
Peat Issues – For Peat’s Sake – time to act
Using peat in your garden is a bit like demolishing York Minster and building a rockery from the 
stone……..; 

Peat bogs are nature’s biodiversity cathedrals

Scale of impact and implications:
 Peat extraction for gardening in the UK is on the rise - despite the government's 

commitment to phase out peat use in gardening by 2020, and across the garden industry by 
2030

 Peatlands in Britain, Ireland and beyond continue to be devastated

 Damaging peatlands has a knock-on effect on wildlife, carbon stores, flood-risk and water 
quality.

In 2015, more than half of peat used for horticulture in the UK came from the Republic of Ireland, 
where peat is extracted on a large scale for horticulture and for burning to produce heat and 
electricity. As peat extraction has declined in the UK, we have increased imports from Ireland, 
effectively exporting much of the environmental impact.

Current use of peat unsustainable:
 Peat ‘grows’ by only a millimetre a year

 Commercial extraction can remove over 500 years’ worth of ‘growth’ in a single year

 Amateur gardening accounts for 69% of peat compost used in the UK - we currently use 
three billion litres of peat every year in our gardens

 32% of our peat comes from the UK, 60% from Ireland and 8% from Europe

Only 1% of England’s deep peats remain in good condition

In the UK, peat is in demand largely as a horticultural growing medium and soil conditioner, and its 
use is increasing despite increasing take-up of alternatives to peat because the whole horticultural 
and gardening sector continues to expand.  The UK Government has meanwhile stated its 
ambition for the horticultural sector to end peat use by 2030 through the development of 
alternative, sustainable, growing media.



There is a widespread collapse of peatland-related ecosystem services

Yet UK government promises ………150-page 25-Year Environment Plan - phase out commercial peat 
use by 2030.

Old peat strategy literature from 2002 stating we will be peat-free by 2012.

2010 a gov’t press release stated we would be peat-free in our garden centres by 2020. In that press 
release the Natural Environment Minister Richard Benyon said, ‘I want to see peat eliminated from 
the amateur garden market by 2020.’  

25-year environment plan - ‘voluntary’ - it is up to us to behave ‘voluntarily’…….BUT THAT requires
…….INFORMATION

Many UK / England commercial peat resources exhausted in terms of practical exploitation – now 
spending £millions [of public funding] to repair the damage 

The amount of peat extracted commercially in Scotland has fluctuated around 440,000 m3 per year 
for the last ten years UK (National Statistics). Peat extraction in the UK has fallen over the last ten 
years by around 800,000 tonnes though the reduction has occurred in England only (see figure 10). 
However, peat sales in the UK amount to about 3 million m3 per year, two-thirds of which is 
imported (Scottish Government, 2010a), suggesting the problem may be being exported outside the 
UK.  In 2010, peat was extracted from 23 active sites, 6 of which are used as energy sources (for 
whisky) and the rest for horticulture (BGS, 2010). About 20,000 tonnes of peat is cut for fuel in 
Scotland every year (SNH, 2008).   

Issues:

Government policy – ‘promotes’ peat-free when putting out land/planting contracts to tender but 
that doesn’t mean they will go with the contract that is peat-free if it isn’t the cheapest. 

(Same with some conservation organisations putting out contracts to tender too)

The Natural Environment White Paper (2011) set targets that peat used in bagged growing media 
should be phased out by 2020 for the amateur gardening market and by 2030 for professional 
growers. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) launched an initiative to 
help end reliance on peat.

Disguised usage – pot-plants, trees / shrubs etc in contracts –BIG ISSUE in garden centres

Labelling of compost products – small, unclear and deliberately confusing

Weasel words – natural, traditional, organic etc 

Even garden centres that claim to be peat-free – B&Q – IT IS NOT OBVIOUS to shoppers



Solutions:
A key solution to part of the problem would be IMPROVED LABELLING – essentially Environmental 
Health Warnings printed in large letters on every bag –

Using peat products destroys the environment:

 Destroys wildlife & ecology
 Causes climate change by releasing 

carbon dioxide 
 Causes flooding
 Damages the rural economy 

This allows the purchaser to choose – and yes, if they buy peat then they should feel very, very 
guilty! 

Actions: - major commercial potential 
Use of alternative sustainable growing media

Commercial potential for Sphagnum farming on agriculturalised peat soils

 The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) is demonstrating what’s possible; its gardens are now 
97% peat-free and it is committed to reducing peat use wherever practicable

 The RHS provides advice on peat-free alternatives 

 Many  National Trust gardens peat-free for years 

Policy / law? – these need to ACT AS CLEARLY THE INDUSTRY IS NOT RESPONDING FAST ENOUGH 
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