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Introduction

Blawhorn Moss (Fig. 1) is owned and managed by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and it
lies at 220 metres above sea level in a slight depression. The depth of peat across the site
varies but can be up to 8 metres. The peat surface is slightly domed but merges into a more
typical blanket mire topography on the north-eastern side.
Hydrologically, it has developed around a linear east-west mineral ridge. To the north of the
ridge the peatland drains northwards into the Drumtassie Burn, while to the south of the
ridge the peatland drains southward into the Barbauchlaw Burn. The western section of the
site is divided from the eastern section for the most part by a deep ditch draining into the
Drumtassie burn.
The underlying solid geology is of the Upper Carboniferous Productive Coal Measures of the
Palaeozoic era, aged at approx. 290 million years. Overlying the solid geology are areas of
boulder clay deposited by glacial activity during the Pleistocene. The most obvious evidence
of the glacial activity is the mineral strip, which partly bisects the southern part of the site.

Figure 1: Blawhorn Moss extent and boundary map

Habitats
The main natural heritage interest of Blawhorn Moss is the extensive area of raised and
blanket bog M18a/M18b and, where it still exists, the supporting lagg fen system at the
edges of the bog.
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The vegetation exhibits well-developed hummock and hollow topography, and supports
many of the plant species representative of bog habitat.
The area of peatland at Blawhorn Moss accounts for 2% of the total raised bog resource in
Great Britain and 0.2% of the EU total raised bog area1 and lies on the south eastern edge
of a group of blanket, raised and intermediate bogs that spread in a patchwork across the
Slamannan Plateau (Fig. 2). it is the largest (109.43 ha) and least disturbed lowland raised
bog in Lothian and one of the larger raised bogs in the Central Belt of Scotland. It supports
the 3rd largest area of primary natural surface in the central belt of Scotland.
As well as being an National Nature Reserve (NNR), Blawhorn Moss is also designated as
an SAC (Active and Degraded Raised Bog) and a SSSI (Raised Bog).

Figure 2: Peatland on the overall Slamannan Plateau - showing Blawhorn Moss and
Fannyside EcoCoLife site)
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Background
The site was extensively drained in the past and there is evidence that small-scale peat
cutting took place around the site’s boundary. Evidence of field boundaries and remnants of
a rig and furrow system indicate that the site was used for arable farming and there was
extensive grazing by sheep and cattle. Management of the site for grazing would have
included burning to increase the nutritional value of the vegetation. There are large parts of
the moss in the central and southern section which are still recovering from a series of
(accidental and arson) fires which took place about a decade ago.
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Extensive trench bunding was carried out by the EcoCoLife project in 2016 by Open Space.
A series of trench bunds was constructed around the approximately 2.4 km in length and a
series of peat dams along the ditch at the eastern end of the site (Fig. 3). To retain water on
the peat body and to improve on the previous ditch blocking work carried out since the site
became a National Nature Reserve in 1980.

Figure 3: The location of bunds on Blawhorn Moss

Figure 4: Trench Bund
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Monitoring

3.1

Hydrology

Hydrological monitoring was implemented in in 2015, by Peatland Action, with the setting up
of 6 “OTT Orpheus Mini” data-loggers which automatically send the data to a receiver at
SEPA (Fig. 5). The dataloggers were set to record water level at recording depth rather than
OS datum as the value was too high to input to the software; Blawhorn Moss is over 200m
above sea level. BH 4 data-logger didn’t function properly and no useable data has yet
been extracted.

