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Don't turn peat from

climate superhero
into an evil villain!

| need

lo talk
about peat.
Wonderiul
stuff, isn't
it! I'm not talking about the
evocative aroma that takes
you by surprise when out
and about on a Highland
winter evening, or the magic
in the “nose” of an island
malt, but the power of work
that it does to recycle our
carbon.

For a long time, this
unsung hero was regarded
as dull brown material,
lying below the surface of
wel moor and bog, while
its showier cousin, the
tree, held centre stage in
discussions about climate
change.

Like all vegetation,
sphagnum maoss takes
carbon dioxdde (CO2 Jout of
the aimosphere in order Lo
grow, but almost uniquely,
it holds on to that CO2 after
it dies.

In a healthy peatland,

a high water lovel
prevents the moss from
decompaosing after it dies,
and turns it into peat.
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Restored peatland
could lock away

an extra 20 billion
tonnes of CO2
worldwide - almost
twice the estimated
savings of CO2 to
be made by global
electrification of
fransport.

It's a fickle sort of
substance: treat it well,
and it quietly gets on with
capluring and storing
carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere.

Treat it badly however, by
draining it and allowing it
to dry and become exposed,
and it equally quietly
oxidises and releases more
damaging methane along
with carbon dioxide back
into the atmosphere.

Globally, peatland stores
twice as much as all forests,
and here in the UK a 2017
survey found degraded
peatland to be a source of
20 million tonnes of CO2
each year,

Restored peatland could
lock away an extra 20 hillion
tonnes of CO2 worldwide -
almost twice the estimated
savings of CO2 to be made
by global electrification of

RESTORING PEATLANDS: Is not cheap but is a highly effective way to cut C0O2 emissions.

transport. 5o what we can
do right now?

Dried peat s
unfortunately fabulous as a
culture medium for plants,
and so is a favoured base for
horticultural compost.

By using it in our gardens
though, we are turning
it from superhero into
villain in the battle against
climate change, allowing
it to release both CO2 and
methane,

In 2011, the UK
government pledged 1o
phase out the use of peat
in garden products by 2020
and in commercial use
by 2030, but peat-based
composts were still the
norm in any garden centre
that [ visited last year.

They often hide behind
the label "organic’| which
says nothing about peat
content, or “reduced peat’
which can mean containing

up o 80 per cent peal.
Much of the peat found
in the compost available
in the UK now comes from
peatlands elsewhere in
Furope, adding road and
sea transport to its already
high environmenial cosL
Many bolanic gardens,
and the National Trust,
have been fully peat-free
for years, and the Roval
Horticultural Society
advises we should "choose
peat-free compost with
good on-labe] information”,
It offers the following
puidance: "Peal-free brands
often recommend specific
fertilisers for use with
their compost: thisisnota
marketing ploy, as different
formulations have different
balances of nutrients.
“Use either the
recommended product
or one with a similar
nutrient balance - compare

fertilisers by checking the
NPK ratin and the trace-
element content quoted on
the packaging”

As the global temperature
continues to rise, the
choices made by each
one of us can be part of
the problem or part of the
solution,

I'm not quite ready to
forego the sensation of peat
in an Islay malt, but I'm not
going to buy any more peat-
containing compost.

A range of organic peat-
free composts is available
from Lynbreck Crofl, and
our local sources of garden
malerials al the Speyside
Centre at Skye of Curr and
Donaldsons in Grantown,
also supply peat-free
compost- ask about it next
time you visit.

B Dr Peter Grant is a
member of Sustainable
Strathspey.



