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Summary of Deliverable 

This deliverable presents the governance analysis of national blended finance peatland policies in 
Denmark and Scotland. The study examines Denmark’s Agreement on a Green Denmark and 
Scotland’s Peatland Programme and the wider Natural Capital Market Framework, asking how policies 
are perceived by the actors whose decisions shape restoration on the ground. 

Fifty-four semi-structured interviews were completed (37 in Scotland focussing on both market and 
policy issues, 17 in Denmark focussing primarily on policy issues) across sectors including 
government agencies, landowners and advisers, nature market actors, environmental NGOs and rural 
communities. Transcripts were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis within a human-in-the-loop 
workflow that used large language model support under researcher oversight. All interpretive 
decisions, codebook moves and evidence assignments were verified by the research team against the 
source material. Triangulation workshops in Scotland and Denmark were subsequently carried out 
with the interview participants to ensure results and policy recommendations captured their views and 
perspectives. 

Thirteen themes were developed from the interview data. Participants described personal connections 
with peatlands, the importance of experiential encounters, situated knowledge and historical 
associations with peatlands. Peatlands were described as multi-benefit ecological structures and 
restoration was framed around repair, biodiversity, future uses of peatlands, as well as wider climate 
arguments. Participants assessed the legitimacy of peatland restoration in detail, discussing policy 
architecture, the costs and benefits associated with restoration, the wider impacts of projects on 
landowners, the public and local communities, and the coherence of implementation structures and 
processes. Additionally, peatland restoration was debated as representing an important land-use 
change, with the long-term outcomes of such change remaining open to interpretation. Across both 
Denmark and Scotland, shared policy issues centred around incentives, credibility, access and the 
inclusion of diverse voices within restoration processes, fairness and responsibilities.  

Based on the results, regulatory, fiscal and standard-setting policy recommendations were developed 
for Denmark and Scotland, with a focus on restoration incentives, funding mechanisms for peatland 
restoration and the strengthening of capacity for community-led delivery. Additionally, a number of 
pilot schemes are suggested for each country. 

 

 

 

  



 

6 

 

 

Contents 

1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 9 

2 Policy context ................................................................................................................................. 10 

2.1 Denmark ................................................................................................................................... 10 

2.2 Scotland .................................................................................................................................... 10 

3 Methodology ................................................................................................................................... 12 

3.1 Research design ....................................................................................................................... 12 

3.2 Interviews.................................................................................................................................. 13 

3.3 Analysis .................................................................................................................................... 14 

3.4 Co-production ........................................................................................................................... 15 

3.5 Ethics, reflexivity and limitations ............................................................................................... 15 

4 Findings across Denmark and Scotland ........................................................................................ 16 

4.1 Experiential and sensory encounter with peatlands ................................................................. 18 

4.1.1 Atmosphere and sensory detail made peatlands distinctive ........................................... 18 

4.1.2 Bodily effort ...................................................................................................................... 19 

4.1.3 Peatlands also generated calm, fascination and felt smallness ...................................... 20 

4.1.4 Peatlands also slowed attention and made ordinary places newly visible ...................... 20 

4.1.5 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 21 

4.2 More-than-human ethics, intrinsic value and stewardship ....................................................... 21 

4.2.1 Peatlands as entities with value in their own right ........................................................... 21 

4.2.2 Stewardship, temporary tenure and obligations to future others ..................................... 22 

4.2.3 Respectful restraint and the ethics of leaving peatlands alone ....................................... 22 

4.2.4 Reciprocity, humility and the moral posture of relation .................................................... 24 

4.2.5 Rights, voice and the problem of more-than-human representation ............................... 24 

4.2.6 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 25 

4.3 Deep-time archive, cultural memory and place identity ........................................................... 26 

4.3.1 Time depth and preserved archive .................................................................................. 26 

4.3.2 Living heritage and customary practice ........................................................................... 27 

4.3.3 Biographical landscapes .................................................................................................. 27 

4.3.4 Place identity and authenticity ......................................................................................... 28 

4.3.5 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 28 

4.4 Multi-benefit ecological infrastructure ....................................................................................... 28 

4.4.1 Peatlands were described as connected ecological systems ......................................... 28 

4.4.2 Water made peatlands publicly consequential ................................................................ 29 

4.4.3 Biodiversity return made restoration tangible .................................................................. 29 

4.4.4 Climate function was expressed through present loss and future risk ............................ 30 



 

7 

 

4.4.5 Restoration reopened questions of land purpose ............................................................ 30 

4.5 Restoration as repair, reversal and restitution.......................................................................... 31 

4.5.1 Restoration as reversal of an earlier land-use project ..................................................... 31 

4.5.2 Restoration as returning peatland to its own integrity ...................................................... 31 

4.5.3 Restoration as obligation to future generations ............................................................... 32 

4.5.4 Restoration as collective redress ..................................................................................... 32 

4.5.5 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 33 

4.6 Climate and carbon framing ..................................................................................................... 33 

4.6.1 Climate urgency opened the policy window, especially in Denmark ............................... 33 

4.6.2 The climate case was recast around ongoing emissions and retained carbon ............... 33 

4.6.3 Carbon-centred stories carried weak communicative fit in much of the Scottish material
 34 

4.6.4 Broader framings tied peatlands to water, biodiversity and local public value ................ 34 

4.6.5 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 35 

4.7 Workable market and policy architectures ............................................................................... 35 

4.7.1 Economic credibility conditions participation ................................................................... 36 

4.7.2 Institutional routes mediate entry into participation ......................................................... 36 

4.7.3 Risk sharing shapes workability in Scotland .................................................................... 37 

4.7.4 Mechanism fit varies with land dependence, tenure and organisational form ................. 37 

4.7.5 Participation at scale depends on signalling, coordination and programme coherence . 38 

4.7.6 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 39 

4.8 Legitimacy, fairness and contested settlement ........................................................................ 39 

4.8.1 Ownership, control and land rights .................................................................................. 39 

4.8.2 Burden-sharing and the terms of responsibility ............................................................... 40 

4.8.3 Who benefits, and on what terms .................................................................................... 40 

4.8.4 Voice, representation and meaningful participation ......................................................... 41 

4.8.5 Defensible settlements .................................................................................................... 41 

4.8.6 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 42 

4.9 Meaning-making, mediation and public intelligibility ................................................................ 42 

4.9.1 Audience-specific translation work .................................................................................. 42 

4.9.2 Learning through encounter ............................................................................................. 43 

4.9.3 Demonstration, comparison and practical explanation .................................................... 43 

4.9.4 Storying, hooks and public salience ................................................................................ 44 

4.9.5 Trusted messengers, peer relay and slow-burn engagement ......................................... 44 

4.9.6 Reframing inherited understandings ................................................................................ 45 

4.9.7 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 45 

4.10 Translating policy to delivery ................................................................................................ 46 

4.10.1 Procedural layering slows work before restoration begins .............................................. 46 

4.10.2 Long institutional chains diffuse responsibility and slow decisions ................................. 46 



 

8 

 

4.10.3 Delivery depends on continuity, specialist labour and practical support ......................... 47 

4.10.4 Voluntary assembly makes Danish rewetting projects contingent .................................. 47 

4.10.5 Political tempo exceeds delivery tempo .......................................................................... 48 

4.10.6 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 49 

4.11 Peatland transition as land policy......................................................................................... 49 

4.11.1 Finite land makes peatland transition a problem of allocation ......................................... 49 

4.11.2 Shared water and infrastructure systems extend peatland decisions beyond the site .... 50 

4.11.3 Neighbouring land uses give territorial conflict its sharpest form .................................... 50 

4.11.4 Integrated planning is presented as the practical response to territorial competition ..... 51 

4.12 Credibility of peatland knowledge infrastructures ................................................................ 52 

4.12.1 Classifications become contentious when they allocate liability or eligibility ................... 52 

4.12.2 Proxy-based evidence is judged by legibility, transparency and proportionality ............. 53 

4.12.3 Challenge routes form part of credible governance ......................................................... 53 

4.12.4 Standards, verification and anti-greenwashing safeguards anchor market credibility .... 54 

4.12.5 Formal safeguards coexist with organisational judgement .............................................. 55 

4.12.6 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 55 

4.13 Long-term outcomes of restored peatlands ......................................................................... 56 

4.13.1 Cultivated peat re-enters restoration on altered ecological terms ................................... 56 

4.13.2 Restored peatland remains management-intensive ........................................................ 56 

4.13.3 Hybrid outcomes keep one foot in production ................................................................. 57 

4.13.4 Public access depends on design and legibility .............................................................. 57 

4.13.5 Cross-national synthesis .................................................................................................. 58 

5 Discussion and recommendations ................................................................................................. 59 

5.1 Discussion ................................................................................................................................ 59 

Peatlands are multi-dimensional .................................................................................................... 59 

The perceived legitimacy of peatland restoration .......................................................................... 60 

From policy to delivery ................................................................................................................... 61 

5.2 Recommendations .................................................................................................................... 62 

6 References ..................................................................................................................................... 69 

Appendix 1: Interview guide .................................................................................................................. 73 

Appendix 2: Detailed analysis process .................................................................................................. 83 

 



D6.3 Governance analysis 

9 

 

1 Introduction 

Peatlands occupy a small share of Europe’s land area but hold a large share of its soil carbon, much 
of its fresh water regulation and a distinctive portion of its biodiversity. They also sit at the intersection 
of agricultural history, rural livelihood and national climate commitment, making their governance 
complex as competing interests amongst public agencies, investors and private actors must be 
balanced. Denmark and Scotland have both chosen to use blended public and private finance to 
change this trajectory. Denmark’s Agreement on a Green Denmark (2024) commits to rewetting 
140,000 ha of agricultural peat soil by 2030. Funding for this transition is primarily public, through 
Denmark’s Green Land Fund, with additional private philanthropic support from the Novo Nordisk 
Foundation, which has committed 10 billion DKK to projects within the agreement’s framework 
(Ministry for the Green Tripartite, 2024; Novo Nordisk Foundation, 2025). Klimaskovfonden separately 
quantifies and registers CO2e climate contributions from afforestation and lowland organic-soil 
projects, but these are not transferable offsets for contributors (Klimaskovfonden, 2025). Scotland’s 
ambition is to rewet 250,000ha of peatlands by 2030, with Scottish Government’s Peatland 
Programme, Peatland ACTION and the Natural Capital Market Framework combining public grant, 
market investment and the Peatland Code to scale upland and lowland restoration. While the two 
countries have a shared ambition, they differ in institutional design, land ownership history and the mix 
of actors who have to make the new architecture work. 

Internationally, research has shown that there is a lack of policy integration in current peatland 
strategies, with persisting sectoral silos and a need for stronger coordination (c.f. WH D6.2; Nordbeck 
and Högl, 2024). Competing land uses on peatland also pose an ongoing challenge. For example, 
UNEP (2022) reports that agricultural and forestry subsidy schemes still reward drainage and re-
drainage of peat soils, contradicting emerging programmes that finance conservation and rewetting, 
thereby slowing climate- and biodiversity-related ambitions. The use of peatlands and wetlands as 
predominantly agricultural areas in Denmark and the continued extraction of peatlands for horticulture 
as well as degradation from ongoing grazing on upland bogs in Scotland are national examples of 
such contradictory activity. Such land-use conflicts are pertinent to our governance analysis as the 
implementation of environmental policies often takes place at the intersection between the 
environmental problem on the one hand, and local sites of resource use, on the other. This makes 
peatland regulation, and their restoration, an inherently political and value-laden undertaking (c.f. 
Robbins, 2011; Tovey, 2016; Kuster et al., 2024).  

This deliverable presents the empirical findings of a comparative governance analysis conducted 
under Work Package 6 of WET HORIZONS. The analysis treats governance as a hybrid endeavour 
involving state, market and community actors whose decisions can reinforce or undercut each other 
(Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). In order for the analysis to capture the complexities and intertwined 
values associated with peatland governance, we nest policy formulation, intermediary implementation 
and community practice within a single analytical frame based on the Life Framework of Values 
(Kenter and O’Connor, 2019; 2022) together with Kuster et al.’s (2024) account of principle, contextual 
and relational values in environmental governance. This enables an exploration of how participants 
evaluate fairness, effectiveness and appropriateness in each country, and how these relationships 
inform, align with or resist national policies at different points across the formulation, implementation 
and evaluation phases of the policy cycle. The results and subsequent policy recommendations are 
designed to inform policymakers on specific national problems linked to the uptake of restoration 
projects and the perceived fairness of current national policies in each country. 

