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NO WINDFARMS ON 
PROTECTED PEAT 

What are protected peatlands? Why do they matter?

Peat is a type of soil that is largely made up of partially decayed dead vegetation, formed over 
thousands of years in areas with a lot of rainfall. Meaning that the land is in a (near) 
permanently saturated state. 


The dead vegetation is held underwater, so its decomposition is limited by lack of air. A peat 
bog, or blanket bog, is formed. In the South Pennine Moors, this process has been going on 
for around 9,000 years. 


When it is waterlogged and in a healthy state, the peat bog is formed of two layers.  

The top, living layer (acrotelm) is a rough surface of plants like sphagnum mosses, cotton grass 
and small shrubs. This slows rainfall runoff, allowing sphagnum moss to absorb and

hold up to 20 times its weight in water.  As the rainfall doesn’t run off the 
earth’s surface, this lets the water percolate gently into the ground (the 
lower layer of peat in the catotelm), so it holds more water and the water 
table rises.


As the plants in the acrotelm (surface layer) die  - and amazingly, 
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sphagnum dies from the bottom up -  they form new peat. This adds to the catotelm - the dead 
plant remains which have mainly broken into small fragments. The catotelm may be up to 10 
metres deep.  The carbon that the living plants had absorbed through photosynthesis, is held in the 
lower layer of peat under the water table. This is why peat is called a “carbon sink”.


If for any reason the peat bog dries out and the water table falls, the top layer of bog plants 
no longer have favourable conditions for survival.  

They become unable to resist competition from other plant species, which are generally not peat 
forming.  The blanket bog habitat changes first to dry heath, then to acid grassland and finally to 
mineral soil and bare rock. 


In this process, the top living layer (acrotelm) is lost. The lower layer of peat (catotelm) undergoes 
physical changes (specifically, subsidence and oxidation of peat carbon.) These physical changes 
to the lower peat layer may extend for significant distances from any drainage.


Oxidisation of the peat carbon creates the greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide, which is released to 
the atmosphere. This worsens climate change. 


How and why peatland is protected 

Blanket bog is a priority habitat under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan, it meets 
specific scientific criteria for being the most threatened and requiring conservation 
action.

SOUTH PENNINE MOORS’ PEATLAND HABITATS, PLANTS, ANIMALS 
AND BIRDS ARE PROTECTED BY THESE CLASSIFICATIONS

http://.https//data.jncc.gov.uk/data/aadfff3d-9a67-467a-ac65-45285e123607/UKBAP-BAPHabitats-03-BlanketBog.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/uk-bap-priority-habitats/
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