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The Pennine PeatLIFE project is being led 

by the North Pennines AONB Partnership 

in collaboration with Yorkshire Wildlife 

Trust and the Forest of Bowland AONB 

Partnership. The project is co-financed by 

the Environment Agency, Northumbrian 

Water, United Utilities, Yorkshire Water 

and European Union LIFE Programme.  

Pennine PeatLIFE is restoring 1,353 

hectares of blanket bog, working across 

16 sites within the protected landscapes 

of the North Pennines, Yorkshire Dales, 

Forest of Bowland and Nidderdale. The 

project is demonstrating new restoration 

techniques suited to the harsh climate of 

Northern England. It is also 

demonstrating the viability and 

affordability of using unmanned aerial 

vehicles (UAVs) to monitor vegetation 

change after restoration. The results of 

the project are being shared locally, 

nationally and internationally. 

What is peat?
Peat is a build-up of partially decayed 
organic material that forms in waterlogged, 
acidic, oxygen-poor conditions. As plants 
die, they slowly decompose and over time 
the organic material accumulates as peat. 

Peatlands are internationally important yet 
greatly undervalued ecosystems. Many 
plant and animal species rely on them for 
survival, and they are a crucial store of 
carbon dioxide that would 
otherwise end up in the 
atmosphere. It is 
estimated that there is 
twice as much carbon 
locked in peatlands 
globally as there is 
contained in all the forests 
on Earth, making them vital 
in the fight against climate 
change. They also filter 
the water that flows 
through them and reduce 
flood risk by providing a 
buffer between the 
hillside and watercourses 
following heavy rain. 
In the North of England, peatlands have 
long been used for farming, hunting and 
recreation, and have been an inspiration to 
artists and writers for centuries.  

Why is it important?
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Hydrology 
The natural ability of many peat bogs to retain water has been greatly 
reduced by human activity. Drainage channels and gullies not only dry out 
the land, making it difficult for vegetation to grow, but also erode the peat 
around them. The first step in the process of peatland restoration is to 
improve the site’s natural water balance. This generally involves reducing 
drainage rates by blocking channels with ‘leaky dams’ made from peat, coir 
(coconut fibre), heather bales, stone or wood.

Heather brash 
The next step in the process is to spread 
brash (cut heather and other blanket 
bog plant species) across areas of bare 
peat. This brash is typically sourced 
locally and then airlifted to the 
restoration site in large bags. Heather 
brash acts as a mulch, insulating the 
ground, preventing further drying and 
erosion from frost and wind, and 
providing 
material for 
sphagnum 
mosses to grow 
on. It can also 
provide a 
source of seeds 
for new plant 
growth.

Reprofiling 
Erosion of peat often creates steep 
slopes called ‘haggs’ where vegetation 
struggles to take hold. The process of 
reprofiling involves peeling back the 
vegetation at the top of the slope with 
a digger, then reducing the slope angle 
to less than 45 degrees. The 
vegetation is then replaced over the 
newly reprofiled slope.

Revegetation  
A number of treatments can be used to speed up 
revegetation on bare peat. These often include seeds 
from a mixture of plant 
species typically found in  
the surrounding area, such  
as heather and wavy hair 
grass. Small amounts of 
fertiliser and lime are 
sometimes applied to 
improve soil conditions and 
promote growth.
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Sphagnum mosses 
As a final stage in the process, 
sphagnum mosses are added to     
the wetter 
areas of the 
site, which 
help to 
retain water 
and stop the 
bare peat 
drying out. 
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How we restore 
peatlands
Many peat bogs, both in the UK and 
internationally, are under threat from 
unsustainable land management practices. 
These activities damage the mixture of 
mosses and other moorland plant life that 
usually covers the peat, leaving it bare and 
exposed to erosion. The Pennine PeatLIFE 
project uses five basic steps to restore bare 
peat, which have been developed and 
modified over several years and are based 
on other projects across the world.
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