The report is organised in six parts. Section 2 sets out the policy context in each country. Section 3 
describes the methodology, including the human-in-the-loop workflow used to analyse the interview 
data. Section 4 presents the findings as thirteen cross-national themes that together describe how 
peatland governance is being experienced, negotiated and contested. Section 5 sets out 
recommendations for the next phase of policy implementation in Denmark, Scotland and, where 
relevant, the wider European context. 
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2 Policy context 

2.1 Denmark 

Danish peatland policy is organised around the rewetting of drained agricultural peat soils. 
Approximately 170,000 hectares of organic soils under cultivation have been identified as high-
emission land (Danish Council on Climate Change, 2000). The policy vehicle that most directly 
concerns this analysis is the Agreement on a Green Denmark (June 2024) (hereafter Tripartite 
Agreement) which arose from a tripartite agreement between industry, agriculture and environmental 
groups in June 2024. The Tripartite Agreement sets out a goal to restructure Denmark’s agricultural 
system and land management approach, and rewet 140,000ha of peatlands by 2030 (Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, 2024). 

Multifunctional land consolidation is the primary mechanism proposed to achieve this goal (Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, 2024). €5.76 billion has been set aside in Denmark’s Green Land Fund (Ministry for 
the Green Tripartite, 2024) which will in-part be used for strategic land acquisition to remove low-lying 
peat soils from agricultural production, reverse drainage and establish nature areas. Once restored, 
the land will be sold either directly back to farmers for continued management, or to other buyers 
willing to manage the land. This restructuring of land-use reflects a political ambition for Denmark to 
become an international role-model for a holistic approach to land management, and aims to align the 
interests of landowners, municipalities and local citizen groups through nature restoration practices 
(Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2024). Denmark’s approach is strongly state-led, with municipalities, 
state agencies and research institutes playing central roles in design and delivery, and private 
farmers, landowners and advisers negotiating the terms of exit and the long-term outcomes of 
peatlands within a largely public frame. 

A secondary measure to encourage peatland restoration across Denmark is a carbon tax which will 
see farmers taxed for their carbon emissions. Currently, the primary focus of the tax is livestock, 
though a tax on emissions from low-lying peat soils is also set to be brought in by 2027 (Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, 2024). This carbon tax acts as an incentive for farmers to engage with the 
multifunctional land consolidation process and rewet drained peatlands so as to avoid this tax in the 
future. However, the extent of the tax and how it will be calculated is currently undetermined. 

Several features of this policy approach are relevant to the present analysis. First, ownership of 
peatlands is almost entirely private as many are contained within agricultural land. This shapes what 
the state can do and what it must pay for. Second, the architecture of multifunctional land 
consolidation assumes that farmers can exit degraded peat soils without excessive disruption to their 
production, and that surrounding farming systems will continue to function on mineral soils. Third, the 
space for civil society engagement within this process of buying and restoring privately owned land 
remains relatively narrow, posing potential challenges for the holistic approach to land management 
envisioned within the Tripartite Agreement. Fourth, although Denmark does not currently have an 
operational voluntary nature market comparable to Scotland’s Peatland Code, the climate effects of 
peatland rewetting are quantified through state-backed climate accounting and contribute to 
Denmark’s climate targets and relevant landowner or value-chain reporting, rather than being sold as 
transferable offsets. This opens up an opportunity to explore whether a dedicated voluntary nature-
market mechanism could provide additional finance for peatland restoration in Denmark. 

Known knowledge gaps include the interaction between water management authorities, farmers, 
agricultural subsidy regimes and new peatland financing instruments; the readiness and capacity of 
municipalities to absorb delivery; and the long-term outcomes of rewetted areas. This report engages 
each of these where the interview material allows. 

2.2 Scotland 

Scottish peatland policy operates at a different scale and through a different mix of instruments. The 
Peatland Programme sits within the Scottish Government’s climate and biodiversity architecture and is 
operationalised through Peatland ACTION, which channels public grant funding into on-the-ground 
restoration. £250 million of funding has been committed by Scottish Government over the next 10 
years to restore 250,000ha of degraded peatlands by 2030. Peatland ACTION sees Scottish 
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government collaborating with five direct delivery partners to achieve this restoration goal. To date, it 
is estimated that 75,000ha of peatlands have been restored across Scotland through the programme. 

The Natural Capital Market Framework, published in 2024, aims to further improve the uptake of 
peatland restoration, amongst other things, through the introduction of blended finance approaches to 
restoration. Blended finance helps to de-risk engagement with voluntary carbon markets and to align 
private investment with public policy objectives. The Framework encourages this shift while at the 
same time providing a guide to high integrity voluntary carbon markets and the creation of space for 
meaningful community engagement and community benefit within restoration projects.  

The Peatland Code provides the principal market standard through which peatland restoration can be 
converted into tradable units, setting out guidelines for restoration projects seeking to enter into 
voluntary carbon markets. Currently, Peatland Code projects in Scotland cover around 35,800ha of 
land and it is estimated that these projects will prevent 8.36 million tonnes of CO2e emissions over 
their project lifetimes (Scottish Government, 2024). Blended finance has been essential for Peatland 
Code projects, with 88% of validated projects receiving some level of public funding alongside private 
funding and investment. 

Several features structure the policy context in ways that matter to the analysis. First, ownership is 
highly concentrated in parts of upland Scotland, which interacts with community benefit expectations 
and with the question of who controls emerging carbon rights, particularly amongst crofting 
communities. Second, the just transition commitment has raised the bar on distributive fairness in 
policy debate, and participants use that language freely. Third, delivery capacity is uneven across the 
public sector, the contractor base and local communities, and capacity has become part of the policy 
question. Fourth, scientific and monitoring infrastructures, from condition classifications to greenhouse 
gas measurement, sit behind the financial instruments and have become visible as part of the 
legitimacy of the market. 

Known knowledge gaps include the practical implementation of the Natural Capital Market Framework, 
the treatment of carbon rights in crofting tenure, the interplay between restoration and active grazing 
systems, and the organisation of long-term liability across 30 to 100-year durability periods. This report 
engages each of these where the interview material allows. 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Research design 

The study adopts a comparative multiple-case design, treating Denmark and Scotland as embedded 
cases within a wider European peatland governance context (Yin, 2018). Throughout, governance is 
understood as a hybrid endeavour involving combinations of state, market and community actors 
(Lemos and Agrawal, 2006), an understanding that shaped sampling, interview design and the 
eventual theme structure. As such, each country is examined across three nested levels: national 
policy formulation; intermediary implementation through market platforms, advisory services and 
public-funded delivery bodies; and community-level inclusion in restoration projects. The design 
combines literal replication, in which comparable propositions are tested across both countries, with 
theoretical replication, in which contrasting outcomes are anticipated because of differing institutional 
contexts. This provides a basis for analytical rather than statistical generalisation to blended finance 
peatland governance in other European settings (Yin, 2018; Eisenhardt, 1989). 

The study is informed by a theoretical frame that integrates the Life Framework of Values (Kenter and 
O’Connor, 2019; 2022) within Kuster et al.’s (2024) account of principle, contextual and relational 
values in environmental governance. The Life Framework’s four life frames, living from, living in, living 
with and living as, are used as sensitising concepts to highlight the different ways participants relate to 
peatlands. Kuster et al.’s typology is used to distinguish values that function as guiding principles, 
values tied to specific contexts and uses, and values that arise from ongoing relationships. An 
overview of the frames can be seen in Table 1. Drawing from feminist new-materialist and more-then-
human geography accounts (Barad, 2003; Whatmore, 2006; Bastian et al., 2017), we recognise 
governance as an ongoing material production emerging from intra-actions among policy actors, 
private organisations, and the public as well as biophysical peat processes and non-human beings. 
This is important to our analysis as it highlights how policy instruments co-produce both social and 
ecological realities. The use of the Life Framework of Values in the research and interview guide 
design therefore aids in inductively identifying articulated intrinsic values and ensuring that 
more-than-human interests are not marginalised. 

Through the integration of the Life Framework of Values alongside empirical perceptions gained 
through the interviews and a broad reading of applied national policy instruments, the research will 
generate a coherent yet plural account of how blended-finance governance is evaluated and shaped, 
providing transferable insights for European peatland governance 

Table 1: Overview of the four Life Framework of Value frames and a description of their connection with 
peatlands. 

Life 
Framework 
Values  

Description   Value category  

Living from  

The environment is valued as a resource and place from which we 
sustain a living. This frame is most commonly expressed via 
contextual values, for example, the material uses of peatlands (e.g. 
grazing, fuel, carbon finance) that shape economic behaviour and 
inform empirical assessments of likely income, avoidance costs and 
the risks and benefits of proposed blended‑finance incentives.  

Contextual  
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Living in  

The environment is valued as a natural place that sets the stage for 
the main events of our lives. It can be a place from which we derive 
social and cultural values, but it ultimately acts as a backdrop to our 
lives. This frame is most commonly articulated via contextual and 
relational values, for example, identities, cultural practices and place 
attachments associated with peatland landscapes that shape 
perceptions of procedural legitimacy and distributive fairness, and 
inform empirical assessments of how proposed interventions align 
with community norms.   

Relational and 
contextual  

Living with  

The environment and other non-human species are valued as 
important others that co-exist alongside us. This frame recognises 
humans as one species living alongside a host of other biotic 
communities who interact with one another in various different ways. 
This frame is typically expressed via relational and principle values, 
for example, commitments to stewardship and reciprocity toward 
non‑human peatland biota that set normative benchmarks and inform 
empirical evaluations of whether policy options adequately safeguard 
ecological functions.  

Relational and 
principle  

Living as  

The environment is valued in its own right, with its own identity or 
‘self’. This value frame transcends the human-nature duality and 
moves towards the recognition that we are part of nature, and it is part 
of us. This frame is fundamentally rooted in principle values, for 
example, ontological commitments that dissolve human-nature 
boundaries and shape critical reflection, informing empirical 
assessments of whether governance architectures accommodate 
diverse world‑views and respect the co‑constitutive character of 
peatland-human relations.  

Principle  

 

3.2 Interviews 

Fifty-four semi-structured interviews form the primary data. Thirty-seven interviews were conducted 
with participants based in Scotland and seventeen with participants based in Denmark. The sample 
was selected on the basis of a previous interest-influence-impact (3i) analysis of Scottish natural 
capital governance and markets (Reed et al., 2025), aiming to represent each category identified in 
Scotland (focusing on those actively engaged in governance, and so excluding researchers). This was 
then adapted to represent a sub-set of these categories relevant in the Danish context, where there 
are no operational nature markets beyond the EU Emissions Trading Scheme and Scope 3 
decarbonisation strategies. The additional complexity of a proliferating nature market ecosystem in 
Scotland necessitated a wider range of interviews to capture perspectives on the operation of these 
markets.  Table 2 summarises participant distribution. 

 

Table 2: Distribution of interview participants by sector and country 

Sector Scotland Denmark 

Government departments 
and agencies 

13 9 
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Nature markets, standards 
bodies, investors and 
advisers 

9 1 

Landowners, managers 
and their representative 
and advisory organisations 

6 6 

Rural communities 5 0 

Environmental NGOs and 
representative 
organisations 

4 1 

Total 37 17 

Roles within the sample span senior leadership, middle management, technical specialists, policy 
professionals and individual community members. To date, communities have not been consulted or 
involved in any way in Danish projects. This, combined with difficulties reaching community members, 
this group is not represented in the Danish interview list. However, where possible, the perspectives of 
local farmers and communities were discussed during the interviews that were secured, particularly 
with those working at the municipal level and as advisors to landowners. Interviews were conducted 
online between 2025 and 2026. The interview guide (see Appendix 1) was structured around the 
integrated Life–Value matrix and prompted discussion of each life frame. Photo and object prompts 
were offered to help participants articulate contextual, relational and principal values that might 
otherwise remain tacit. The prompts also supported discussion of heritage practices and the material 
intra-actions that shape how people negotiate peatland futures (Barad, 2003; Harrison, 2015). 

