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An introduction to UK National Plant Monitoring Scheme broad habitat type

BOG AND WET HEATH
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UK National Plant Monitoring Scheme broad habitat type BOG AND WET HEATH

This broad habitat, which is divided into three fine-scale habitats — blanket bog, raised bog and wet heath — occurs on damp to
very wet peaty soils and its vegetation consists mainly of dwarf shrubs, sedges, grasses and mosses.

Bogs are mostly on level to gently sloping surfaces of peat at least 50 cm deep, but can occur on peat shallower than this. Wet
heath is mainly on level to moderately sloping surfaces of peat less than 50 cm deep, but can be on deeper peat that would
once have had bog vegetation but has since become drier, and can also be on shallow peat on quite steep slopes. Peat depth
and slope gradient are therefore not the best ways to define and classify bogs and wet heaths, because they do not consistently
determine the species composition of the vegetation.

Blanket bogs and raised bogs can be very alike in terms of their vegetation. Their defining differences are hydrological. Raised
bogs are gentle domes of deep peat that have built up over time in a previously water-filled basin. They occur mainly in the
lowlands. Blanket bogs are on peat that has built up to form a blanket-like cover over level to gently undulating terrain. They
are mainly in upland areas with a climate that is cooler and/or wetter than in most areas with raised bogs. This cool, wet
climate has encouraged the growth of peat-building plants — Sphagnum mosses and hare’s-tail cottongrass Eriophorum
vaginatum — hence the formation of extensive peat cover. Wet heaths and bogs share many plant species with each other
(though there differences between them that reflect the rather drier but still damp to wet soils in wet heaths) and with dry
heaths. The main vascular plant species in wet heaths and bogs are shown in the next two pages: the first page shows species
that are mostly in wet heaths and bogs but no more than sparse in dry heaths; the second page shows species that are at least
as common in dry heaths as they are in wet heaths and bogs.

Bog in Sutherland in August Wet heath in Sutherland in September Dry heath in Aberdeenshire in May

Note: in this document, flowering periods of plant species are given numerically (e.g. 5-6 = May-June); this information is taken from Collins Flower Guide ISBN 978-0-00-718389-0
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Bog and Wet Heat

Species that are common in bogs and wet heaths, but no more than sparse in dry heaths. They are all listed as NPMS
positive indicators in wet heaths and all bogs, except that deergrass is not listed for raised bog and hare’s-tail cottongrass not listed for wet heath.

Cross-leaved heath
Erica tetralix.
Greyish-green leaves
in whorls of 4 and
with whitish hairs.

]

Deergrass
Trichophorum
germanicum. Dense
tufts of straight stems,
each with a small
flower spike at its tip.
Turns a rich golden
colour in autumn.

Purple moor-grass
Molinia caerulea.
Tussocks (can be
large) of long leaves
that turn buff in
autumn. Long,
narrow, branched
flower heads.

Common cotton-
grass Eriophorum
angustifolium.
Multiple cottony
heads. Leaves 3-6
mm wide; reddish
in autumn. Does

not form tussocks.
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Hares’s-tail cotton-
grass E. vaginatum.
Single cottony heads.
Dense tussocks of ‘wiry’
leaves <1 mm wide,
turning dull grey-brown
in autumn. More or less
confined to bogs.

Bog myrtle Myrica gale.
Narrow oval leaves with
a few large, shallow
teeth. Leaves have a
strong resinous scent.
Young stems reddish.
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Heather Calluna vulgaris. Bell heather Erica Bilberry (Scottish = Cowberry Vaccinium vitis-

Leaves tiny and not in cinerea. Leaves in whorls blaeberry) Vaccinium idaea. Stems browner, not
whorls. Very small pale pink  of 3. Bright mid pink- myrtillus. Stems green and ridged. Leaves dark,
flowers. Very common indry purple flowers. Common  ridged. Leaves oval and evergreen, blunt and
heaths, wet heaths and in dry heaths and some pointed, with toothed edges.  untoothed. Common in
bogs. NPMS positive wet heaths. NPMS Common in dry heaths and some dry heaths and bogs;
indicator in wet heath and positive indicator in wet some wet heaths and bogs. scarcer in wet heaths. NPMS
all bogs. heath and blanket bog NPMS positive indicator in positive indicator in raised
(but rare in bogs). wet heath and all bogs. bog.

