ral forest

4 Landscape Scenery 
beauty

Landscape Greenery  
buffer

A forest 
grown for 
scenic 
beauty

Natural 
forest for 
leisure

Landscape 
forest

5 Transport Roadside 
trees

Transport Roadside 
trees

Windbreak 
forest, 
Protect 
forest from 
flooding

Forest for 
transpor-
tat-ion

6 Security Prevents 
flooding, 
wind dam-
age, harm-
ful tides, 
landslides

Security Greenery  
buffer, 
Amuseme-
nt park

Windbreak 
forest, 
Protect 
Forest from 
Flooding

Windbreak 
forest, 
Protect 
forest from 
flooding, 
Eoburim

Windbreak 
forest, Pro-
tect forest 
from flood-
ing

Forest for 
security

7 Agricultur-al 
profit

Bank Agricultur-al 
profit

          -             -

8 Livestock Hunting, 
Pasture

           -           -             -

9 Military Castle wall Military Historic site Forest for 
military 
purposes

10 Public Use Governmen-
t owned

Products Plantation 
for wood 
products

Forest for 
products
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The tidal flats are well developed in Shinan-gun. The 

active reclamation of the wide tidal flats had started from 

the late Joseon Dynasty and continued throughout the 

Japanese colonial rule until the 1980s (Mun and Park 

2003). On islands where people had lived with limited re-

sources, it was difficult to get rice, the principal food for 

Koreans. Therefore, with the reclamation of mud flats, 

islanders were able to have wider rice fields and several 

islands were combined into bigger islands (Mun and Park 

2003). Except for Heuksan-myeon, Shinan-gun would 

best be called an agricultural area since farming is more 

developed than fishing (Kim 2014). Therefore, wide farm-

ing fields can be seen in most of Shinan-gun like other in-

land farming areas (Fig. 3).  

Due to the geographic characteristics of the region, 

Shinan-gun experiences mainly northwesterly winds in 

all seasons except summer, and in winter. These winds 

blow strongly from Siberia (Fig. 4). Efforts to create shelter 

to safeguard from these winds can be seen throughout the 

island (Fig. 5). As methods to protect island settlements 

from the winds, stone walls were built, and forests were 

grown in long horizontal lines using mainly Celtis sinen-

sis Pers. trees and Zelkova serrata (Thunb.) Makino. These 

trees and forests, called “Ushil(우실)” in Shinan-gun, serve 

to protect towns from strong winds. The trees that make 

Case study of Shinan-gun, Jeollanam-do

Shinan-gun includes a UNESCO (United Nations Edu-

cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) Biosphere 

Reserve, a national park, and a marine protected area 

near the Gageodo Islands (Fig 2). It is noteworthy that 

nearly 75% of the 452 species of migrating birds crossing 

the Korean peninsula can be seen in Shinan-gun (Hong 

et al. 2013). In particular, the region plays an important 

role as a pathway for migrating birds that are designated 

as endangered species by the Korean Ministry of Environ-

ment as well as international authorities (Hong et al. 2013, 

Hong 2011). A number of islands located throughout this 

area are used as shelters or habitats by various birds and 

creatures, and have beautiful and spectacular views of the 

coast, which has been shaped by erosion due to waves 

and winds (Hong 2011).   

Sub-tropical forests are well developed in this region, 

and it has been confirmed that South Korea’s largest colo-

nies of Machilus thunbergii Siebold & Zucc. are found in 

Heuksando Island and Gageodo Island (Yang et al. 2013). 

Owing to their geological characteristics, plant species 

native to this area, such as Neofinetia falcata (Thunb. ex 

Murray) Hu, Hostayingeri S.B. Jones, and Calanthe aristu-

lifera Rchb.f. (Yang et al. 2013) only grow in this region. 