A small number of Scottish interviews focused specifically on the impact of named policy instruments, 
including the Natural Capital Market Framework, the Peatland Code and Peatland ACTION. These 
interviews were designed to feed complementary evidence into D6.4 and are incorporated in the 
present analysis where they speak to the governance questions raised here. 

All interviews were audio-recorded with consent, professionally transcribed and anonymised. 
Transcripts are treated as the primary analytic data. Documentary materials, including the Agreement 
on a Green Denmark, the Natural Capital Market Framework, the Peatland Code and associated 
consultations, were used as contextual background to situate participant accounts rather than as a 
separate analytic dataset. 

3.3 Analysis 

The interview data were analysed through reflexive thematic analysis conducted within a large 
language model (LLM) supported qualitative analysis with a human-in-the-loop process. In this case, 
the LLM used was ChatGPT Pro 5.4. Human familiarisation and input preceded and followed every 
stage of the analysis process involving the LLM, and transparency was maintained through a formal 
audit trail. Comparative studies consistently show that large language models recover broad 
descriptive themes efficiently and contribute useful first-pass structure, while researchers add 
interpretive depth, contextual specificity and the strongest quotation choices (Prescott et al., 2024; Li 
et al., 2024; Mathis et al., 2024; Wachinger et al., 2025; Bennis & Mouwafaq, 2025). The present 
design therefore used the model for retrieval, clustering, comparison and provisional drafting, and 
placed conceptual naming, evidential adjudication, deviant-case reading (Jensen & Laurie, 2016) and 
final claim construction with the research team. 

Throughout the analysis, the aim was to identify patterns of meaning making across the two national 
samples of interviews while preserving the way participants themselves articulated peatlands, policy 
instruments, fairness and ecological obligation (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019, 2022; Kenter & 
O’Connor, 2022; Kuster et al., 2024; Kenter et al., 2025). The analysis design paired inductive 
attention to participants’ own accounts with a second cycle of critical reading guided by the integrated 
Life-Value framework. The analysis approach was also designed to interlock with the interview guides, 
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which invited participants to move between relationships with peatlands, value commitments, policy 
operationalisation and perceptions of national policy. Photo and object prompts enriched this process 
by surfacing memory, attachment, stewardship, identity, conflict and future imagination in narrated 
form. The primary analytic focus was the interview transcripts. Contextual materials, including the 
interview guides, policy texts and field notes, supplied setting, policy reference points and conditions 
of data production. 

This data analysis process sits within a growing peer-reviewed literature on software assisted 
qualitative analysis. Published studies and methodological papers focusing on good practices in 
leveraging LLMs for thematic analysis now appear in a broad swathe of leading journals across 
academic disciplines including the International Journal of Qualitative Methods (Morgan, 2023; Tai et 
al., 2024; Xu, 2026), Qualitative Health Research (Hitch, 2024; Wachinger et al., 2025), JMIR AI and 
the Journal of Medical Internet Research (Prescott et al., 2024; Li et al., 2024), Computer Methods 
and Programs in Biomedicine (Mathis et al., 2024), BMC Medical Informatics and Decision Making 
(Bennis & Mouwafaq, 2025), Social Science Computer Review (De Paoli, 2024) and International 
Journal of Market Research (Jayawardene & Ewing, 2026). This literature highlights the value of LLMs 
as a means of augmenting analytic processes that strengthens retrieval, structured comparison, 
drafting and quality assurance, while leaving prioritisation, interpretation, ethics and reporting 
responsibility with the research team. A full descriptive breakdown of the analysis process can be 
found in Appendix 2.  

3.4 Co-production  

The interview programme is complemented by two focus groups held with interviewees in Denmark 
and Scotland. All interviewees were invited, with 20 and 6 attending in Scotland and Denmark 
respectively. Workshops lasted one hour. During the workshop, the analysis results and policy options 
were presented and participants were given an opportunity to give feedback. Focus group discussions 
fed reflexive interpretation of the interview findings presented here, particularly in relation to the 
workability of market architectures, the translation of policy into delivery and the legitimacy of 
emerging settlements. A subsequent policy roundtable segment was used to feedback on initial policy 
recommendations, further developing these ideas, as they are now presented in the final section of 
this report.  

The written draft of results and policy options was sent to all interview participants, and those who 
were unable to attend the workshop were also given the chance to feedback in writing. Participants 
were given one month to provide any written feedback. Additionally, the Scottish policy options were 
presented to a group of UK policy colleagues for feedback before finalising and presenting to Scottish 
Government. Their inputs were also implemented into the final policy options as they are presented 
here. 

3.5 Ethics, reflexivity and limitations 

Ethical approval was obtained from SRUC (Pure ID:102188406). Participants gave written consent, 
anonymisation procedures were applied throughout, and data were stored securely. A reflexive journal 
accompanied the analysis and recorded the analytic positioning of the research team, including prior 
involvement in Scottish peatland policy debate, familiarity with the Peatland Code and the Natural 
Capital Market Framework, and ongoing dialogue with Danish policy and research contacts. This 
positioning shaped which patterns became visible early in the analysis and which required additional 
analytic effort to surface. The reflexive journal also documented decisions about the use of the LLM at 
each step, the boundaries placed on its role and the points at which human judgement overrode or set 
aside model output. 

Despite the unbalanced number of interviews in both countries, within both national contexts sufficient 
coverage of major actor groups and perspectives was achieved, based on theoretical saturation. The 
analysis reports evaluative accounts of policy, not direct measures of outcome; statements about 
fairness, legitimacy and workability are therefore interpretations by participants who occupy particular 
positions in the governance architecture. The focus is on how actors perceive and reason about policy 
rather than on ex-post outcome evaluation. Transferability of findings to other European contexts is 
analytical rather than statistical. 
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4 Findings across Denmark and Scotland 

This section reports findings from reflexive thematic analysis of fifty-four interviews conducted across 
Denmark and Scotland. Thirteen themes were developed from the national samples and are 
presented in turn. Each theme opens with a short analytic framing, moves through sub-theme sections 
that marshal data extracts from the interview record, and closes with a cross-national synthesis that 
notes where Danish and Scottish accounts both converge and diverge. Early themes are primarily 
focused on values, arising from discussion with participants of the Life Framework of Values, with later 
themes developing a more detailed discussion around specific national policies. Interviews were 
designed to engage with the values aspect of peatland restoration first, to set the stage for a more in-
depth exploration of how and why people responded to national peatland policies, based on their 
personal values alongside their professional knowledge and experience.  

Taken together the themes describe how blended finance peatland governance is being experienced, 
negotiated and contested by the actors whose decisions shape implementation on the ground. Table 3 
sets out the thirteen themes and their codes. In addition, results from the triangulation workshops have 
been integrated where relevant. 

Table 3: The thirteen themes and their respective codes developed from the interviews. 

Theme Codes 

Theme 1: Experiential 
and sensory encounter 
with peatlands 

 

1.1 Atmosphere and sensory detail made peatlands distinctive 

1.2 Bodily effort was concentrated in Scottish accounts 

1.3 Peatlands also generated calm, fascination and felt smallness 

1.4 Peatlands also slowed attention and made ordinary places newly 
visible 

Theme 2: More-than-
human ethics, intrinsic 
value and stewardship 

2.1 Peatlands as entities with value in their own right 

2.2 Stewardship, temporary tenure and obligations to future others 

2.3 Respectful restraint and the ethics of leaving peatlands alone 

2.4 Reciprocity, humility and the moral posture of relation 

2.5 Rights, voice and the problem of more-than-human representation 

Theme 3: Deep-time 
archive and cultural 
memory 

 

3.1 Time depth and preserved archive 

3.2 Living heritage and customary practice 

3.3 Biographical landscapes 

3.4 Place identity and authenticity 

Theme 4: Multi-benefit 
ecological infrastructure 

 

4.1 Peatlands were described as connected ecological systems 

4.2 Water made peatlands publicly consequential 

4.3 Biodiversity return made restoration tangible 

4.4 Climate function expressed through present loss and future risk 
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4.5 Restoration reopened questions of land purpose 

Theme 5: Restoration as 
repair, reversal and 
restitution 

5.1 Restoration as reversal of an earlier land-use project 

5.2 Restoration as returning peatland to its own integrity 

5.3 Restoration as obligation to future generations 

5.4 Restoration as collective redress 

Theme 6: Climate and 
carbon framing 

6.1 Climate urgency opened the policy window, especially in Denmark 

6.2 The climate case was recast around ongoing emissions and 
retained carbon 

6.3 Carbon-centred stories carried weak communicative fit in much of 
the Scottish material 

6.4 Broader framings tied peatlands to water, biodiversity and local 
public value 

Theme 7: Workable 
market and policy 
architectures 

7.1 Economic credibility conditions participation 

7.2 Institutional routes mediate entry into participation 

7.3 Risk sharing shapes workability in Scotland 

7.4 Mechanism fit varies with land dependence, tenure and 
organisational form 

7.5 Participation at scale depends on signalling, coordination and 
programme coherence 

Theme 8: Legitimacy, 
fairness and contested 
settlement 

8.1 Ownership, control and land rights 

8.2 Burden-sharing and responsibility 

8.3 Benefit distribution and who gains 

8.4 Representation and participation 

8.5 Defensible settlements 

Theme 9: Meaning-
making, mediation and 
public intelligibility 

9.1 Audience-specific translation work 

9.2 Learning through encounter 

9.3 Demonstration, comparison and practical explanation 

9.4 Storying, hooks and public salience 

9.5 Trusted messengers, peer relay and slow-burn engagement 

9.6 Reframing inherited understandings 
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Theme 10: Translating 
policy to delivery 

10.1 Procedural layering slows work before restoration begins 

10.2 Long institutional chains diffuse responsibility and slow decisions 

10.3 Delivery depends on continuity, specialist labour and practical 
support 

10.4 Voluntary assembly makes Danish rewetting projects contingent 

10.5 Political tempo exceeds delivery tempo 

Theme 11: Peatland 
transition as land policy 

11.1 Finite land makes peatland transition a problem of allocation 

11.2 Shared water and infrastructure systems extend peatland 
decisions beyond the site 

11.3 Neighbouring land uses give territorial conflict its sharpest form 

11.4 Integrated planning is presented as the practical response to 
territorial competition 

Theme 12: Credibility of 
peatland knowledge 
infrastructures 

12.1 Classifications become contentious when they allocate liability or 
eligibility 

12.2 Proxy-based evidence is judged by legibility, transparency and 
proportionality 

12.3 Challenge routes form part of credible governance 

12.4 Standards, verification and anti-greenwashing safeguards anchor 
credibility in market-facing settings 

12.5 Formal safeguards coexist with organisational judgement 

Theme 13: Long-term 
outcomes of restored 
peatlands 

13.1 Cultivated peat re-enters restoration on altered ecological terms 

13.2 Restored peatland remains management-intensive 

13.3 Hybrid outcomes keep one foot in production 

13.4 Public access has to be made, not assumed 

 

4.1 Experiential and sensory encounter with peatlands 

Peatland restoration is usually discussed in relation to carbon, hydrology and biodiversity. However 
peatlands more broadly matter to people as places encountered through scale, wetness, effort, quiet, 
fascination and altered attention. This theme analyses that experiential dimension. Across the 
interviews, peatlands emerged as expansive, wet, difficult, quiet and absorbing environments. The 
sections that follow illustrate the various ways in which this appeared. 

4.1.1 Atmosphere and sensory detail made peatlands distinctive 

Participants in both national samples described peatlands through atmosphere and sensory 
distinctiveness. Open ground, big skies, reflections, black pools, sphagnum and overlooked species 
combined to make peatlands recognisable as a particular kind of place that evoked particular feelings 
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amongst the participants. This distinctiveness was articulated through both the breadth of the 
landscape and the intimacy of small details, smells, and personal feelings at the same time.  

For example, this Scottish account moves from panoramic overviews of peatlands as vast landscapes 
to the intricacies of bog pools and sphagnum without changing register.  

Probably the one that resonates the most is that space for nature and for me peatlands are 
always about big landscapes, big skies and very much a sense of peace. If you are out in a 
moorland, you are generally away from human infrastructure, so you feel that you are within 
nature. It is just that getting away from it all feeling, and then you get the wonderful big skies ... 
and then the reflections on the pools and right down to the sphagnums, there is a sense of it is 
a wonderful thing at all scales. 
(Scotland, Environmental NGOs and representative organisations, Middle Management) 

This Danish account, on the other hand, reaches distinctiveness through rarity and the scale of 
peatlands. In Denmark’s intensively agricultural landscape, intact raised bog appeared as one of the 
few places still experienced as genuinely wild. 

