
Ministear airson na h-Arainneachd agus Atharrachadh Aimsir
Minister for Environment and Climate Change
Stiubhart MacSteafain BPA
Stewart Stevenson MSP

FIT: 08457741741
E:scottish.ministers@scotland.gsLgov.uk

Christina McKelvie MSP
Convener
European and External Relation Committee
Room TG.01
The Scottish Parliament
Edinburgh
EH99 1SP

28 October 2011

Dear Christina

~

The Scottish
Government
Riaghaltas na h-Alba

In the follow-up to John Swinney's evidence to the Committee on 4 October, Jamie McGrigor
asked a question about peatlands. I am writing to provide further information about
Scotland's peatlands and whether they might attract a subsidy as a carbon sink.

First, I can confirm that Scotland is indeed rich in peatlands. They cover about 20% of our
land, and the peat can be several metres deep. Our peatlands contain some 1,600 million
tonnes of carbon, which is over half of the carbon in our soils (3,000 million tonnes), which in
turn is over half the UK total. These figures may be compared with the greenhouse gas
emissions for Scotland, which are estimated at approximately 13.9 million tonnes of carbon
per year. Blanket bog, the most common form of peatland in Scotland, is relatively rare
globally; we have over 10% of the world total.

Peatland have over hundreds of years accumulated carbon through the presence of
Sphagnum moss in wet conditions. Undamaged peatlands continue to do so and are thus a
carbon sink, which naturally helps mitigate climate change. However, it would not be normal
practice for public bodies to pay a subsidy for a natural process, and I do not see a case for
doing so.

Where peatlands have been drained or otherwise disturbed, the peat is liable to dry out and
oxidise to form carbon dioxide. There is considerable interest in measures to prevent this by
restoration of damaged peatlands. We have measures in the Scotland Rural Development
Programme (SRDP) designed to prevent damage (eg moorland management plans) or
assist land managers with restoration, eg ditch-blocking.

The 2020 Climate Change Group has asked the Moorland Forum to set up a Peatlands
Working Group, a group of interested parties, which plans to examine the question of
attracting private or other funding into appropriate peatland management for climate change
mitigation. This could include a voluntary carbon credits proposal or the use of peatland
restoration as part of wider corporate social responsibility. However, it should be noted that
the effects of peatland restoration on emissions are complex and to some degree uncertain;
for instance re-wetting often results in an increase of methane emissions for a few years.
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Further research is being carried out, which I hope will clarify the effects that can be
expected. Fundamentally, we need greater certainty over the effect on emissions resulting
from restoration if we are to support any proposal to use public funds for peatland
management on the grounds of carbon management.

This work will also feed into ongoing international efforts that are being undertaken to
consider how peatlands may feature in emissions reporting in the future.

I am copying this letter to the Convener of the RACCE Committee.

Kind regards

,~~-~----

STEWART STEVENSON
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