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Summary
Caroline will give a presentation about the €13 million Flows to the Future Project in the north of Scotland
conserving and restoring peatlands of global importance. This workshop will be ideal for anyone with an
interest in the management and restoration of wetland habitats (including peatbogs) and/or an interest in
the interpretation and raising awareness of an important natural environment. Also present to join the
discussion after the presentation will be Ian Mitchell who is on the Management Team of The Flows to the
Future Project and is also well known for his work promoting nature and the environment in Slovenia.

“THE BEST PEATLAND OF
ITS TYPE IN THE WORLD”
The Flow Country is an area of deep peat, dotted with bog pools, that blankets much of Caithness and Sutherland, the
northernmost two districts of mainland Scotland.
The Flow Country is the largest expanse of blanket bog in Europe and covers about 200,000 hectares. A recent
academic study has described The Flow Country as being “the best peatland of its type in the world”.
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For a small country, Scotland plays a key role in conserving this globally rare habitat. Blanket bog covers about 20%
of Scotland’s land area: that’s about 15% of all the blanket bog in the world.
Blanket bog only forms in cool places with plenty of rain. The few plants that can grow here such as bog mosses, don’t
rot away, but build up to form deep layers of peat. The Flow Country’s bogs have been growing for over 10,000 years,
ever since the glaciers melted away at the end of the last Ice Age, and the peat is now over 10 metres deep in places.
These bogs importantly store about 400 million tonnes of carbon in the peat below their surface – this is almost 3
times the amount of Carbon in all of Britain’s woodlands.
The Flow Country is also internationally important as a breeding ground for birds that depend on this wild, unspoilt
environment. Red-throated and black-throated divers, golden plover and greenshank nest here, while raptors like
merlin, short-eared owls and golden eagles hunt over the moss and pools.
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But these bogs are not just important for nature and wildlife; they provide vital services for people too. They store
more carbon than any other land-based ecosystem, making them a vital defence against the effects of climate
change. They also play a major role in providing high quality, unpolluted water.
Bogs hold vast quantities of water and the rivers that flow from healthy peat bogs are remarkably clean. They’re ideal
sources of drinking water, as well as being good for fish like salmon that are highly sensitive to pollution. The rivers
that drain from the Flow Country offer some of the best salmon fishing in Scotland, creating a valuable resource for
the local economy. Bogs affect the marine environment too: there’s evidence that rivers flowing from peat bogs
improve the quality of coastal waters close to where they meet the sea.
These sorts of benefits or “ecosystem services” are increasingly recognised as major contributions to the economy,
and they extend beyond protecting the environment and creating valuable economic resources.

Thousands of people come to The Flow Country every year not because of its role as a defence against climate
change or because it maintains good water quality, but because it offers a rare experience of wilderness, solitude and
inspiration. In the words of a Scottish Government briefing paper, peatlands give us ecosystem services that
“contribute to making human life both possible and worth living.”

FLOWS TO THE FUTURE is a far reaching and ambitious project which aims to significantly increase the level of
conservation management and promotional activities currently being undertaken in the Flow Country.
The €13 million Heritage Lottery Funded project is aiming to restore areas of blanket bog in the heart of the Flow
Country that have been damaged by forestry planting. It will also promote and develop our knowledge about the role
of peat and carbon storage, and involve and connect people everywhere with this precious habitat, delivering real
economic benefits for one of the least densely populated areas in Scotland.
The project which started on 4 July 2014 and will take place over 5 years, is being delivered by the Peatlands
Partnership with RSPB (Scotland) as the lead partner.

Project outputs, in addition to the building of the new Flows Field Centre include the following:
•

The Flows to the Future project is restoring 18 square kilometers of blanket bog habitat – removing forestry blocks
and blocking ditches in areas where forestry has already been felled, and drain blocking, on RSPB Forsinard
Flows National Nature Reserve (NNR).

•

We are developing five roadside interpretation sites across the Flow Country to give panoramic views of the
peatlands and provide a trail for visitors and local people to experience and learn about the peatlands.

•

The project has updated and improved the visitor centre at Forsinard Flows NNR and is providing improved
parking and upgraded interpretation on the NNR’s Dubh Lochan Trail.

•

The project will be creating improved and increased access for walkers as well as developing novel and innovative
interpretation and learning opportunities for people across the Flow Country.

•

We have developed a successful schools’ learning programme and a 5 year programme of community activities
both at Forsinard and throughout Caithness and Sutherland.

•

We have created a 6m high viewing tower – the architectural award winning “Flows Lookout” – and an easy
access boardwalk along a Dubh Lochan Trail at Forsinard.

The Flows Lookout
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•

For those unable to visit the Flow Country the project has developed remote learning and awareness raising
opportunities through; an interactive website, a documentary film, an online 3D landscape model of the Flow
Country and an exciting carbon capture computer game.

•

To engage with new audiences we have developed some creative community arts commissions to encourage
people to engage with the Flows through the arts.

•

A UK wide travelling exhibition about carbon and peatlands was launched by The Peatlands Partnership at the
Royal Botanic Gardens in Edinburgh in June 2017 and since then it has visited Glasgow and Stirling. It is
currently in Aberdeen.