Take the intact raised bog for example, it is the closest you get to wild nature in Denmark 
because it is pristine, it is a nature type that is at the end of its succession ... you become quite 
small when you are standing in this nature type and again the size means a lot. You have 7–10 
kilometres from one end to the other ... you have to use the path because it is very wet. It is for 
wild nature and that is fascinating to see and in Denmark that is so explored in every corner. 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 

Close sensory experiences extended this distinctiveness beyond just scenery. One Scottish 
participant recalled first handling sphagnum and noticing it as “bouncy”, “very tactile” and a “joyous” 
experience (Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist). Another 
imagined the bog telling visitors to “smell me”, because cold sphagnum smelled “fresh, clean, wild and 
just natural” (Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional). A third described 
sundews and orchids near home as “hidden gems” that appeared only when attention slowed enough 
to notice them (Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management). Danish 
accounts reached similar points through teaching and restored exemplars. A lecturer described 
students’ surprise when apparently ordinary ground turned out to contain peat “many metres deep” 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist). Across both countries, 
sensory specificity gave peatlands their experiential force: visible scale, tactile wetness, smell, species 
detail and the sense that the ground itself differed from surrounding landscapes. This suggests that 
communication and policy strategies based solely on carbon outcomes may fail to resonate with some 
stakeholders and fail to account for the complex and intertwined nature of peatland ecosystems. 

4.1.2 Bodily effort 

Accounts of bodily negotiation appeared mostly in Scottish interviews. Participants described sinking, 
drag, wetness, effort and exposure, especially where work or recreation placed them directly onto 
upland bog. Participants valued the ground as a terrain that resisted easy movement and, by doing so, 
made weather, distance and human limitation more palpable. 

The uplands has always been that pull and it is something about a physical challenge as well. I 
am a hillwalker ... There is that freedom you get up here and again not confined and not 
constrained in any way to just get out to these amazing places, feel the wind in your face and 
the rain ... there is that hardship element I think pitting yourself against nature. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional) 

It just felt quite powerful. At one point I thought we were all having as much fun as I was and I 
turned round and my brother was in such a huff, he was miles away and really dispirited 
because it was kind of making a mockery of us, it kind of defeats human capabilities. We were 
struggling to even walk on it, we were just sinking, let alone cycle, it was like wading through 
treacle. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional) 

These accounts frame human encounters with peatlands as first and foremost a bodily encounter 
before any appreciation of the scenery or their policy relevance. A small Danish set pointed in the 
same direction. One respondent described learning about peatlands in Norway by trying to cross them 
and discovering that “you sink in and you get wet” (Denmark, Government departments and agencies, 
Technical Specialist). Another Scottish participant described bog walking as “a hell of a slog” 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management).These experiences shaped 
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participants' understanding and respect of peatlands, adding a visceral layer to their peatland 
knowledge. 

4.1.3 Peatlands also generated calm, fascination and felt mallness 

Affective accounts appeared in interviews across countries, sectors and participant roles. Participants 
described peatlands as places of peace, release, delight, fascination and, in a smaller cluster of 
interviews, feelings of smallness. This Danish account frames peace as a scarce quality within a 
cultivated landscape.  

There is an area, I grew up in the southern part of Denmark ... and it is an enclosed area you 
walk into, I think it is one of peace of nature. For me when you come to places like that it is 
about life quality, peace and recreation. It is a place, in a place like Denmark, you feel like this 
is more like green nature ... It is life quality I think. 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 

This Scottish account frames it as decompression and temporary withdrawal from domestic and 
professional demands. 

The weight drops off I think is how I summarise it, the shoulders drop, the head goes up and 
you sort of feel that release if you like ... it is that release from the day to day ... Whether it is on 
my own or with other people but that solitude from the rest of humanity I think is what is so 
important to me. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional) 

In both of these examples, peatland values take shape through a changed pace of life and a loosening 
of everyday pressure. Delight and fascination formed another strand. One Danish participant 
described birds returning “instantly after the soils have been rewetted” and presented that ecological 
immediacy as a source of fascination (Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical 
Specialist). A Scottish respondent spoke of “little bursts of colour and life” that emerged only when 
attention shifted from the assumed monotony of bog surfaces (Scotland, Government departments 
and agencies, Senior Leadership). These were appreciative accounts of aliveness rooted in what 
participants saw returning or becoming visible within peatlands once they changed the focus of their 
attention. 

A smaller cluster of interviews moved towards feelings of smallness. One Danish participant said 
peatlands reminded him that he was “just a small piece of a huge universe” (Denmark, Government 
departments and agencies, Technical Specialist). Another said that in an intact raised bog “you 
become quite small when you are standing in this nature type” (Denmark, Government departments 
and agencies, Technical Specialist). In the Scottish material, a related sensibility appeared through 
exposure, solitude and humility, though it was less often named so explicitly. Although subtle, this 
strand sees peatlands on existential as well as recreational and ecological registers. 

4.1.4 Peatlands also slowed attention and made ordinary places 
newly visible 

Participants described peatlands through altered attention. They spoke about slowed awareness, 
interrupted habitual movement and everyday surroundings that became newly noticeable. Peatland 
value resided in presence, sustained notice and a movement out of ordinary transit.  

It’s proximity, it is about presence, it is about being present so if you are rushing from one thing 
to another, they say stop and smell the roses, it is that kind of idea ... It is just that being present 
in the landscape recognising that nature is literally all around you, but we tend not to be looking, 
we tend to be transiting, we are going to do something, travelling to somewhere, we are 
everywhere but where we are, and it is just that. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

Another Scottish participant described the same shift as getting “out of my head and just being there” 
(Scotland, Nature markets, standard bodies, investors and their advisors, Middle Management). A 
Danish landowner offered a related description of going out their scope, rifle and dog yet spending 
“most of the time ... just looking” (Denmark, Landowners/managers and their representative and 
advisory organisations, Senior Leadership). While this was a small strand in the data, it shows that 
experiential value lay in awareness, waiting and inhabiting a slower rhythm. This change of pace is 
further reflected in later themes from the interviews, where participants identified a disjunct between 
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the long timescales required for peatland restoration versus short political and funding cycles. Themes 
focused on pace offer a reframing of how policy interacts with intrinsic values, suggesting that short 
political windows fail to account for these more situated and personal valuations of peatlands. 

4.1.5 Cross-national synthesis 

The main cross-case difference lay in the articulation of the experiential value of peatlands. Scottish 
participants typically located such value through ordinary encounters with peatlands, whether they be 
through everyday life or working on the bog in some capacity. Danish participants, on the other hand, 
typically located experiential value in rare intact bogs, restored sites, guided visits or a small number 
of sites that still registered as wild. While similar experiential values appeared, the difference lay in the 
settings through which those values became available and sayable for participants. 

Cross-group comparison points in a similar direction. Atmosphere and sensory detail travelled across 
all five sector groups. Bodily negotiation clustered among participants whose work or leisure placed 
them directly on peatland ground. Affective response crossed policy, NGO, landowner and market-
facing roles, while attentional change appeared mainly in Scottish interviews grounded in repeated 
proximity. Experiential peatland value was thus distributed across the data, and it was voiced most 
readily where encounter was regular, embodied or institutionally supported through visits and site 
work. 

 

4.2 More-than-human ethics, intrinsic value and 
stewardship 

4.2.1 Peatlands as entities with value in their own right 

One of the clearest strands within Theme 2 concerns the claim that peatlands matter prior to, and 
beyond simply, the benefits they provide to human societies. Here, participants rejected reduction of 
peatlands to those functions alone. The ethical force of this theme lies in the insistence that peatlands 
have standing before they become useful. 

it is not nature’s subject, but nature is something in its own right. There is not a purpose of peat, 
it is just there, and we should respect as humans its ability to, for example, hold the carbon 
dioxide of our world and its ability to do that. Also, its ability that is more human incentive, but 
also its ability to hold back nitrogen or phosphorous from being sent out into the water courses 
and to the coastal areas or the coastal waters 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

This Danish example reorders ecosystem function: carbon storage and nutrient retention are still 
acknowledged, but they are positioned as consequences of peatland being “something in its own 
right”. It unsettles the presumption that landscapes exist to fulfil human ends and, in doing so, recasts 
peatland governance as an encounter with an entity that exceeds utility. Scottish participants made a 
similar argument, criticising the narrowing of the value of peatlands to service provision. One 
participant argued that nature must be valued “for itself not just what it delivers for humans”, while 
another worried that the monetarisation of peatlands misses their place “as part of a bigger system”. In 
both cases, intrinsic standing is articulated as a refusal of reduction.  

The historical dimension of this argument is also important. Danish participants in particular connected 
present-day intrinsic-value claims to a long history in which peatlands had been treated as expandable 
agricultural land or as reserves of fuel and raw material. One interviewee remarked that people still 
often behave as though they were “put on earth to exploit nature and use the resources”. In that 
sense, intrinsic-value language is a direct challenge to historically normalised forms of use and 
conversion. 

This strand establishes the conceptual floor of the wider theme: before there can be stewardship, 
restraint, reciprocity or representation, there must first be some sense that peatlands count in more 
than instrumental terms. Participants were aware of how easily peatlands are translated into carbon 
metrics or public-good narratives, and intrinsic-value language was used, in part, as a corrective to 
that translation. This is also where the interviews begin to push against a narrow natural-capital 
vocabulary. Several participants were comfortable acknowledging ecosystem services, but 
uncomfortable allowing service and carbon-focused language to dominate the relationship between 
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humans and peatlands, suggesting that opposition to restoration and opposition to nature markets are 
not the same thing and that different values inform these oppositions.  

4.2.2 Stewardship, temporary tenure and obligations to future 
others 

A second major strand frames the human-peatland relationship in terms of duty. Here the central claim 
is that people are temporary holders of land and therefore bear obligations of care. This was 
especially pronounced in the Scottish material, though Danish participants also spoke in strongly 
custodial terms. Within this strand, stewardship was tied to a particular moral imagination of land as 
inherited, shared and not fully ownable. 

I think stewardship is a really important one and obviously when I am talking about crofting and 
when I think about crofters that is very much the role that I have in my head it is about land 
stewardship. We are all here for a very short time and I suppose that links to responsibility as 
well. We are here for a very short time, and it is our responsibility to look after the land or 
whatever else for the people that are coming behind us because we are just a tiny blip in the 
overall time. So, stewardship I think is something that speaks to me a lot in terms of how people 
look after the land and don’t see it as theirs, it is not theirs, I will only be there for 60 or 70 years 
or whatever, it is everybody’s, so that is probably the biggest one. 
(Scotland, Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations, Senior 
Leadership) 

This passage brings together several elements that recur throughout the stewardship material: 
temporal modesty, responsibility to future others, and the displacement of possessive ownership by 
custodial obligation. The same structure appears elsewhere in the Scottish interviews. Another 
participant argued that “nobody really owns that land, it is passed on”, while a third stressed that work 
undertaken now will shape whether later generations are still able to enjoy these places at all. These 
accounts define legitimate action by whether it honours a chain of passage between past, present and 
future. 

Danish participants expressed similar ideas, though more often through the language of responsibility 
in relation to land use and social expectation. One spoke of humans as needing to be “some kind of 
guardian of the land”; another suggested that good stewardship means operating carbon-rich soils in a 
way that is coherent with what society now requires. These evoke a more institutional register than the 
Scottish examples, but the underlying ethical move is recognisable: landholding carries duties that 
exceed immediate private gain. 

Stewardship in the interviews is rarely sentimental. It is practical, temporal and often explicitly political, 
often demanding that landholding be morally re-specified. What distinguishes stewardship from 
intrinsic-value talk is that the emphasis shifts from what peatlands are to what people owe. Yet the two 
are closely connected. Stewardship becomes compelling precisely because peatlands are understood 
as more than disposable property. This is why participants often moved fluidly between statements 
about land not really being “ours” and statements about future generations, collective responsibility, or 
the need to act as guardians rather than owners. 

