
More information

www.communitywetlandsforum.ie

www.ipcc.ie

www.wetlandssurveysireland.com 

info@communitywetlandsforum.ie

References 

Fernandez, F., Connolly K., Crowley W., Denyer J., Duff K. & Smith G. 
(2014) Raised Bog Monitoring and Assessment Survey 2013. Irish Wildlife 
Manuals, No. 81. National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Arts, 
Heritage and Gaeltacht, Dublin, Ireland.

Smith, G.F. & Crowley, W. (2020) The habitats of cutover raised bog. 
Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 128. National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Ireland.

An Roinn Oideachais (1978), Ainmneacha Plandaí & Ainmhithe, Oifig an 
Soláthair

O’Connell, C. (1998) A Day on the Bog Field Study Guide. Irish Peatland 
Conservation Council, Ireland.

www.florachoisfharraige.ie

www.tearma.ie

www.irishwildflowers.ie

www.irishlichens.ie

Supported by the Just Transition Fund & the Carbon Tax Fund

Text: Irish Peatland Conservation Council, National Parks and Wildlife Service,  
Community Wetlands Forum, Wetland Surveys Ireland, Ríonach Ní Néill.

Photographs: Tina Claffey, Fernando Fernandez,  Irish Peatland Conservation 
Council, Kate Flood, Eileen Fahey

Plant Identification for 
Raised Bog Condition 

Assessment



Introduction
This guide is designed to help you identify common plant species on raised bogs 

in Ireland. Plant identification will help you to classify the bog as being in poor, fair, 

good or excellent ecological condition. In this guide, we will show you how to assess 

peatlands by identifying the plant communities on the bog. Plant species and other 

physical characteristics are used to do this. 

This guide is primarily for use on uncut high bog. It can also be helpful on cutover 

bog but should be used with more caution as species composition can differ slightly 

and micro-topography is usually less well-developed. High bog is characterised as 

bog from the face-bank to the centre of the bog. It is still considered high bog even 

if it has been drained. Cutover bog refers to what is left behind after some turf has 

been extracted for domestic use, whether by hand or with machinery. Cutaway bog 

is bog that has been extracted industrially. This habitat is not included in this guide. 

Assessing raised bog habitat is very complex and it must be noted that this is a 

rough guide for non-experts to identify plant communities on the raised bog you are 

mapping using visual indicators. 

What is a raised bog
Raised bog is formed in lowland areas from the build-up of partly rotted vegetation 

under waterlogged conditions in depressions and lakes left behind by the retreating 

glaciers of the Ice Age around 10,000 years ago. Complete decomposition of plant 

material is prevented by the lack of oxygen available under waterlogged (anaerobic) 

conditions.

Over time the semi-decomposed plant material forms a thick layer of peat that rises 

toward the surface of the lake. Eventually, the surface peat is invaded by reeds, 

rushes and sedges to form a fen. The fen peat layer thickens until the roots of plants 

growing on the surface are no longer in contact with the calcium-rich groundwater. 

The only source of minerals for plants is now rainwater, which is very poor in 

minerals. Raised bog species, such as Sphagnum mosses begin to invade, and 

eventually, the fen becomes a raised bog. 

The principal supply of water and nutrients to a bog is from rainfall and the substrate 

The chart below shows some of the species commonly found on raised bogs. 

These species can each occur right across the spectrum of ecological condition 

from poor to excellent quality. However, their abundance can indicate where along 

that spectrum an area of bog is likely to sit.

Excellent 
Condition

Good 
Condition

Fair  
Condition

Poor 
Condition

Great 
Sundew

Sphagnum 
Cuspidatum

Sphagnum 
magellanicum

Sphagnum 
papillosum

Common 
cotton grass

White beaked 
sedge

Bog 
Asphodel

Carnation 
Sedge

Ling heather

Purple Moor 
Grass

Deer Grass



Sphagnum 
Cover
A key characteristic 

of ARB is that it is wet 

and “still supporting 

a significant area 

of vegetation that 

is normally peat 

forming”. As a proxy 

for assessing peat 

formation in raised bog 

monitoring, a general threshold of Sphagnum cover of 40% is used as a criterion in 

determining whether an area of high bog is ARB. An area of cutover bog must also 

have Sphagnum cover of more than 40%, in addition to a number of other criteria 

(which are usually intrinsically present on high bog), to qualify as ARB.

Assessing the Condition of Raised Bog
Raised bogs can be visually assessed to identify whether it is in poor, fair, good, 

or excellent ecological condition. Firstly, you will need to take a look at the micro-

topography. 

Micro-topography
Micro-topography relates to the features on the surface of the bog. On Raised Bog, 

micro-topography refers to hummocks, flats, lawns, hollows, and pools. The micro-

topography of a Raised Bog determines the types of plant communities that are 

present.

Good (or excellent) quality high bog is characterised by the presence of Sphagnum-

dominated vegetation forming these hummocks, pools, and hollows with flat areas 

and lawns in between, and the water level is near or at the surface. Cutover bogs 

tend to lack the variety and abundance of this micro-topography. 