Bog and Wet Heatl

Crowberry Empetrum
nigrum. Leaves in
whorls or not; quite
thick + white stripe
running up underside.
Common in some dry
heaths and bogs;
scarcer in wet heaths.
NPMS positive
indicator in bogs.
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Bogs and wet heaths — shared species. While wet heaths and bogs share some species with dry heath (especially
heather, but also bell heather, bilberry, cowberry and crowberry), they differ from dry heaths in having extensive total
cover of one or more of the following six wetland species that are no more than sparse in dry heaths: cross-leaved
heath, deergrass, purple moor-grass, common cottongrass, hare’s-tail cottongrass and bog myrtle.

What makes bog vegetation different from wet heath vegetation? Bogs have an abundance (collectively) of one or
more of hare’s-tail cottongrass Eriophorum vaginatum and the mosses Sphagnum papillosum (big and ochre-
coloured) and S. magellanicum (big and dull red; split in recent years into S. divinum and S. medium, the latter being
the more common and both looking very alike). These bog indicators are no more than very sparse in wet heaths (and
are not seen at all in dry heaths, save for the very occasional tuft of hare’s-tail cottongrass in some types).

Good indicators of bog habitat. L: Hare’s-tail cottongrass Eriophorum vaginatum. Above R: Sphagnum papillosum. Below R: Sphagnum medium.
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Here is a mix of Sphagnum papillosum (pale ochre colour) and S. capillifolium (red). S. papillosum is very common in the
wetter bog habitats. S. capillifolium has shorter, narrower branches, so the whole flower-like ‘head’ (capitulum) is
smaller than in S. papillosum.
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If you see red Sphagnum it is most likely to be S. capillifolium, which is much the commonest Sphagnum of this colour
and grows in bogs, heaths and varous other habitats. S. divinum and S.medium — both mainly bog species — are larger,
being the same size as S. papl//osum Here are photos of S. capllllfo/lum (L) and S. medium (R), both to the same scale.
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Within bogs the relative proportions of hare’s-tail cottongrass, Sphagnum papillosum and S. divinum/medium vary.
Some bogs, especially those that are not as excessively wet, have a co-dominance of hare’s-tail cottongrass and
heather, accompanied by mosses including Sphagnum capillifolium but little or no S. papillosum/divinum/medium.
Here is an example of this Calluna-Eriophorum vaginatum bog: this kind of vegetation is particularly common in blanket
bogs on level to moderately sloping ground in the colder (e.g. higher-altitude) parts of the British and Irish uplands.

Calluna vulgaris-Eriophorum vaginatum bog in the Southern Uplands in July
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Conversely, some of the wetter bogs, especially at low altitudes in the west, can have plenty of Sphagnum papillosum
but not very much hare’s-tail cottongrass. Here is an example in north-west Sutherland in June. Other species here
include S. capillifolium, heather, cross-leaved heath, common cottongrass, purple moor-grass and bog myrtle.
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This blanket bog in Northern Ireland in October has plenty of hare’s-tail cottongrass and Sphagnum papillosum (as well
as heather, cross-leaved heath, deergrass, common cottongrass, bog asphodel and S. capillifolium).
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The mix of plant species in bogs reflects the habitat of deep wet peat with a rain-fed water supply. Without mineral
enrichment from bedrock/groundwater sources the habitat is acidic and nutrient-poor; hence the adaptation by
sundews (Drosera species) to obtain nutrients by catching insects. Here is round-leaved sundew D. rotundifolia: a
common species in our wetter bogs and a NPMS positive indicator in all three fine-scale habitat types. Two other
sundews grow in bogs and wet heaths and have narrow oval leaves: oblong-leaved sundew Drosera intermedia (leaf
blade c. 1 cm long; flower stem starting below leaf rosette; NPMS positive indicator in wet heath) and great sundew D.

anglica (leaf blade c.3 cm long; flower stem growing straight up from middle of leaf rosette; NPMS positive indicator in
blanket and raised bogs).




m W National Plant
&% Monitoring Scheme S