In governance terms, this strand reframes legitimacy. Policy appears more acceptable when it can be 
interpreted as enabling stewardship rather than merely imposing restriction. Equally, stewardship can 
become a basis for criticising current land relations if those relations are seen to have severed 
responsibility from ownership. The interviews suggest that, for many participants, peatland 
governance is about restoring a moral sense of what landholding should mean, with incentive reform 
as one means to that end. 

4.2.3 Respectful restraint and the ethics of leaving peatlands 
alone 

The strongest strand in Theme 2 is the claim that an ethical relationship to peatlands requires 
restraint, with the core issue being limits: limits to drainage, limits to development, limits to extraction 
and limits to the assumption that humans are entitled to reorganise peatland ecologies at will. Care, 
therefore, is expressed through the setting of these limits. Participants repeatedly returned to the idea 
that the most ethical act may be to interfere less, to stop trying to master peatlands, or to allow them to 
remain themselves. 
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because for me it represents nature’s right in itself to be unregulated or wild you could say and 
that is a significant value for me working with nature to see that, the deregulation. I could have 
taken another significant experience in the beginning of 2019 we had a flooding of this river and 
even though I saw a lot of flooding of not only land areas but also some buildings and causing 
quite some damage to private property and public property, I saw that experience, the power of 
the water and how it found its way through this river valley and even though I very much feel the 
sorrow of the people, there was no life danger, but I recognised the sorrow of the people who 
had flooded areas and flooded buildings, but I more acknowledged the way of the water to find 
its way through this river system, finding its way everywhere, breaking free in some way 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

This Danish account connects restraint to freedom from regulation and control. The participant here is 
placing the ethical emphasis falls on witnessing water “finding its way” and “breaking free”. The river 
and the peatland are imagined as ecologies asserting a form of agency that human systems have long 
constrained. Restraint, in this register, is a recognition that human ordering has overreached. 

Scottish participants articulated similar sentiments, with one participant referring to peatland functions 
as sacred: 

we will go with sacredness then I think because it would probably be the one. […] There is 
something about the mysteriousness of it. You go oh it’s a flow country and you just see miles 
and miles of nothing, and I have heard people say oh it’s fine, you can do what you like, there is 
nothing there, well ok, we are not in a vacuum. There is something mysterious and it is fulfilling 
a range of functions that we are just, not that we are not aware of, some people are very aware 
of them, but it is kind of happening anyway. It is a bit like the proverb of does a tree falling in the 
forest make a noise if there is no-one there to hear it which yes, humans are not required to, so 
there is something for me about the fact that this system is doing all its stuff, it is running all 
these ecosystem services, it is just doing it, it just needs to be left alone to do it and not 
interfered with and supported in it. Sacredness is the nearest word I can think of, and I am not 
quite sure I am still quite there with that 
(Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 

Here, peatlands are recognised as being engaged in forms of life and function that do not require 
constant human management and that may in fact be damaged by it. This recognition is accompanied 
by an ethical sensibility that the ‘ongoingness’ of these processes outside of human awareness 
captures a sacredness of peatlands.  

Throughout this theme, participants wanted an end to the assumption that management must always 
mean intensification, development, or control. This became especially pointed when participants 
turned to policy. One Scottish interviewee argued that peatlands should not be “touch[ed] at all for 
development” and explicitly questioned why windfarms should be located on peatlands in the first 
place. Another imagined the bog simply saying, “leave me alone.” In the Scottish land-management 
material, a similar message appears in more colloquial form: “mother nature; it is the boss … you can’t 
control me.” These formulations critique continuing encroachment on peatlands. 

Another strongly repeated sentiment is the idea that peatlands should be left alone. One Danish 
participant imagined the peatland saying that, after more than a century of being scraped and used for 
heating, restoration would finally allow it to be “left alone as peat”. The ethical aspiration is for a return 
to peatland identity after a long period in which peat was reduced to extractable matter. “Leave me 
alone” and “left alone as peat” appear as compressed moral verdicts on a long history of peatland 
usage. These segments illustrate how restraint becomes a criticism of contradictory governance, 
where peatlands are being restored while further damage is allowed to continue through ongoing 
agricultural use and development. Restraint in this context has a temporal depth, and participants are 
reckoning with a long inheritance of overreach as much as objecting to future damage. Arguments for 
non-interference, therefore, are also a redress for a history of getting too close, digging too hard, 
draining too far and developing in the wrong places rather than as passivity. 

Importantly, restraint does not imply absolute exclusion of people. Some participants imagined 
carefully designed access allowing quiet enjoyment and continued encounter. Their primary objection 
was to the assumption that peatlands are available for domination. The ethical line is drawn between 
respectful presence and extractive or developmental overrule rather than between people and 
peatlands. 
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4.2.4 Reciprocity, humility and the moral posture of relation 

A smaller but analytically rich strand moves away from the language of ownership and limits and 
instead focuses on moral posture. These passages are concerned with how people ought to stand in 
relation to peatlands: with humility rather than entitlement, with reciprocity rather than one-way 
extraction, and with what one participant called “good manners”. The emphasis here is less on formal 
duties than on the quality of relation itself. 

it is like many things, if you handle it correctly with good manners it will help you and respect 
you, if you don’t it is mutual, it is a mutual thing, and this is what we have lost with the 
landscape 
(Scotland, Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations, Senior 
Leadership) 

The ethical point here is that relationships to peatlands are reciprocal and that proper conduct matters; 
care is part of that reciprocal relation. The loss described by participants is a socially learned way of 
approaching land alongside ecological condition itself. 

The Danish material similarly focused on our relationship with the land, emphasising that humans 
should have a more reciprocal and respectful understanding of nature and our role within it: 

I can see because we are so far away from it. We think of it as human especially in our part of 
the world, the nature is for us, it is there for us, and we can just take all the resources we need. 
We need to go back to how the indigenous people were living together with the nature, and we 
are dependent on having all the resources over time and what nature gives to us we have to 
give back in some way. We have to appear in a close circle somehow. We are working with the 
nature national parks where we are introducing large herbivores to these areas, in Denmark we 
have the wolves for the last 10 years living in Denmark wild. We are not used to living with wild 
animals in Denmark and that just shows that we are so far away from wild nature. If we just 
start turning this mindset and people become more part of nature, just using nature as nature is 
and nature is not just there for us, we are visitors to nature and not the other way around. If we 
could change people’s mindset in that direction that would be fantastic 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 

Other participants echoed this in adjacent ways. One Scottish respondent described peatlands as 
“sacred in many respects” and spoke of wanting to “wrap my arms around them”; another rejected the 
word “resource” as tainted and preferred to think in terms of coexistence in “a mutually beneficial 
space”. These views share the recognition that peatlands are not simply there for extraction. Instead, 
peatlands should alter how humans imagine themselves and their place within nature. 

Within this strand, humility functions normatively. These passages are judgments about proper 
conduct, offered through the vocabulary of being awed or moved. In social scientific terms, ethical 
evaluation is being carried by relational norms governing how human–nature relations ought to be 
lived, alongside explicit principle values. This has consequences for governance. Policies may 
succeed instrumentally and still appear ethically thin if they reproduce an extractive posture toward 
land. Conversely, a policy may be regarded more favourably if it appears to foster a more respectful 
form of coexistence. The interviews suggest that some participants are judging peatland governance 
at precisely this level. 

4.2.5 Rights, voice and the problem of more-than-human 
representation 

The most explicitly political strand in Theme 2 appears when participants move from respect and 
restraint to questions of rights, voice, needs and advocacy. Here peatlands are imagined as beings 
whose interests may need to be represented within human institutions, extending earlier vocabularies 
of care. This is the point at which the interviews come closest to a politics of more-than-human 
governance. 

I am very much into that, giving nature rights, it is not a subject, but giving it rights and finding 
someone to represent this nature or the parts of nature, I know in Zealand you have it as a 
regional constitutional right, and I am into that. I find it logical 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

This Danish statement utilises the language of rights for nature while also recognises the 
representational problem that follows: if nature is to have rights, someone must stand in for those 
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rights in practice. The interview data shows that the challenge of institutionalising such representation 
is a question that is already present in participants’ thinking. The complexity of representing nature, 
however, appeared in the Scottish interviews. 

I struggle with this. I have done some Council of All Beings, [...] and I really struggled with it. 
Everyone else round the fire got really into it, they made masks, and I thought I can’t do this, I 
don’t know what they think or what they want. […] I struggled with that. I think there is 
something about being an advocate, that is really important because they can’t speak for 
themselves, but I am uncomfortable with being asked to be in the position to be them and 
speak for them in that way, if you know what I mean. Just as a concept there is something there 
that doesn’t sit right with me 
(Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 

This Scottish account complicates the appeal of speaking for nature. Advocacy is affirmed as 
necessary because peatlands “can’t speak for themselves”, yet the participant resists the idea that 
human beings can simply step into peatland subjectivity. Representation is therefore figured as both 
indispensable and ethically fraught.  

Elsewhere, participants used personification to render peatland claims and the damage being done to 
them more concretely. One imagined the bog saying, “give me a drink, give me back my sphagnum”; 
another heard a “cry for help” from a bog whose “arms” had been cut away; another compared 
peatland to a child with needs that matter in their own right but that, in a damaged landscape, cannot 
safely be left unattended. Such images give moral texture to damage, translating hydrological loss and 
ecological degradation into the language of deprivation and claim. These are not naïve 
anthropomorphisms but moral devices through which injury, need and claim-making become 
thinkable. 

This is also the point at which the distinction between restraint and active support becomes clearest. 
Some peatlands, in the interviews, ask to be left alone whereas others cannot any longer be helped by 
non-interference because they have already been too extensively damaged. Representation, 
therefore, can justify restraint, repair, protection, or more active forms of care depending on how 
participants understand the condition of the site in question. 

For governance, this strand raises a question that technical policy often sidesteps: who, if anyone, is 
authorised to articulate peatland interests when those interests conflict with short-term human 
priorities? Participants made it clear that the problem of a peatland voice is already live. More-than-
human representation is part of how some actors are already making sense of what justice for 
peatlands might require. 

4.2.6 Cross-national synthesis 

Taken together, these interviews show that peatland ethics is one of the languages through which 
participants decide whether governance is legitimate. In both Denmark and Scotland, peatlands are 
repeatedly figured as entities with standing, history and claims on human conduct. Purely instrumental 
valuations of peatlands are often criticised, and while participants may still speak of carbon, water, 
biodiversity and climate adaptation, these functions are folded into wider moral arguments rather than 
allowed to dominate. 

The difference between the participants in each country lay mainly in ethical vocabulary. Danish 
participants more often use declarative language of intrinsic worth, rights and non-interference: 
peatlands are “something in their own right”; they should be “left alone”; nature should be “unregulated 
or wild”; rights should be extended and representation found. Scottish participants more often express 
similar concerns through stewardship, temporary tenure, reciprocity and advocacy: land is “passed 
on”; humans are only a “tiny blip”; peatlands require “good manners”; damaged bogs need someone 
to speak on their behalf. These vocabularies are different routes to a shared concern that peatlands 
should not be treated as mere means. 

There is also an important role-based pattern running through the material. Where speakers were 
embedded in landholding, crofting or practical management settings, ethical language often came 
through tenure, inheritance and the obligation to hand landscapes on well. Where speakers occupied 
policy, technical or governance roles, ethical language more often became explicit in the register of 
intrinsic value, rights, or critique of continuing encroachment. However, these distinctions were not 
exclusive. Land-based actors also sometimes spoke in personified, rights-like terms and policy actors 
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sometimes spoke in deeply relational and custodial ones. The theme therefore cannot be reduced to a 
simple distinction between professional rationality and lived moral attachment. 

In life-frame terms, the material sits most strongly within living with and living as peatlands, though 
living from is never entirely absent. Throughout the interview, the utilitarian capacities are repeatedly 
subordinated to a prior claim: that peatlands are not exhausted by what they provide. They are also 
places with standing, histories that exceed human lifetimes, and relations that impose duties of care, 
restraint and representation. This contributes something fundamental to the wider governance 
analysis, showing that for a significant set of actors, peatland policy legitimacy is grounded in 
stewardship and affected by intrinsic value or more-than-human ethics, meaning that governance 
debates framed only around carbon delivery, cost-effectiveness or land-use optimisation risk missing 
one of the most important dimensions through which people understand what peatlands are and what 
ought to be done with them. This is significant if the wider public and local communities are to be 
involved and engaged in peatland restoration projects. 

