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“Peat may be dirt cheap but it costs the earth. If you are a gardener, the
message is simple – the plants that need peat are the wild ones which live in
bogs, not those in your garden. Peat-free gardening begins with you.” Irish
Peat Conservation Council (http://www.ipcc.ie/help-ipcc/be-a-peat-freegardener/)
Aim
This campaign seeks to make Ilkley peat-free by the end of 2020. Any remaining
peat after 31/12/2020 should be exclusively in our countryside, where it belongs.
Introduction
We are a nation of gardeners. Amateur gardeners use lots of compost for a variety
of purposes including seed germination, potting on and growing plants in containers.
Most buy it, a few make it themselves from is basic components: sand, soil, loam
peat or a peat-substitute and fertiliser. Until recently, few gardeners have
questioned where peat comes from and what precious wildlife habitats are destroyed
by harvesting it.
Peat is a natural resource removed from peat bogs, moors and fens. It is used in
compost mainly because of its water holding capacity. However, peat on its own is
virtually devoid of plant food and is highly acidic which is why it is usually combined
with other ingredients to make plant growing media or composts. The most famous
peat-based compost is John Innes. In England, we now import most of the peat
used in compost from Ireland or other parts of Europe. We have destroyed much
our own peatland, especially in lowland areas, and now we are destroying theirs.
Using peat-based compost and/or buying plants grown in it are two of the most
environmentally damaging activities any gardener can undertake.
Why does peat matter?
1. Peat bogs store huge amounts of carbon by locking it in the ground. Harvesting
peat releases the carbon.
2. Peat bogs act like sponges, retaining rainwater, and helping to reduce the risk of
flooding. The sponges are Sphagnum mosses that can soak up between eight
and 20 times their own weight in water. A huge number of tiny microscopic
plants and animals live within Sphagnum mosses.
3. Peat bogs are unique. The Sphagnum mosses, combined with very low oxygen
concentrations, inhibit the decay of plant material by producing antibacterial
compounds called phenols.

4. Much of our water comes from British uplands where peat is found. When peat is
present, it removes impurities from the water passing through it, making it
cheaper to produce water suitable for drinking.
5. Peatlands provide the perfect habitat for a wide range of water-loving plants,
which in turn support a variety of species of butterfly, dragonfly and birds.
6. Peat accumulates slowly, by only 1-2 mm a year so is effectively a nonrenewable resource. Harvesting peat from bogs often removes around 500 years
of growth at a time.
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Government policy and stakeholder attitudes
Our government wanted the horticultural industry to voluntarily stop selling peat for
use by amateur gardeners by January of this year. That hasn’t happened. The
government may set new targets but hasn’t announced any yet. In the meantime,
sales of peat-based compost continue throughout the UK. Once gardeners
appreciate that they are destroying a natural wildlife habitat to create an artificial one
around their homes, we are sure most won’t want to use peat. The RSPB, Wildlife
Trusts and Friends of the Earth are calling on government and industry to urgently
replace peat use in all forms of gardening and commercial horticulture. Gardens
owned and operated by the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) are now almost peatfree and the gardens of many National Trust properties haven’t been using peatbased products for years. The Trust looks after 40 peatland Sites of Special
Scientific Interest within the UK and is working to reverse years of decline. In the
UK, the Horticultural Trades Association has set up the Growing Media Initiative
(https://growingmedia.co.uk/responsible-sourcing/growing-media-initiative.html). In
Ireland the Peatland Conservation Council is working hard to protect Ireland’s
remaining peat bogs from further destruction.
In its budget for 2020-21, the Scottish Government will provide £20 million for
peatland restoration and a further commitment to invest £250 million over the next
ten years. Meanwhile, in England’s budget for 2020-21, the preservation of peat

bogs and woodlands was included within the £640m Nature for Climate Fund. The
UK Peatland Strategy was launched in April 2018 by the IUCN* UK Peatland
Programme with the aim of restoring 2 million hectares of peatland by 2040.
*International Union for the Conservation of Nature.
What are the alternatives?
After much research by horticultural organisations over the past few years, a wide
range of peat-free composts are now available. Many of these compare favourably
with peat-based ones, but at the moment you will have to pay a bit more for them.
The British Standards Institution's 'Publicly Available Specification for Composted
Materials' (PAS 100) sets a minimum quality specification for compost. PAS100 is a
fast-track version of a British Standard. The standard requires producers to establish
a quality policy and management system to make sure that the compost they sell is
fit for purpose. Any compost with the BSI PAS100 accreditation will always be of a
certain quality.
However, you still need to be a bit careful because all peat-free compost is not the
same. Some contains alternatives like coir (from coconuts), which isn’t always
harvested sustainably. Also, some peat-free compost doesn’t contain fertiliser so, if
you are looking for a John Innes substitute, always check the label. If in doubt, take
a look at our table of recommendations. This shows what is in each product and
where to buy it.
Use of peat in Ilkley
Bradford Metropolitan District Council (BDMC) is responsible for the public flower
beds in Ilkley Town Centre. The Council requires all of its plant suppliers to use
peat-free growing media, and has led the way in moving away from peat by using
alternatives for many years. BDMC Parks Department make their own compost from
green waste and local horse manure. It is returned to the parks after 3 years of
decomposition.
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What can I do?
There are numerous ways to help:
1. Only buy peat-free compost and potted plants. Local stores that sell peat-free
compost include Booths Supermarket, Courtyard Planters and Stephen Smiths
Garden Centre in Otley. All the plants sold by Courtyard Planters in Otley are
grown in peat-free compost. RHS Harlow Carr in Harrogate only sells peat-free
composts.
2. Spread the word. Encourage your friends and family to go peat-free.
3. Tell shops and garden centres which don’t sell peat-free compost that you wish to
buy some.
4. Ask shops and garden centres if the plants they sell were grown in peat-free
compost. If they sell some that were and some that weren’t ask them to label the
plants appropriately so you can make an informed buying choice.
5. Write to your MP voicing your concerns and ask the government to put more
pressure on the horticultural industry to completely withdraw peat-based compost
from all sectors.
6. Write to the major manufacturers like Westland or to the Horticultural Trades
Association (https://hta.org.uk/) asking them to justify why they continue to
market products based on peat.
7. Support organisations like Plantlife (https://www.plantlife.org.uk/uk) that are
pressing for the withdrawal of peat from horticulture.
8. Choose your compost products carefully. Make sure they contain only material
from sustainable resources – always read the label and see our table for advice.
9. Help us campaign locally.
Links to further information
1. RHS advice about peat-free alternatives:
https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?PID=441
2. The National Trust ‘Going Peat-Free’:
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/going-peat-free
3. Advice from the Irish Peatland Conservation Council:
http://www.ipcc.ie/help-ipcc/be-a-peat-free-gardener/
4. https://www.thisiseco.co.uk/news_and_blog/why-peat-free-compost-is-a-goodthing.html
5. You can find our more about plans to restore the UK’s peatlands at
https://www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/
6. Advice from the UK’s leading wetland conservation charity
https://www.wwt.org.uk/discover-wetlands/gardening-for-wetlands/how-to-gopeat-free-in-your-garden/#

