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Why do peatlands matter?

ÅA moral duty: to conserve the sheer 

variety of life on earth 

ÅAn environmental asset: healthy 

peatlands play a vital role in regulating 

the environment ïeg a major tool for 

climate change adaptation

ÅAn economic imperative: peatland 

goods & services provide a whole 

range of direct and indirect economic 

benefits
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1 Peatlands largest remaining 
semi-natural habitats in UK

< 20% of UK peatlands in natural state

< 50% of protected sites in favourable 

condition

JNCC report No. 445 (2011)
Towards an Assessment of the State of UK 
Peatlands

Shallow and deeper peaté



In the past peatlands regarded as valuable only when turned into 

something elseé  

True value not appreciatedé until fairly recently



Forestry and Agriculture policy shifted from supporting drainage

to protecting and enhancing peatlands



EU Conservation status 
of active Blanket Bogs

Habitats Directive also covers

Degraded Blanket bogs



2 Peatlands ïpriority for action under international policy 

obligations
International 

Commitments 

recognising 

peatlands

Detailed plans Requirements

UN Convention on 

Biological Diversity

ÅStrategic Plan for 2011-2020 

and Aichi Targets

ÅEU Biodiversity Action Plan 

Promote conservation and 

restoration of peatlands; highlight 

role in mitigating and adapting to 

climate change.

Objectives include - Protect and 

restore biodiversity and ecosystem 

services in the wider countryside

UN Framework 

Convention on 

Climate Change

ÅKyoto Protocol and LULUCF Protect and enhance carbon 

reservoirs and account for 

losses/gains from peatlands 

EU Habitats Directive ÅBlanket Bog, Raised Bog and 

Fens ïqualifying habitats and 

species

Classify SACs, SPAs and ensure 

favourable status of peatland 

habitats across their natural range

EU Water Framework 

Directive

ÅGuidance on Wetlands  Prevent deterioration, protect and 

enhance aquatic ecosystems. 

Delivery through River Basin 

Management Plans

Peatlands included as ecosystems 

which influence water quality or 

quantity as well as those 

dependent on groundwater

Ramsar Convention

ÅStrategic Plan 2009-2015  

ÅGlobal Action Plan for 

Peatlands

Establish and manage a network 

of protected sites.  Encourage 

wise use and recognition of 

ecosystem service benefits



Restoration of peatlands is a low hanging fruit,

and among the most cost-effective options for 

mitigating climate change.

Achim Steiner, UN Under-Secretary General and 

Executive Director UN Environment Programme (UNEP)

No net loss of biodiversity & ecosystem services, 

restoration of at least 15% of degraded areas

2020 EU Biodiversity Strategy

12 Natural Improvement Areas

Natural Environment White Paper



3 Peatlands are vitally important in the global GHG cycle 
and UK greenhouse gas budget

Global peatlands:  3% land area, 

~500 Gt in peatlands = ~1/4 of total global soil C

UK deep peat = 3,200 million tonnes of carbon

Loss of 5% of UK peatland carbon store 
= total UK anthropogenic GHG emissions

Loss of 0.02% of UK peatland C would wipe out the current UK 

LULUCF sink
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Peatland Rewetting and Conservation categories



4 Peatlands are important 

for drinking water
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Drainage, restoration and dissolved organic carbon (DOC)

Wallage et al., 2006. Science of the Total Environment.



5 Peatlands are national treasures

Tollund Man

Lindow Man

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/ac/Lindow_Man_1.jpg


We should not underestimate the challenge of exciting interest and 

enjoyment!



6 Peatlands need water

Couwenberg et al, Hydrobiologia 2011



Extent of degradation?

Causes?

Getting better or deteriorating?

Restoration techniques?