 

4.3 Deep-time archive, cultural memory and place identity 

Across the interviews, peatlands were often recognised as deep-time archives, as well as being 
places of cultural memory and place identity. Danish participants frequently spoke of peatlands 
through the lens of post-glacial formation, archaeology, preserved traces of the past, museum visits 
and explanatory storytelling. Scottish participants often described customary practice, family memory, 
island language, poetry and territorial identity. Both sets of accounts keep the past present.. 

4.3.1 Time depth and preserved archive 

Participants described peatlands as landscapes in which older worlds remain present through 
formation history, preserved organic traces, archaeological remains and long-used routes. In Danish 
interviews, time depth was pertinent. Participants presented peatlands as environments whose 
present form could be narrated through post-glacial development and through the accumulation of 
earlier traces, which made the landscape historically legible to others. 

I think as a nature site, this moorland, just has it all and it is historical. It is easy to explain how it 
developed, how it came here, it is the youngest nature type if we talk the protective nature types 
in the Danish policy of nature protection, it is only 5000 years old. We can start telling how it 
was built up ... It is very easy to tell people and to invite them into this room of nature and 
historical sites. 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

This account treats formation history as part of the peatland’s present meaning rather than as 
background information. The site becomes publicly meaningful because its age, composition and 
development can be narrated through the soil and its surrounding landscape, and because that 
narration allows others to recognise the bog as both an ecological and historical space. Other Danish 
participants made similar points when they referred to a “sacrificial moor”, to “shields ... preserved in 
the peatlands” and to bog bodies that could still be encountered through local museums. 

Scottish participants reached comparable temporal depth through preserved traces and long-used 
infrastructure, which placed present-day walkers within a much longer sequence of inhabitation and 
ecological change. 

What we are saying is the landscape fascinates us and also the age of it and the connection 
with Skara Brae and the connection with people that have walked there between us, because 
when you see a birch come out and you recognise it is a piece of birch but it from 3000 years 
ago, or more than that, it is a woodland that people before us saw. I sort of have these things in 
a glass jar and they just fascinate me. 
(Scotland, Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations, Senior 
Leadership) 

Here the archive is landscape-based. Preserved birch, old roads, brochs and click mills make earlier 
ecologies and earlier lives physically available in the present, so that peatlands are encountered as 
places where age can still be read. Across both countries, preserved traces do interpretive work by 
establishing that peatlands carry more than present-day ecological function. 
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4.3.2 Living heritage and customary practice 

In Scottish interviews in particular, peatlands remained socially alive because they carried with them 
recurring practice, expressive culture and inherited rules. This pattern is expressed most strongly by 
rural-community and land-management participants. Participants in the Hebrides were especially 
explicit that peatlands persist through the texture of everyday cultural life. 

It is strongly embedded in the tradition and the folklore of these islands, and it is detailed in 
poetry, it is detailed in the songs, in the detail in just about everything they do. Tweed for 
example, which is Harris Tweed and it has to be made in the Outer Hebrides ... the colours that 
they used to use all came from the peatlands basically ... It is embedded right down into the 
clothing that they wear. The fire in their fireplace ... the deer on the landscape, everything that is 
embedded in the whole thing. 
(Scotland, Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations, Middle 
Management) 

The point here is that peatlands still inform clothing, fuel, food associations, story and atmosphere. 
Heritage is carried through ordinary practice and through a dense symbolic repertoire, so peatlands 
remain part of how island life is named and understood. The same continuity also appeared in more 
localised accounts of practical knowledge passed across generations. 

My son hand cuts peat, he knows how to hand cut it because his father was a tradition bearer 
and he knows to put the top layer back on again so it is rewetted and that it continues to “grow”. 
I am very grateful to that and there are a small number of people who still hand cut peat ... My 
peat comes from less than a mile from my house. 
(Scotland, Rural communities, Senior Leadership) 

This quote shows the continuity and tradition that is passed on through continued use and direct 
relationships with peatlands, be that through the technique of hand cutting or important family 
narratives. Knowledge of how to cut, rewet and care for the peat bank is passed within families and 
remains tied to a specific place, so that the bog persists as working heritage rather than as detached 
memory. Danish accounts in this domain were lighter and more story-based, but they point in the 
same direction when participants referred to moorland mist as “the moor lady that does her brew” and 
recalled older stories of fear, trolls and spiritual presence in the bogs. 

4.3.3 Biographical landscapes 

Peatlands also adhere through biography. Childhood routes, family accompaniment, smell, work 
trajectories and repeated return make particular peatlands personally durable. Scottish participants 
often described these attachments through sensory memory and repeated movement across 
particular moorland landscapes. 

Actually I think personally it is the Lewis peatlands that mean more to me because I grew up 
just outside Glasgow but my mum was from [...] the Isle of Lewis so we spent all of our summer 
holidays on the Hebrides. My memory is twofold, one is trekking after my father across 
moorland ... and the other one is ... the smell of burning peat [...] ... when I smell peat it takes 
me back to wonderful childhood holidays of stomping about on moorlands and Lewis’ lovely 
beaches on the Hebrides. 
(Scotland, Environmental NGOs and representative organisations, Middle Management) 

Smell, well-travelled routes and repetition are central aspects of how this participant relates to and 
remembers peatlands. They are described as a personally adhesive landscape that persists through 
remembered journeys and bodily recall. Comparable attachments appeared elsewhere in the 
interviews through participants’ accounts of climbing, working lives and return to peatlands after time 
away. 

In the Danish interviews, however, biography is more often shaped by drainage and non-recognition 
than by dense recollection. 

Because of the draining that has been going on on peatlands my relationship to peatlands, also 
when I was growing up has been very small because almost all peatlands close to us had been 
drained and we are used to farming so we didn’t actually know there was peat underneath. That 
is why we didn’t really go out into peatlands in my childhood and didn’t really use it as a 
resource. 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Technical Specialist) 
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This biographical account is structured by absence. Drainage and agricultural normalisation have 
thinned everyday recognition of peatland as peatland, so personal attachment is mediated through 
historical loss or late discovery. The contrast suggests that biography is present on both sides of the 
data, although Scottish participants articulated it with greater affective density. 

4.3.4 Place identity and authenticity 

Some participants scaled historical attachment up from particular sites to regional and national self-
understanding. Peatlands were described as part of what Scotland or Denmark feels like, looks like 
and is. Scottish participants were especially direct in linking peatland landscapes to territorial identity. 

I think for me peatlands are there in culture ... it is about the relationship that people have with 
Scotland and the environment that we all live in and surrounds us ... they are part of the 
environment that I think defines who I am. It is not specifically the peatlands necessarily, but it 
is the fact that peatlands dominate in the environments that then actually define who I am and 
what I love to do and my interests. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional) 

Peatlands operate here as emblematic landscapes. Identity is carried through the wider environments 
in which peatlands dominate and through the cultural references that gather around those 
environments. Elsewhere in the Scottish interviews, one participant argued that to deny peatlands was 
to deny part of the “authenticity of Scotland” (Scotland, Landowners/managers and their 
representative and advisory organisations, Senior Leadership). 

Danish participants made similar claims more concisely, often by linking peatlands to ancientness or 
to a distinctive openness in the national landscape. One participant described the “grandeur of 
Denmark” as “very identity connected” to peatland landscapes (Denmark, Nature 
markets/investors/advisers, Technical Specialist), while another spoke of “a cultural identity and a 
historical identity” that came from living in a place felt to be ancient (Denmark, Government 
departments and agencies, Technical Specialist).  

4.3.5 Cross-national synthesis 

Both Danish and Scottish interviews treat peatlands as landscapes through which the past remains 
active in the present. In Denmark, participants made peatlands intelligible through archaeology, post-
glacial history, museum mediation and preserved traces of earlier land use. In Scotland, participants 
carried peatlands forward through customary practice, crofting, language, poetry, family memory and 
explicit territorial identity. 

Participant position also shaped what kind of history was articulated. Time-depth and archive talk 
clustered in government and academic voices, particularly among technical specialists. Living heritage 
was expressed most strongly by rural-community and land-management participants. Explicit place-
identity claims were concentrated in leadership and public-facing professional roles. The comparison 
therefore relates to the social location from which peatland history is spoken. 

 

4.4 Multi-benefit ecological infrastructure 

Participants in both countries presented peatlands as connected ecological systems, with water levels, 
habitat condition, emissions and land use discussed as linked processes that change together. 
National emphasis, however, differed. Danish participants typically approached peatlands through 
agricultural transition, nutrient retention, groundwater protection and the rapid reduction of emissions 
from cultivated peat soils. Scottish participants, on the other hand, approached them through 
catchment processes, public water supply, downstream flooding, wildfire risk and visible recovery in 
damaged uplands. Across both cases, peatlands mattered because their effects extended beyond the 
restored site. Additionally, governance arguments organised around one benefit at a time did not 
match how participants explained peatland change. 

4.4.1 Peatlands were described as connected ecological systems 

Participants repeatedly described peatlands as places where several ecological processes rise or fall 
together. Although typically treated separately in policy, water, biodiversity, emissions and resilience 
were treated by participants as aspects of the same landscape condition. This systems account was 
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especially explicit in Scottish technical and policy interviews, where participants argued for change at 
landscape scale rather than isolated project fixes. 

It is about thinking about it in a connected fashion and addressing the problem as not just a 
whole bunch of separate problems but coming at it as a single nexus of problems and thinking 
about how do we actually create real change in our landscapes, not just little parts of the land, 
but a real change in how our landscapes function and deliver ecosystem services, but also 
resilient to changes. It is not just some little thing that we are managing to keep it alive, but it is 
something that actually is resilient and has more capability to survive without us getting 
involved. 
(Scotland; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist) 

Danish participants reached a similar conclusion in more practical hydrological language. One 
participant described peatlands as low-lying areas where the task is to ”raise the water levels”, ”make 
the groundwater higher” and ”recreate the natural hydrology in the area”, adding that once this 
happens ”there is a lot more life out there than you actually realise” (Denmark; Landowners/managers 
and their representative and advisory organisations; Technical Specialist). Another described 
restoration as an effort to ”restore an equilibrium within the area again”, linking reduced fertiliser and 
pesticide leakage, groundwater protection and biodiversity recovery in a single account (Denmark; 
Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; Technical Specialist). 

These descriptions show peatlands as ecologies in which several forms of change are bound together, 
an image which strengthened the case for restoration, but also challenged the policy habit of treating 
water, climate and biodiversity as if they could be managed separately. Several participants in both 
the interviews and triangulation workshops argued that peatland policies should be integrated with 
wider water and biodiversity policies rather than remaining siloed issues. 

4.4.2 Water made peatlands publicly consequential 

Water was the clearest route through which peatlands became publicly consequential. Participants 
used water to connect peatland condition to drinking water, nutrient loading, groundwater protection, 
coastal water quality and downstream flooding. In this theme, water was often the point at which 
peatlands became intelligible to actors outside conservation. 

The peatland restoration for [a key government agency working on water policy implementation] 
is split into two functions. One is one third party land, so we pursue that for the purposes of 
water quality and hopefully that allows us to actually then gather some kind of empirical 
evidence that peatland restoration does improve water quality for the purposes of public 
drinking water supplies. The other side of it is more concentrated on our own land and [we] 
actually own about 26,000 hectares of land. We have got about 4,000 hectares of peatland that 
is possibly restorable on that land and that is then used specifically for carbon offset because 
we cannot really go and buy carbon credits off the market because we are constrained by 
public sector spending, what we can do is then restore the land that we do have and we then 
use that restored peatland to offset our carbon footprint. 
(Scotland; Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; Middle 
Management) 

Scottish participants often moved quickly from upland peat to ordinary public provision. Peatlands 
were discussed in relation to household water supplies, flood-prone catchments and the functioning of 
downstream infrastructure. Danish participants used a more technical hydrological vocabulary. One 
described restoration as allowing water to ”find its new ways” back into an older course of movement 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle Management). Another described the 
same process as working with ”nature‘s ability to collect or gather” nitrogen, carbon dioxide and 
phosphorus (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle Management). Throughout the 
interviews, water made peatland restoration easier to justify beyond biodiversity policy alone as 
peatlands organise water in ways that affect the wider public. 