Figure 5: Location of data loggers on Blawhorn Moss

Results of hydrological monitoring
It’s too early to have a definitive picture of what is happening to the water levels at Blawhorn
Moss. However the trend is toward a stabilisation of the hydrology. There was a significant
decrease in the rainfall total in 2016 from 2015, but the evidence from the data-loggers is
that the water table remained relatively stable and maintained a level closer to the surface
than in the previous 2015 period, particularly in the autumn of 2016 (Figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 6: Rainfall correlated with all dataloggers. The orange line indicates when the trench
bunding and damming was carried out.
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Figure 7: Rainfall correlated with total water level from data-loggers on Blawhorn Moss
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The rainfall for the winter period October 2016- March 2017 was unusually dry with 34% less
precipitation than the two previous winters (Fig. 8).
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Figure 8: Rainfall (2015-2017)
The water table for the winter post-EcoCoLife work at Blawhorn was maintained at a mean
average of 3mm higher than prior to the work, despite the unseasonably low rainfall. This is
an early indicator that the operation has been effective, but only over the longer term can a
judgment be given with greater confidence.

3.2 Vegetation
The method of vegetation monitoring is the JNCC “Common Standards Monitoring” (CSM)
Method.
As Blawhorn Moss is a designated site, baseline vegetation monitoring already exists as part
of the Site Condition Monitoring (SCM) program, using the CSM method (Attribute table
appendix 1); applying percentage cover, positive and negative species as indicators, to
make a qualitative assessment of the habitat.
A full SCM of Blawhorn Moss SAC and SSSI was carried out in 2014; preceding the work of
Open space by 2 years. This data was used as the baseline survey. A further survey in 2017
was carried out; allowing an 18 month period, post operation and a comparison was made.
18 sample points where taken across the site at the same GPS locations using a Garmin
etrex GPS as the SCM quadrats. These are not fixed point quadrats, and there is a 4 metre
error margin for the quadrat locations (Fig. 9).
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Figure 9: Quadrat locations

The quadrats were 2x2 metres and a percentage cover was recorded of the CSM indicator
(positive and negative) species; frequency across the sample points was also recorded.
Broadly speaking, the positives are sphagnum mosses and vascular plants typical of the
M18 mire communities (Table 1). Negatives species are vascular plants and bryophytes
which are indicative of nutrient enrichment; nitrogen deposition, oxidation of the peat body
(drying out and burning); typically species such as Chamerion angustifolium and
Polytrichum sp (excluding Polytrichum alpestre)

Ling heather

Calluna vulgaris

Cross-leaved heath

Erica tetralix

Common cottongrass

Eriophorum angustifolium

Harestail bog-cotton

Eriophorum vaginatum

Deergrass

Trichophorum cespitosum

Table 1: Vascular plants positive indicators
The positive indicator plants shown in Table 1 are typical plants of a M18 mire, and in
comparison with the survey in 2014, there has been little significant change.
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There appears to be a slight difference in amount of cover of the species. However as the
quadrats where not fixed point; this can be attributable to slight variation in location due to
errors in the GPS.
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Figure 10: Changes in indicator species cover (1)
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Figure 11: Changes in indicator species cover (2)
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The sphagnum component appears to have remained broadly similar; which is what would
be expected after only two growing seasons post operations, on a bog which already had a
relatively healthy sphagnum flora. There has been a noticeable reduction of S.fallax. This
species is not a typical M18 species, but is more nutrient tolerant, and is also subject to
greater variations in population year to year. I am of the opinion that the variation is not
particularly significant at this stage.
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Figure 12: Changes in Sphagnum cover

3.3

Structure

Peat depths were recorded by Oatridge College in October 2015. The results can be found
at SNH ref A1835002. Depth was recorded at 109 points across the mire, depths varied
from 0.65 meters to 8.65 meters, with a mean average depth of 4.33 metres.
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Future Monitoring

4.1
Hydrology
The data-loggers need some maintenance and a possibly a manual download. When this is
completed SEPA will continue to collect the data as part of the Peatland Action program.
4.2
Vegetation
Vegetation will continue to be monitored as part of the 6 yearly cycle of Site Condition
Monitoring for the sites SSSI and SAC ‘Raised’ and ‘Active and Degraded’ Bog features.
4.3
Structure
The peat depth survey will provide the data for a contoured map of the peat body
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