Alpine peatlands under pressure
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Cross-border analysis reveals widespread signs of disturbance in bogs and fens across
Alpine region.

Peatlands in the Alps are mostly small, scattered and difficult to access. As a result, up-to-date
information on their extent and condition is often lacking. An international research team, including
researchers from the University of Gottingen, has now developed a cross-border approach to
identifying these particular areas. A comparison with official maps shows that the model identifies
many peatlands as smaller than previously mapped - particularly in areas where aerial photographs
reveal visible signs of disturbance. The findings were published in the journal Communications Earth
& Environment.

The team analysed 590 peatlands already on maps in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. To do this,
the researchers developed a new model that combines data from satellites sensing visible light as
well as those that use radar, collected from 2019 to 2023, alongside data from on-the-ground
studies. They then compared the results with official maps of peatlands. It turned out that the model
often indicated that these areas were significantly smaller than those shown on the official maps.
The latest aerial photographs also provided clues as to possible causes. For instance, signs of
disturbance were visible at almost 90 per cent of the sites: encroaching trees and shrubs; new
infrastructure or drainage for agricultural use, such as for hay production. The drainage ditches dug
for this purpose are also visible in the aerial photographs.

“At first, we thought the model was wrong. But then we discovered that these ‘too small’ bogs were
mostly located in areas that had clearly been disturbed by activity, such as new drainage ditches or
paths,” explains lead author Dr Marian Schonauer, at Mendel University, Czech Republic. Dr Simon
Drollinger at Gottingen University’s Bioclimatology adds: “Alpine peatlands are small habitats of
great ecological importance: they store carbon in the long term, regulate the water cycle and
provide a habitat for specialised animal and plant species. Our analysis shows that the condition of
many bogs in the Alpine region may be more severely affected than previously thought, and that up-
to-date data are crucial for planning targeted conservation and restoration interventions.”

The researchers call for a more comprehensive survey of alpine peatlands and for better
coordination of their protection and restoration. Their freely available approach can help with this
by enabling the regular satellite monitoring of peatlands, the planning of targeted field surveys and
the keeping of maps up to date.

Original publication: Schonauer, M. et al. ,Peatlands mapped across the European Alps with a
harmonised multi-sensor workflow show widespread degradation.” Communications Earth &
Environment (2026). DOI: 10.1038/543247-026-04036-3
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