4.4.3 Biodiversity return made restoration tangible 

If water made restoration publicly consequential, biodiversity made it tangible. Participants across both 
countries narrated successful restoration through the return of visible life: birds, insects, mammals, 
wetter vegetation mosaics and landscapes that no longer appeared ecologically exhausted. These 
accounts were central to how change was recognised on the ground. 
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Now going back up to those areas where previously you would just have bare peat you now 
have this lovely mosaic of different species of heathland shrubs that are just interconnected and 
little bees are coming along and feeding on the flowers and it is just such a special place where 
you think about what it was before when it was just bare eroding brown peat, it was just a scar 
on the landscape and now it is all healed and all these plants are thriving there that is feeding a 
whole load of insects, and you get the occasional birds flittering through as well. 
(Scotland; Environmental NGOs and representative organisations; Middle Management) 

Scottish participants often stressed the speed with which this transformation could become visible. 
One participant described how sceptical landowners saw ”dragonflies”, ”pond skaters”, ”bumble bees” 
and ”more water voles than they have ever seen before” within a year of restoration (Scotland; Nature 
markets, standard bodies, investors and their advisers; Senior Leadership). Danish participants 
framed the same process as a shift from drained agricultural ground to ”more nature”. One participant 
described how returning water transformed ”dark peaty soil” into ”this fantastic nature” with ”a lot of 
birds and insects and plants” (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical 
Specialist). Biodiversity, therefore, is represented as one of the most persuasive forces for restoration, 
as it offers clear, tangible evidence of restoration that can be seen, heard and shown to others. 

4.4.4 Climate function was expressed through present loss and 
future risk 

Climate function was also central, but participants usually expressed it through concrete processes 
rather than broad climate rhetoric. They spoke about drained peat releasing greenhouse gases, 
rewetted peat holding more carbon in place and restored sites becoming less vulnerable to drought 
and fire. Climate was therefore tied to what peatlands were currently doing, or failing to do, under 
altered hydrological conditions. 

Danish participants often used the language of speed, scale and strategic importance. One adviser 
compared emissions from a single hectare of drained peatland as equivalent to driving a diesel car 
”4.3 times around the earth” in a year (Denmark; Landowners/managers and their representative and 
advisory organisations; Technical Specialist). Another described rewetting as ”the fastest way to 
decarbonise and save some CO2” (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical 
Specialist), while a municipal participant called it ”the most important and the cheapest way of 
reducing the climate influence by Danish agriculture” (Denmark; Government departments and 
agencies; Middle Management). Scottish participants tended to describe climate function through 
stability and risk. One government participant characterised rewetting as a defensive intervention 
because restored peatlands are ”less likely to have wildfires and be damaged from drought” (Scotland; 
Government departments and agencies; Middle Management).  

Though restoration was considered key across the interviews, a small number of Danish participants 
raised concerns around the temporal aspects of restoration processes on long-cultivated soils, 
cautioning that rewetting would likely increase methane and nitrous oxide release in the early stages. 
These participants did not reject restoration, but argued for greater attention to site history and 
timescale when climate gains are assessed. 

4.4.5 Restoration reopened questions of land purpose 

While restoration was supported and encouraged by all participants, it raised a secondary question for 
some as to what restored land is for. This was most explicit in Denmark, where taking land out of 
agricultural production raised questions about access, ecological management and the future social 
form of restored landscapes. 

There is such a big focus on taking land out of agricultural production but not on what it is going 
to be used for afterwards. The only focus is on the climatic and environmental changes, but we 
do not really have any money for doing big recreational projects with it, we do not really have 
any money for managing the nature that is going to be there making sure it is going to reach a 
specific state that is going to be very good for biodiversity or something like that. That is not the 
idea of this, but why not when you already have the land under your fingernails do something 
bigger and better with it. 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist) 

The longevity of restored sites raises important questions around monitoring and evaluation of 
ecological restoration, as well as future access. One Danish engineer valued projects that could 
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include ”a walking path so people are able to come out and also see the nature”, arguing that there 
was value in ”showing people what it is that you are creating” (Denmark; Landowners/managers and 
their representative and advisory organisations; Technical Specialist). Scottish participants raised a 
related issue, with one participant arguing that understanding grows once people are brought ”down 
closer to ground level”, where peatlands appear as ”a living breathing landscape” rather than an empty 
expanse (Scotland; Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; 
Middle Management). 

Participants did not resolve this question in a single way. For some, ecological and public purposes 
could be pursued together. For others, they were sequenced. As one Danish participant put it, for 
many farmers ”when they are secure about the economy then we can start to talk about butterflies” 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle Management). The point was that different 
groups approached the same restored land with different priorities and different temporal orders. 

Taken together, the interviews presented peatlands as landscapes that organise several linked 
functions across wider territories. Denmark most often expressed this through agricultural transition, 
nutrient management and rapid emissions reduction. Scotland more often expressed it through 
catchment function, public water, wildfire and drought risk and the visible recovery of damaged 
uplands. The shared finding is that peatlands mattered most when participants were able to connect 
climate, water, biodiversity and land purpose within the same account. This helps explain why narrow 
framings of peatland policy often felt incomplete in the interviews; participants treated peatlands as 
ecologies whose condition shaped multiple public and environmental outcomes at once. 

 

4.5 Restoration as repair, reversal and restitution 

Repair appears in a defined subset of interviews. In these accounts speakers move quickly from 
earlier drainage, extraction or misuse to claims about reversal, restitution, duty or redress. Historical 
damage functions as the starting point for a forward-looking argument about what restoration should 
now secure. 

4.5.1 Restoration as reversal of an earlier land-use project 

One recurrent formulation presents restoration as the reversal of an earlier land-use project. Drainage, 
canalisation and agricultural conversion are described as deliberate interventions that redirected 
peatland hydrology and ecology. Restoration then becomes a practical and moral process of turning 
the landscape back towards wetter conditions. One Danish technical account states this argument in 
especially clear terms: 

Within the last 100 years we made a complete change of the Danish landscape and we drained 
the bogs and we made them into agricultural areas and now 100 years later we are going the 
reverse way. So now we are actually going back ... the bogs that we drained we are starting to 
cut the drains, and we are trying to get the bogs back. 
(Denmark, Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations, 
Technical Specialist) 

This account names both the historical intervention and the present response. Restoration is cast as 
the reversal of a nationally engineered landscape change, with cutting drains and recovering bogs 
presented as the appropriate present-day task. Other Danish accounts articulate the same logic 
through water. One respondent described restoration as freeing water from canalisation so that it 
could find its ”original course of water” and called the result ”natures win over man” (Denmark, 
Government departments and agencies, Middle Management). A Scottish community-facing account 
similarly described restoration as an effort to ”correct the mistakes of the past” and to ”leave the 
moorland in a better condition than when they came to it” (Scotland, Rural communities, Technical 
Specialist). Across both countries, repair is often narrated as reversal. Denmark gives this language 
greater prominence and elaboration, while Scotland more often embeds it in wider discussions of 
crofting, land management and community benefit. 

4.5.2 Restoration as returning peatland to its own integrity 

A second set of accounts frames restoration as the recovery of peatland integrity. Here the emphasis 
falls on peatland becoming what it is suited to be after drainage, extraction or overuse have disrupted 
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that condition. One Danish governmental account expressed this most vividly by imagining peatland 
speaking for itself: 

I think the peat would say that more than a century in Denmark of being damaged and used as 
a simple supplement for wood and heating buildings, now finally no-one is scratching our 
surface and here is an act of the restoration of our identity ... being left alone as peat. 
(Denmark, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

The emphasis here falls on identity and condition. Restoration is presented as releasing peatlands 
from instrumental use and enabling them to exist as peatlands again. Scottish material reaches a 
similar position through a different vocabulary. One NGO respondent described a restored bog as 
”back to how it should be” and ”enjoying being intact” (Scotland, Environmental NGOs and 
representative organisations, Middle Management). Another speaker imagined a restored site as 
requiring continued care because ”my leg is still a bit injured” (Scotland, Nature markets, standard 
bodies, investors and their advisors, Senior Leadership). These accounts present restoration as the 
recovery of integrity and as a continuing process of care. 

4.5.3 Restoration as obligation to future generations 

A further recurrent pattern justifies restoration through what should be handed on. The key issue here 
is the condition in which landscapes, livelihoods and ecological functions are passed to future people.  

It is a solution for the future generations not just for the crofters here and now ... it is having 
something where it is not cashing in in the short term ... the benefits are intergenerational, and 
the benefits run with the project as opposed to capitalising the benefits in the early days. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Middle Management) 

In this account, peatland restoration is tied to intergenerational settlement. The central concern is the 
endurance of benefits and the refusal of short-term extraction as the organising principle of land use. 
Similarly, in Scotland one land manager said the landscape should be ”held and kept in perpetuity” 
and ”looked after ... for future generations” (Scotland, Landowners/managers and their representative 
and advisory organisations, Middle Management). Another described stewardship as acting for 
benefits that may only be felt in ”80, 100 or 150 years” and as a way of trying to ”keep what is special” 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Senior Leadership). 

While Scottish material extends the imagined beneficiaries to community continuity, perpetuity and the 
longer life of landscapes, Danish respondents framed the future more personally, speaking of wanting 
to ”leave something better for my kids” and of leaving ”more nature” (Denmark, Government 
departments and agencies, Technical Specialist). These formulations link restoration to family 
continuity and parental responsibility.  

4.5.4 Restoration as collective redress 

In Scotland, a further register casts restoration as collective redress for public wrongdoing. Earlier 
damage is attributed to state-backed drainage, long-run land management failure or broader social 
choices. Restoration accordingly becomes a public obligation. 

I think it is that thing about restoration so trying to right quite a lot of wrongs that have been 
done, whether that be government paying for massive amounts of drainage in the 40s, 50s, 60s 
... I think we have got a duty to try and restore these areas. 
(Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Senior Leadership) 

This account makes the structure of redress explicit. The wrong is named, the public role in producing 
it is acknowledged and restoration is justified as a duty. Carbon remains relevant in these accounts, 
and it sits within a wider argument about ecological function, public responsibility and repair. Another 
policy professional argued ”we do have a responsibility to redress our collective wrongs” (Scotland, 
Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional). A third described current public 
spending on restoration as a response to the fact that ”our public policy broke it and our public policy 
should fix it” (Scotland, Government departments and agencies, Policy Professional). This is the point 
at which the reparative register becomes most overtly political. It is also the point at which 
distributional tension is sharpest, because support for repair sits alongside questions about who 
should pay. 
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4.5.5 Cross-national synthesis 

The reparative register is present in both Denmark and Scotland, although its dominant form varies. 
Danish material is concentrated in technical and governmental roles and is most often expressed 
through the language of reversal, hydrological return and restored peatland identity. In this context, 
emphasis is placed upon undoing past drainage practices and recovering low-lying soils. Scottish 
material is distributed more widely across policy, NGO, land-management and community-facing roles 
and more often articulates public wrongdoing, duty and the terms on which landscapes should be 
handed on. This places emphasis more directly on the importance of intergenerational custodianship 
and public repair of harmful past practices. These differences are important as they set the backdrop 
for conversations and narratives through which policy may become most salient. 

 

4.6 Climate and carbon framing 

Across the interviews, climate and carbon were typically the first public rationale for peatland action. 
As respondents moved into questions of implementation, they grounded that rationale in present 
emissions, hydrology, biodiversity, land condition and local public value, though Denmark and 
Scotland differ chiefly in where this widening occurs within the narrative. Danish interviewees 
presented climate as the opening frame through which peatlands entered state action whereas 
Scottish interviewees began from the communicative limits of carbon-centred language and then 
articulated wider justifications. 

4.6.1 Climate urgency opened the policy window, especially in 
Denmark 

In the Danish material, climate urgency commonly functioned as the frame that brought peatlands into 
the centre of policy attention. Respondents linked this shift to the Paris Agreement, national 
decarbonisation targets and the Tripartite Agreement, all of which made peat soils newly legible as a 
high-priority land-use issue. Climate language therefore operated as an entry frame for state action, 
land purchase and programme development. Within this framing, peatlands appeared as fast and 
credible climate interventions, with restoration framed as a practical route to measurable national 
gains, which in turn supported funding claims and administrative visibility.  

