
Determination of Organic Carbon Stocks in Blanket Peat Soils in Different 
Condition – Assessment of Peat Condition: Summary Report 

Introduction 

Applications for developments of section 36 windfarms on peat soils are often justified on the 
grounds that the peat on which the development in occurring is ‘degraded’. Developers 
typically claim that as the peat is degraded, its value as a carbon store is diminished and 
outputs from the carbon calculator, which SEPA validate, therefore show limited carbon 
losses. However, it is not known how much carbon is stored in peat soils in different 
condition in Scotland and there is also no recognised method that can be used to effectively 
assess peat soil condition in way that makes it possible to determine the amount of carbon 
stored and the net carbon loss or gain from the peat. This makes it difficult to determine 
which areas of peat soils may be more suitable for development, such as windfarm 
construction, and which should undergo restoration to increase carbon storage. 

Objectives 

The objectives of the project were: 

1) Outline the adaptations/changes that would need to be made to existing systems of 
peatland condition classification to enable assessment of peat soil condition at 
locations where measurements of soil carbon stocks are made. 

2) Develop a protocol for assessing the condition of peat soil that is suitable for 
establishing peat soil condition at locations where measurements of soil carbon 
stocks are made, outlining methodology for this protocol in full. 

3) Perform an assessment of existing Scottish soil bulk density data, depth and 
percentage carbon data and consider how suitable this data is for determining carbon 
stock in peat in different condition. 

Findings 

• There is some evidence that parameters that affect carbon stocks in peat are 
influenced by peat condition, but currently this evidence is not strong enough to allow 
this to be quantitatively assessed. 

• The condition of peat soils across Scotland is not well understood. However, remote 
sensing techniques hold some promise for assessment of peat condition across wide 
areas of land in the future. 

• For field assessment of peat soil condition, a protocol based on the ‘Peatland Code’ 
method was suggested and described. This included a combination of an 
assessment of peat condition and measurement of parameters that influence carbon 
stocks, particularly peat depth and bulk density. 

• The field assessment protocol suggested is relatively simple and should be usable by 
non-specialists with a small amount of training. 

• Although there are several datasets recording parameters that could be used to 
determine carbon stocks in Scotland’s peat soils (NSIS, Countryside Survey, Peat 
Survey), these have been sampled for a variety of different purposes and therefore 
have different advantages and limitations. Some generalisations could be made 



about how parameters affect carbon stocks might vary with peat depth and condition, 
but it was not possible to make any quantitative assessments. 

• It was also noted that data relating to carbon stocks in peat soils are more 
concentrated in certain parts of the country and on certain types of peatland, 
particularly deeper bogs. 

Recommendations 

• Developments in remote sensing techniques should be closely followed and the 
potential of these for assessment of peat soil condition be evaluated. 

• Peat drainage mapping across Scotland is required. This is important due to the 
major impact that drainage can have on the condition of peat soils. 

• The field assessment protocol developed in this project should be reviewed and 
tested in the field. 

• There is a need for a targeted campaign of sampling to determine values for 
parameters that contribute to carbon stock under well-defined condition classes. 

• More direct measurements of peat soil bulk density in particular, especially at depths 
below 100 cm, need to be made. 

• More data on parameters that contribute to carbon stock in peat soils are needed 
from parts of Scotland where there are shallower peat soils, particularly in the central 
and north-west Highlands. 

• Data collected by wind farm developers could provide value information on carbon 
stocks in peat soils, so efforts should be made to make this data more readily 
available to researchers. 