Plant Cover
Plants that grow on the bog 

are a helpful indicator of the 

bog’s condition. The plants 

you see on the edges of the 

bog, or on cutover bog, may 

differ in abundance as you 

make your way to the centre 

of the bog, or on to high 

bog. For example, heather 

is dominant at the edges of 

the bog. This indicates that the bog is drier in this area, which is quite normal for 

the edge of a raised bog. If the heather remains dominant as you make your way to 

the centre of the bog, this indicates that the bog is generally in a poor condition. By 

identifying and noting which plant species is most common, you can estimate the 

condition of the bog.

Hummock

Flat
Lawn

Hollow Pool

Western Raised Bog in Excellent ConditionRaised Bog in Excellent Condition

formed is acid peat soil. This forms slowly at approximately 1-2 mm/year or 1 

metre/1000 years and can be up to 12m deep. Raised bogs are characterised by 

low-growing, open vegetation dominated by mosses, sedges, and heathers, all of 

which are adapted to waterlogged, acidic, and exposed conditions.

It is estimated that originally there were approximately 310,000 hectares of raised 

bog in the Republic of Ireland and 25,196 hectares in Northern Ireland. Ireland 

supports over 50% of the remaining European Atlantic region raised bog resource. 

Only 1,650 ha of raised bog in Ireland are currently deemed to be still forming peat, 

known as Active Raised Bog (ARB). Degraded Raised Bog (DRB) refers to areas 

of bog that although currently relatively dry and non-peat forming, are capable of 

developing into active bog within 30 years if their hydrology is repaired (usually after 

restoration works, particularly blocking of drains). Only those areas with the right 

combination of physical conditions (including surface shape, slope and drainage 

patterns) are considered DRB. Bog species typical of slightly drier conditions usually 

dominate in DRB. The remainder of the high bog that is neither ARB nor DRB is 

referred to as ‘Supporting Raised bog habitat’.

Lake

Fen

Raised bog

Bog peat

Water Soil of rock

Reed peat

Lake depositsFen peat

Excellent 
Condition

Good  
Condition

Fair  
Condition

Poor 
Condition

Micro-
topography

Micro-topography 
usually ranges 
from pools to tall 
hummocks
Pools are frequent 
to dominant 
On the more 
westerly sites pools 
tend to be more 
elongated and 
interconnecting with 
each other in places

Less variable and 
usually dominated 
by lawns and/or 
low hummocks.
Pools can 
be absent or 
occasional. 
Or if frequent the 
Sphagnum cover 
within them is low 

Degraded micro-
topography, 
with very little 
differentiation 
between hummocks 
and hollows.
Pools may still 
be present but 
usually they are 
algal with little or no 
Sphagnum cover 
within them.

Degraded 
micro-
topography 
No pools, 
lawns or 
wet hollows 
present

Sphagnum 
cover

75-100%
50-100% in western 
bogs

30-50% in West of 
Ireland
40-75% in 
Midlands

15-30% in West of 
Ireland
25-40% in Midlands

Less than  
10-20% 

Raised Bog in Good Condition Raised Bog in Fair Condition

Raised Bog in Poor Condition



Bog Plant Identification Trail

Start here 

Woody plant i.e. 
a shrub, hard, like a 

twig, breaks

Light green leaves 
with toothed edges. 

Bushy plant with black 
berries and green stems, 

with ridges

Leaves oval, only 
toothed along the edges 
towards the tips. When 

crushed produce a strong 
pine fragrance

Leaves less than 
1cm long, on a red 

stem. Red berries may 
be present. Creeping 

plan
Leaves~2.5cm 

long

Bluish spines and 
yellow flowers

Alternating leaves

Leaves arranged in 
fours. Pink flowers in 

bunches at the tops of 
the stems

Small, blunt, needle-like 
leaves with a white line on the 

lower surface

Pale green or grey. No 
leaves. May have tiny red 

parts.

Leaves 
resemble grasses 

or needles

Leaves have three 
edges

Growing in pools 
or water

Moss grows 
upright, with bushy 

heads, forming tufts, 
many colours. Holds 

water

Pale green 
moss, with shoots 
that have pinnate 
branching, though 
branching is rarely 

regular

Forms large 
hummocks that 

have a glaucous green 
appearance when wet 
and appear greenish 
white when dry. Can 
be up to 50cm high 

and 1m across, though 
usually smaller. Leaves 

6-9 mm long

Leaves 
oval-shaped, 

floating on water in 
bog pools. Flowers 
greenish yellow on 

spikes

One white 
fluffy head per 
stem like cotton

Yellow 
star-shaped 

flower. Leaves 
like spikes. In 
autumn, the 
leaves turn 
orange and 
the seeds 

are enclosed 
in an orange 

capsule

Wide 
leaves, 

tinged with 
brown at the 

tips. A swollen 
bulb at the 
base of the 

leaves. Leaves 
form bright 
green wavy 

tufts

Flowers 
in black 
to brown 

clusters at the 
tips of long 

stems

1-3 white flower 
heads along stems. 
Flowers in August. 
Fruit has a beak or 
tubercle at the tip. 

