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PEAT BOG BOARDWALK

Like any other type of ecosystem, peatlands play an essential role in regulating our
planet’s biosphere. They perform important ecosystem functions by the balanced
interplay of natural processes providing stable living conditions for human beings.
It is not easy to define the term
«peatlands». Peatlands are highly variable:
some of them are characterized by trees,
bushes, and reeds; others are filled with
brown mosses, sedges, and cotton grass or
covered by a carpet of sphagnum mosses
with species of dwarf shrubs. However, any
peatland consists of three main parts –
water, specific species of plants and animals
associated with peatland habitats and, of
course, peat deposits.
Peatlands are often formed adjacent to
river valleys. Groundwater supplies mineral
substances and nutrients to these areas
which triggers rich vegetation. Overgrowing
lakes are another type of peatland
formation. Decaying plants in lakes form
sludge. At the same time, other plants are
spread over the water surface from lake
shores forming unstable floating vegetation
“carpets” – quaking bog mats. Over the
course of time, the lake becomes completely

overgrown and forms a peatland.
Peatland types are distinguished by the
type of water supply. Based on this factor,
scientists divide them into bogs, transitional
mires and fens. Bogs are fed solely by
rainfall, so they are poor in minerals.
Transitional mires are irrigated by slope
runoff and groundwater, so their level of
nutrition is medium. Fens are filled with rich
flood, lake water or groundwater, often with
a combination of them. They are the most
nutrient-rich peatlands.
The vegetation of a bog is determined by
the unique properties of peat moss
(Sphagnum) species. These lightdemanding plants form a specific environment by
producing biologically active substances
and organic acids that inhibit the growth of
microscopic fungi and bacteria and
significantly acidify the water. Bog’s flora is
poor, but very unique. Pine is the only tree
able to grow in bogs.

A floating mat with sphagnum and flowering
cranberry shrubs on the edge of Batkovsky Lake

An oxbow lake surrounded by black alder marshes
in the Dubna floodplains

Peatlands perform important functions
in our environment and provide ecosystem
services to humans. These services are
irreplaceable, i.e. unique to peatlands, and
no other habitats, such as forests, plains or
meadows, are able to fulfill them. They
i n c l u d e h a b i t a t f o r b i o d i v e r s i t y,
safeguarding of local and regional hydrological balances, sequestration of carbon
in the peat layers, and provision of
renewable and non-renewable natural
resources. Peatlands serve as natural
hydrochemical retention areas for many
pollutants. Substances dissolved in
precipitation, surface runoff and flood
water are trapped in the peat layer. Some
compounds react with humic acids and
form low-toxic organic complexes. As a
rule, bog water is absolutely clean.
Peatlands play an essential role in
maintaining the balance of gases in the
atmosphere. In a living peatland, carbon
dioxide absorbed during photosynthesis is
bound to organic substances – carbo-

hydrates. Decomposed in oxygen-free
environments, they primarily «lose water»,
i.e. organic compounds with high carbon
content are formed. But if carbon from
carbon dioxide remains within the swamp,
oxygen is released into the air. Peatlands act
like giant sponges to sequester carbon
dioxide from the atmosphere and store it for
millennia. Peatlands store twice as much
carbon in their peat deposits than all forest
biomass on the planet and therefore
mitigate global climate change.
Peat is formed as a result of die-off and
incomplete decay of plants under permanent water saturation and resulting lack of
oxygen. Although peat deposits are in their
fossil state now while being formed during
millennia, they remain closely linked to
recent peatland ecosystems. Peat formation
is a very slow process. In most peatlands
growth of the peat layer is not more than 1.0
mm annually. So peat, along with coal and
gas, is considered to be a non-renewable
natural resource.

After peatlands are drained, peat starts
to decompose due to access of oxygen and
carbon dioxide is released into the
atmosphere. Such peatlands should be
rewetted in order to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and create conditions for
restoration of peatlands with all their
functions and related services essential for
humans.
The renewable peatland resources
include berries, mushrooms, huntable
wildlife, timber, reed, and mosses. In the
recent years, this list has been expanded
with recreational values: people have
become interested and enjoy staying in
peatlands. But all these resources are only
renewable as long as they are used in the
amount that nature can regenerate – so
called sustainable use – and with methods
which do not damage them. Do not pick
cranberries ahead of time using «scrapers»
and in huge crowds of people. Such behavior
injures plants and damages their habitats,
which inevitably leads to yield decrease in
future. Do not cut down trees grown in
peatlands and on their edges. It is better
not to disturb nesting birds during the
breeding period and take a walking tour
through a peatland only along wooden
boardwalks.

A lake at the Batkovsky peatland
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Rewetting drained peatlands

The Melchevsky peat mine

Peat fields after rewetting

Drunkards Caltha palustris
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