7 Damaged peatlands are expensive



8 Peatland restoration is cost effective
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9 UK expertise in peatland restoration is 

world leading

Recovery of water levels and 

key peat forming vegetation



10 Damaged peatlands are 

substantially less resilient 

than healthy ones



Renewable energyéa new issueé



11 Peatland natural capital not fully represented in 

national accounting

Wider benefits of peatlands well established in global agreements

Current markets and national GHG accounting do not reflect value of 

peatlands, clear monitoring gaps

Impetus to go beyond protecting the best sites  

restoring past damage and securing ecosystem functions

New challenge to reflect peatland values in funding and policies

support  sustainable peatland management

Coordinating multiple interests across science, policy and practiceé

and improving the monitoring base



Commission of Inquiry - Notions for Action

1. National peatland accountingé
Å GHG and C benefits

Å Other service benefits 

Å Meeting biodiversity targetséstate and status 

Å Agri-environment measures and impacts

2. Interdisciplinary research toé
Å Provide solutions for effective peatland management

Å Develop the evidence base

3. Establish a UK Peatland Hub é
Å A one stop shop for information

Å Knowledge exchange

4. Establish and maintain long-term restoration projectsé
Å Support and promotion of good existing peatland projects



5. Clear government signalsé
Å Reflect international commitments to protect and restore peatlands with 

high level national peatland goals 

6.  Joined up approach between countries and agenciesé 

debatable given devolution?
Å Opportunities for delivery of landscape scale projects through 

catchment management planning

Å Recognise peatland role across wider public body duties e.g. climate 

change adaptation/mitigation

7. Partnershipsé
Å Business, industry, land managers, NGOs, communities

Å Connect end-beneficiaries with those delivering services

Å Take forward innovative new market and funding opportunities

8. Holistic approaché
Å Ecosystem health rather than simply maximising individual services

9. Highlight peatland benefits to societyé
Å Market and non market values



Sphagnum Field Guide
Sphagnum bog mosses dominate bogs and play a central role in creating the bog habitat. Of the 34 bog moss species 

in Britain, about 12 grow mainly in bogs, presented here.

Sphagnum capillifolium
Forms hummocks or carpets, or in small patches. Often with tight 

capitulum like a pom-pom. Dark wine-red to green. Other similar 

red species also occur.

Common in all sorts of bogs and other habitats. An important 

peat-building species.

  
 

 

 

Sphagnum subnitens
Similar size & shape to capillifolium. Loose hummocks or 

small patches. Brick-red to green. Centre of capitulum often 

green with red óhaloô around edges.

Absent from acid bogs in good condition.

Sphagnum fuscum
Similar size & shape to capillifolium. Brown like ginger biscuit or 

nicotine. No trace of red.

In wet bogs or at high altitudes. Very rare in England. Occasional 

in Scotland. An important peat-building species in northern 

countries.

Small red or brown Sphagnum species
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What bogs do for you
Wildlife Haven Bogs are an important wildlife habitat in the UK, supporting unique communities of plants and 

invertebrates and providing extensive breeding habitat for birds, such as Dunlin and Golden Plover. 

Vital Carbon Store In the UK, they represent the single most important terrestrial carbon store (at least 3 billion 

tonnes of carbon) and help mitigate climate change. Healthy peat bogs have a net long-term climate-positive 

(global cooling) greenhouse gas balance. Damaged bogs in UK release 3,7million t CO2e/year.

Natureôs own reservoir Healthy peatlands provide high-quality water that is easier to treat for drinking. 

Damaged peat, however, is associated with higher concentrations of organic ñbrown waterò carbon, which has to 

be removed at high cost. Some Sphagnum species hold up to 20 times their dry weight in water and with their 

fibrous structure play a significant role in moderating water flow and thus help reduce downstream flooding 

impacts of heavy rain.

Living history books Bogs hold information about the past 10,000 years ïenvironmental scientists, 

archaeologists and paleo-botanists use the records stored in peat cores to find out about past climate, 

vegetation, land use, and how people lived their lives. Peat builds up in waterlogged, anoxic (no oxygen) 

conditions which limit levels of decay, so it can preserve wooden buildings, pollen grains and bodies  - even 

finger-nails and someoneôs last lunch - for thousands of years! 

FSC  Sphagnum Field Guide

http://www.moorsforthefuture.org.uk/