Fig. 2. Location and administrate unit (-myeon) of Shinan-gun. On the left is an administrative map of Shinan-gun and on the right is Shinan-gun on a 
Daum map.
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Village of Jeungdo-myeon

Village of Biguem-myeon

Village of Jaeun-myeon

Panorama view of Anjwa-myeon

Fig. 3. Aerial photos of rural landscape of islands in Shinan-gun.

Fig. 4. Wind rose of Mokpo area from 1982-2001 (Jeollanam-do 2012).
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French Mauritius Islands in the west end of the Indian 

Ocean are known to be rare species (Hong 2014). 

Because of their geographical characteristics, islands 

have been isolated for a long time. For this reason, there 

are species that have adapted exclusively to the environ-

ments of islands. Along with this, traditional ecological 

knowledge on how to take advantage of a variety of such 

species has emerged (Kim and Hong 2007). In present Ko-

rea, the population of islands is consistently decreasing, 

and this is most evident in younger age groups (Park et 

al. 2013). The disconnection it causes between older and 

younger generations means that the succession of tradi-

tional ecological knowledge to successive generations is 

at stake (Kim 2013, Kim 2014).  

The United Nations designated 2014 as the “Interna-

tional Year of Small Island Developing States (SIDS),” and 

the theme of the “International Day for Biological Diver-

sity 2014” was island diversity These actions are signs for 

us to realize that the future of the western islands of Korea 

is not bright, even more so due to the rise in sea level and 

ocean temperature caused by the rapidly changing global 

up Ushil are designated as protected trees by the local 

municipalities. Ushil is a good example of how people 

have adapted to particular elements of natural environ-

ments (Hong and Kim 2011a, 2011b).

International efforts to protect biocultural diversity 

In Shinan-gun, a variety of species live in the wide mud 

flat areas: with small octopuses, clams, crabs, and sea-

weed abound, along with a wide range of high biodiver-

sity of fish in the sea (Hong et al. 2010, Koh 2001). Given 

these rich resources, there is a wide range of traditional 

ecological knowledge about utilizing them (Hong 2012, 

Hong 2014). Based on these facts, the Shinan-gun archi-

pelago was designated as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 

in May 2009 (Lee et al. 2010).

It is well known that unique and rare creatures that are 

difficult to see in other areas abound on islands. More 

than 90% of the species living on the Hawaiian Islands 

and more than 50% of the mammals, birds, amphibians, 

reptiles, and higher plant life living on small islands of the 

Daecheok-ri Ushil, Anjwa-myeon

Songgok-ri Ushil, Amtae-myeon

Ikgeum-ri Ushil, Amtae-myeon

Naewol-ri Ushil, Biguem-myeon

Fig. 5. Shape of Ushil in Shinan-gun.
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in Shinan-gun, large-scale construction projects are be-

ing carried out to link islands to the mainland, but these 

projects can eliminate the geographical characteristics of 

the islands. Once islands are connected to the mainland, 

a lot of new species from the mainland will have access to 

the islands, posing serious threats to the ecology on these 

islands, and eventually causing damage to people living 

on the affected islands.   

Eventually, the loss of the geographical identity of is-

lands is almost certainly going to impact the traditional 

ecological knowledge about how to sustainably utilize a 

variety of species and resources. Therefore, projects to 

connect islands to the mainland should be assessed more 

critically than what is currently being done, by taking into 

account these fundamental issues.  

Activities for international cooperation are actively be-

ing pursued to solve fundamental environmental prob-

lems such as sea level rise and climate change. Particular-

ly, efforts are being made to preserve and utilize a variety 

of unique species native to the islands.. A variety of efforts 

should be made to preserve and take advantage of rural 

landscapes in sustainable ways. To prevent rural land-

scapes from being undermined, it is necessary to obtain 

the cooperation of islanders. There is a need to promote 

the self-esteem of inhabitants of islands by enhancing the 

local image and changing existing negative views about 

islands.

Rural landscapes have been built through the interac-

tion between nature and human beings over a long period 

of time. Various measures to preserve and protect rural 

landscapes from a variety of development pressures need 

to be discussed.  
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