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Burning and Peatlands Peatland Programme

The IUCN UK Peatland Programme (IUCN UK PP) is a partnership of environmental NGOs,
statutory agencies, land managing bodies’ and scientists collectively working for the
conservation and restoration of peatlands. Our work brings together strong science, sound policy
and effective practice by creating a platform for information exchange and providing briefings.

commissioned assessment of Peatbogs and Carbon.

KEY POINTS:

1. The available evidence indicates that burning on peg

gy for assessing impacts of burning
interpretation of the results.

efits of burning for peatland restoration, application
squire that burning should be avoided.

2. The impacts of burning on bog habitat, and particularly the main peat forming Sphagnum species’
ability to recover, depends on the frequency and intensity of the burn along with other factors such as
prevailing soil water levels, intensity of livestock trampling, climate, altitude and the starting condition of
the peatland.

3. Rotational burning on peatland leads to drier vegetation communities (wet heath and dry heath
communities) or a shift towards their dominance (e.g. Molinia) (Bruneau, 2014). This is associated
with changes to the ecosystem (e.g. increased erosion rates and reduced availability of soil moisture)
that can result in significant adverse impact on peatland biodiversity, carbon emissions, drinking water
quality and flood management (Brown et al., 2014).


http://www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/publications/commission-inquiry/inquiry-findings
http://www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/sites/www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/files/Burning and Peatbogs%2C June 2011.pdf
http://www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/sites/www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/files/8%20Burning%20%20final%20-%205th%20November%202014.pdf
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5978072?category=4993022171283456
https://www.rspb.org.uk/Images/Peatbogs_and_carbon_tcm9-255200.pdf

DEGRADED PEATLANDS AND PEATLAND RESTORATION

4.

The majority of UK peatlands are in a degraded state as a result of various factors including drainage,
burning and livestock numbers. Compared to intact peatlands, degraded peatlands generally show:

— a higher proportion of dwarf shrub and graminoid (grasses and sedges) abundance

—reduced Sphagnum bog moss abundance and diversity of typical bog species

— vegetation structural changes such as loss of bog moss hummocks and pools

— a lowering of the water table.

One of the sources of confusion around the impact of management activity on peatland is the
misunderstanding as to what constitutes degraded and favourable condition, and failure to
management trajectories. This is also reflected in some academic studies, which have in
approaches to describing peatland vegetation, the state of peatland or the manageme jCQes for
the peatland. Indeed, many published journal papers do not adequately describe, o
the current condition of the peatland under investigation.

The majority of peatland restoration projects across the UK are able to achigye rela rapid
development of blanket bog vegetation (c. 5-10 years in many cases) to Sug t the
undesirable vegetation, such as dominant heather cover, dies back naturall ed by

ffective restoration of
g: for example, there
are over 105 Peatland Action restoration sties in Scotland that a
and have not required burning as part of this process.

been assessed in the peer reviewed
peatland restoration schemes that

ative of more dry habitats. (It is overly simplistic to report only on the abundance of
[ generic Sphagnum species, as these can also be associated with poor-fen or dry

rainage, subsidence, grazing pressure, historic burning regime and surrounding land use

pressures such as forestry plantations.

ilure to consider the impact of land management regimes in relation to trajectory for a habitat.

Simply comparing burned areas with unburned areas is unhelpful if the aims of the site are to

restore functioning peatland habitat. Burning of a heavily degraded heather dominated peatland

may simply produce a constrained, degraded peatland state, retaining vegetation associated with
drier conditions, such as Calluna that could limit further recovery towards the near natural state.

d. Comparing the burned to unburned state can produce data that shows a change in vegetation
including an increase in Sphagnum species. However, in burned plots, consideration should be
given to the type of Sphagnum species and whether these are typical of bogs, as well as the
likelihood of reversion of the degraded peatland back towards abundant heather.

e. Adistinction also needs to be made between on the one hand, studies of a single burn, compared
with, on the other hand, frequent managed burns on a cycle of 30 years or less. The latter can give


http://www.snh.gov.uk/climate-change/taking-action/carbon-management/peatland-action/information-for-applicants/

HEALTHY PEATLANDS SUPPORT UPLAND MANAGEMENT GOALS

WILDLIFE AND PEATLANDS

1.

12.

13.

rise to substantial cumulative impact due to long recovery times of blanket bog Spahgnum species.

In addition to the failings to accurately describe peatland vegetation and condition described above,
studies can also lead to the mistaken view that burning is inconsequential or even beneficial for both the
ecology and the carbon store of a bog if they do not fully account for:

— the negative long-term carbon trends associated with atypical plant species abundance

— damaged state of the acrotelm (thin living surface layer of peat-forming vegetation)

— consequent impacts on the catotelm (permanently waterlogged peat store under the acrotelm)

— loss of microtopography and overall reduction in environmental resilience.

recognition among land managers that healthy peatlands support driven grouse
stock grazing.

When examining the evidence on wildfire impacts it is i
on dry heath/grasslands on shallow soils, as opposed (& ites. Concerns over wildfire risk do
not generally apply to wet blanket bog habitat where there y minimal dry biomass load and
high water levels prevent burning of the peat mass.

Degraded peatlands with heather abunda
where naturally high water tables are a
methods for mitigating them.

Wildfires on peatland are not comm
been a vector in the origin of, ,
carelessness.

s a result of out of control managed burn, arson or
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Any comments or queries relating to this
position statement should be directed to
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