Leaves flat grey-green 
and in spirals

1-3 clusters of 
brown flowers at 

tip of stem. Leaves 
flat or rolled in at 
edges. Fruit has a 
beak or tubercle at 

the tip

Many 
white fluffy 

heads per stem 
like cotton. 

Leaves are tinged 
with red at the 

tips

Small 
brownish 

inflorescence at 
tips. Grows in 

tufts

Single 
purple-brown 
flowering head 

at tip. 1-3 
stalked flowers 

on sides of 
stem. Leaves 
bluish grey 

green. Purple 
fruits

Tips of the 
leaves have tiny 

red tentacles with 
drops of sticky fluid 

at the ends

Leaves divided into 
five lobes with toothed 

edges, yellow flowers with 
four petals

Leaves small and arranged 
opposite one another at the 

base of the stem. Small blue or 
pink flowers

Small plant with 
crumpled dissected 

leaves and pink flowers 
at the top of the leafy 

stem

Forms tufts 3-12 
cm tall. Leaves are 
pale yellow-green 

and contrast with the 
brown felt-like rhizoids 

(hairs) covering the 
stem. Leaves 4-6mm 
long at the top of the 

shoot but shorter 
below

Moss with tiny 
leaves. Very compact 

plant. Forms a carpet that 
may be wet to touch

Plant with obvious 
leaves that may be broad 

or needle-like. Flowers may 
be present

Leaves arranged in threes 
on the stem. Purple flowers 
arising from side branches

Bushy plant with tiny, 
scale-like leaves that are 

packed together and overlapping. 
Many tiny pink flowers

NO

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES YES

YES

YES

YES YES YES YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES YES

YES

YES YES

YES
YES

YES

YES

YES

Léicin Cladonia 
Cladonia

Gorse  
Ulex europaeus - Aiteann

Crowberry
Empetrum nigrum - 
Lus na feannóige

Ling  Heather 
Calluna vulgaris - 
Fraoch coiteann

Bell  Heather
Erica cinerea - 

Fraoch Cloigíneach

Sp. Cross-leaved Heath
Erica tetralix -  

Fraoch naoscaí

Bilberry 
Vaccinium myrtillus - 

Fraochóg

Bog-myrtle 
Myrica gale - Raideog

Bog-rosemary 
Andromeda polifolia 

- Lus na Móinte

Cranberry
Vaccinium oxycoccos 

- Mónóg

Sphagnum moss 
Sphagnum - Súsán / 

Sfagnam

YES

Heath Plait-moss
Hypnum jutlandicum - 

Caonach Trilsithe Móna

Pincushionmoss
Leucobryum glaucum

Forms dark 
green to nearly black 
cushions or patches. 

Stems to 15 cm, usually 
5-10 cm. Leaves 3.5-9 
mm long that are erect 

and straight when 
moist. Leaf base is 
spearhead shaped, 

tapering to an almost 
white hair point

YES

Bristly Swan-neck Moss  
Campylopus atrovirens

Ribbed Bog Moss 
Aulacomnium palustre

Leaves divided 
into three distinct 
waxy lobes like a 
giant shamrock. 

Plant of pools and 
wet hollows, with a 
fluffy white flower 
and spongy stems

YES

Bogbean 
Menyanthes trifoliata 
-  an Bearnán Lachan

Aquatic 
plant with 

submerged feathery 
leaf stems. Two-

lipped yellow 
flowers held on 
slender stems 
above water. 

Flowers in June 
and July.

YES

Lesser Bladderwort 
Utricularia minor - 

Lus bhorraigh beag

Pondweed
Potamogeton -  Liach 

Mhóna

Lousewort
 Pedicularis sylvatica 

- Lus an Ghiolla

White Beak-Sedge
Ryhncospora alba - 

an Ghobsheisc

Carnation sedge
Carex panicea -  

an Chíb Chruithneachta

Brown Beak-Sedge
Ryhncospora fusca - an 

Ghobsheisc

Black Bog-rush
Schoenus nigricans - Sifín

Purple Moor-grass
Molinia caerulea - 

Fionnán

Bog Asphodel
Narthecium ossifragum 

- Sciollam na Móna

Hare’s-tail Cottongrass
Eriophorum vaginatum 

- an Ceannbhán 
Caolduilleach

Tormentil
Potentilla erecta -  

an Néalfartach

Milkwort 
Polygala vulgaris - 

Lus an Bhainne

Common Cottongrass
Eriophorum angustifolium 

- an Ceannbhán 
Caolduilleach

Deergrass
Trichophorum 

cespitosum - an Chíb 
Cheanngheall

Reindeer 
Lichen

Devil’s Matchstick 
Lichen

Sundew

Drosera intermedia
- Cailís Mhuire

Drosera rotundifolia
- an Drúchtín Móna

Drosera anglica -
Cailís Mhuire Mhór

Oblong-leaved 
Sundew

Round-leaved 
Sundew

Great 
Sundew

NO

NO