I don’t know if it is the right place to start but the Paris Agreement, that really started it all off. 
Then we started all talking about climate and peat moss and a lot of organisations started to 
have an opinion about it. It just came from something we talked about, reports and a lot of 
different angles into it, there was no way back right. 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle Management) 

… we are called the nature project team which was established due to the fact that politicians 
have decided in a local agreement that we need to restore the peatlands and that is the fastest 
way to decarbonise and save some CO2. 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist) 

Read together, these accounts treat climate urgency as the frame that opened the door to peatland 
action and legitimated the institutional machinery that followed. Climate language gives the rationale 
its speed and its authority. The next sections show how respondents refined the framing once this 
door was opened. 

4.6.2 The climate case was recast around ongoing emissions and 
retained carbon 

Where respondents refined the climate case, they emphasised current emissions from drained peat 
and the retention of existing carbon stocks. This formulation gives restoration an immediate temporal 
horizon: the work concerns the reduction of ongoing loss in the present, while sequestration appears 
as a longer-term consequence of restored condition. 

For me the thing that I find frustrating when I talk to people about peatlands is they will go oh 
well if we do good stuff it will start absorbing carbon, well yes it will, but at the moment it is just 
a massive emitter and that is being missed. … If we can get peatlands functioning again yes, 
they will become carbon sequesters but that takes time. For me the more critical thing is the 
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rationale for restoring peatland, it is not so it will absorb carbon it is to stop the damn things 
emitting so much. 
(Scotland; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist) 

A Danish government specialist condensed the same reasoning into the need “to fix the carbon stock” 
and “keep [it] in the ground in a climate perspective” (Denmark; Government departments and 
agencies; Technical Specialist). A small number of Danish interviewees also drew attention to 
methane and nitrous oxide, introducing a more complex view of simplified climate claims that solely 
focus on carbon emissions. Taken together, this strand presents a grounded climate rationale centred 
on present emissions, retained stock and the condition of peat soils. 

4.6.3 Carbon-centred stories carried weak communicative fit in 
much of the Scottish material 

The Scottish material gives particularly clear expression to the communicative limits of carbon-centred 
language. Respondents continued to treat peatlands as climate-relevant landscapes, but they 
described carbon-only narratives as thin, abstract and difficult to carry into land management or public 
conversation. Communicative reach was particularly important: carbon arguments were considered 
most persuasive when they connected to visible land change, practical management and locally 
intelligible purposes. By contrast, offsetting language and generic net-zero claims were described as 
distant from everyday understandings of peatland restoration. 

I think as much as anything else … it is the challenge of trying to make them shine. Trees are 
sexy, everyone loves trees, everyone has a swing that they swung on that was under a big oak 
branch when they were a kid … everyone has got a connection to trees, so it is really easy to 
sell the concept of a tree … Part of it is like the ugly duckling and wanting to figure out a way … 
to get it to resonate with people, we are not there yet. 
(Scotland; Nature markets, standard bodies, investors and their advisors; Senior Leadership) 

Another point raised was caution around the ethics of nature markets, in particular concerns 
around who would be buying the carbon units. This argument had a distinct moral and ethical 
register, as participants noted they would not want the carbon units being bought by 
companies they considered unethical.  

The last meeting that we had with anybody about this they were saying that whoever was going 
to buy them their justification would have to be showing what they were doing alongside that to 
offset. … As soon as you speak about this to anybody on the ground, they immediately go well I 
am not paying for British Airways to offset. 
(Scotland; Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; Senior 
Leadership) 

The same point was raised in the Scottish triangulation workshop, with concerns raised around 
“embarrassing buyers” of carbon units being a barrier. This argument feeds into concerns that carbon 
markets could be used by unfavourable actors to offset emissions rather than reduce their own supply-
chain emissions. Related interviews reinforced the same pattern. One Scottish government interview 
described carbon as “a bit of a red herring” because it had come to crowd out wider natural capital 
concerns (Scotland; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist), while a land-
management interview described net zero as having limited tangibility for many people (Scotland; 
Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; Middle Management). 
Together, these accounts show that climate language gained traction when it was translated into 
visible land-based outcomes and recognisable public benefits. 

4.6.4 Broader framings tied peatlands to water, biodiversity and 
local public value 

Across both countries, respondents widened the peatland story by situating climate within a fuller 
account of what restored peatlands provide. These broader framings brought together water systems, 
biodiversity, recreation, healthier land, reduced inputs, rural development and large nature areas. 
Climate remained important, but it operated most effectively as one element within a more plural 
account of peatland value. This wider framing was also shaped by setting. Danish interviews often 
emphasised large nature areas, recreation and frustration with single-purpose funding. Scottish 
interviews highlighted water, land condition, healthier systems and the practical benefits of restoration 
on the ground.  
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The thing that has been a problem for us … a lot of time the money from the state are giving in 
boxes for specific goals, it is either reduction of climate gasses or nitrogen to reduce, but … we 
would also like some money for recreation … and make this to a huge nature area … I would 
like to make a huge project where we are taking all the different ideas in and try to work with 
that. 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle Management) 

The guy in Shetland … says look, I did this, nobody has bought the carbon credits, they just got 
paid to do the work and what he has ended up with is something that looks healthier, gives him 
healthier animals, has reduced his inputs, people get that, it is more that this is what it actually 
means on the ground stuff I think that sells it to folk. There is a positive story there … rather 
than oh, we are selling it to British Airways. 
(Scotland; Landowners/managers and their representative and advisory organisations; Senior 
Leadership) 

Other interviews made the same move in more compressed form. A Danish government specialist 
described peatland policy as moving in “two directions and two paths”, one biodiversity-oriented and 
one climate-oriented (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical Specialist). A 
Scottish government specialist treated the market as “a mechanism for accomplishing something” 
because peatland landscapes need to do “a lot of things” at once (Scotland; Government departments 
and agencies; Technical Specialist). A water-sector interview went further, suggesting that “if you have 
got peatland carbon credits you need to have a water credit as well” (Scotland; Landowners/managers 
and their representative and advisory organisations; Middle Management). These accounts show that 
climate travelled most effectively when it was carried through a fuller peatland story. 

4.6.5 Cross-national synthesis 

Read across the theme, the main country difference concerns the work climate language performs at 
the start of the peatland story. In Denmark, interviewees used climate to establish administrative 
urgency, land purchase and state intervention, whereas in Scotland, interviewees embedded climate 
within a wider account of natural capital, land management and public communication. The contrast 
therefore turns on institutional position and communicative setting. 

Role categories sharpen this pattern. Government interviews predominantly saw climate focus as 
opening up the policy story. Advisory, market-facing and intermediary actors typically widened carbon-
centred language to include water, biodiversity, land condition and local benefit. Rural-community 
evidence is present but limited within this theme, so the analysis speaks most directly to policy-
adjacent and intermediary framing practices. 

 

4.7 Workable market and policy architectures 

Participation in peatland restoration appeared in these interviews as a question of institutional design. 
Participants in both countries assessed schemes through the architectures that organised payment, 
entry, control, risk and longer-term responsibility. The theme therefore addresses a central issue for 
this deliverable: the conditions under which peatland governance becomes workable in ways 
participants judge effective, appropriate and fair. 

Across Denmark and Scotland, five conditions structured these judgements. Participation depended 
on economically credible offers, navigable routes into schemes, workable allocations of risk over time, 
close fit between mechanisms and actor circumstances and confidence that the wider policy 
environment would sustain involvement. In Scotland, this reasoning was strongly shaped by emerging 
natural capital instruments and by concrete experience of the Natural Capital Market Framework 
through pilots, guarantees and other devices. In Denmark, comparable issues were expressed 
through compensation, valuation, land consolidation and local tripartite planning. 

The theme also shows how values informed practical judgements about policy design. Contextual 
values entered through attention to cash flow, opportunity cost, tax exposure and land dependence. 
Relational values entered through the weight participants gave to legitimate intermediaries, recognised 
authority and established routes of entry. Principle values entered through views about public 
responsibility, acceptable risk and the proper role of the state in coordinating or shaping markets. 
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4.7.1 Economic credibility conditions participation 

Participation in peatland restoration projects often depended on whether a project was credible in the 
terms participants used to evaluate land-based decisions. Credibility included price, compensation and 
revenue, as well as recognition of how the land was currently used, what income it generated and 
what obligations restoration would introduce. 

Danish accounts focused in particular on fair valuation and adequate compensation. In order 
for peatland restoration to be considered a workable option within a farm or landholding 
strategy, valuation of the land and project cost was a primary threshold, and compensation 
needed to reflect both current use and likely foregone income. As one public Danish public 
agent interview noted, “we only buy it when they say it is a fair price, then we trade”. The 
same logic appeared in blunter terms in agricultural advisory accounts, where inadequate 
compensation closed discussion before wider environmental arguments could gain traction. 

Scottish accounts, on the other hand, approached credibility through carbon price, capital 
contribution and expected return. Participants asked what level of income would make entry, 
maintenance and monitoring viable under current market conditions. 

If you look at what the market price is it is anywhere between £20 and £60 a ton ... maybe £40 
a ton to generate enough income for people to want to actually do it. 
(Scotland; conservation NGO; peatland restoration programme lead) 

Carbon price was considered an important point for economic credibility, but it was also noted in the 
Scottish triangulation workshop that the timing of investment also mattered, as carbon units only arise 
after the restoration has been completed meaning that the upfront restoration costs need to be 
secured before any returns are achieved. This was identified as a potential barrier for entry to smaller 
and community landowners. These accounts located effectiveness and appropriateness in the 
practical credibility of the offer. Participants treated workable governance as governance that 
recognised situated economic realities and the durability of the obligations attached to restoration. 

4.7.2 Institutional routes mediate entry into participation 

Participation depended on institutional routes that matched ownership structure, legal standing and 
existing decision-making arrangements. In both countries, entry took shape through recognised 
channels of authority and through institutions that participants regarded as legitimate and practically 
usable. Danish participants spoke about routes into change in highly differentiated terms. Buy-out, 
compensated retention, land swaps and land consolidation appeared as distinct pathways, each with 
different implications for control, land assembly and the continuing viability of the holding. 

The state never really becomes the owner, it goes directly from the seller to the buyer but there 
are two different prices and the difference in price is paid by the Danish state with EU money. 
(Denmark; public agency; land consolidation officer) 

Scottish participants discussed different institutional forms. Common grazing committees, 
community-owned bodies, representative intermediaries and recognised development 
pathways were described as gateways through which schemes became intelligible and 
actionable. A Scottish public utility manager stated that they specifically engage with “those 
who have direct engagement with the land”. In the Scottish triangulation workshop, it was 
noted that small scale projects are often ineligible for Peatland Code applications, with the 
suggestion that the Code therefore allowed for joint project applications or the combination of 
projects across both the Peatland Code and the Woodland Carbon Code. Were this option 
made available, it was noted that a significant associated challenge would be ensuring that 
any new vehicles set up to manage such aggregated projects would need to be managed well 
to ensure they gained a good reputation amongst buyers. 

At the same time, participants emphasised the importance of identifying the relevant local 
community early, particularly where several communities or overlapping interests were 
involved. 

We always say you have got to identify the community at the beginning and it may not be one 
community but you need to identify the community at the beginning. 
(Scotland; community engagement and land rights sector; community benefits practitioner) 
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Workable governance in both countries depended on routes that matched who could authorise 
change, who would live with its consequences and whose standing had to be recognised in the 
process. Relational values mattered because participation turned on legitimate representation and 
recognised authority. 

4.7.3 Risk sharing shapes workability in Scotland 

Scottish participants treated the allocation of uncertainty over time as a decisive condition of 
workability. They distinguished remuneration from de-risking and described a workable mechanism as 
one that altered who carried exposure to price volatility, delayed returns, under-delivery and long-term 
maintenance commitments. Participants involved in policy design and economic modelling described 
cash-flow support, staged repayment, operating payments and clawback mechanisms as ways of 
making entry possible without transferring all future uncertainty to land managers. These accounts 
linked technical design to principle values because they framed risk sharing as part of the public 
responsibility attached to restoration pursued as a public good. Participants from finance and 
intermediary settings extended the same argument through return profiles and investor behaviour. 
Price floors, guarantees and other forms of assurance mattered because they changed the conditions 
under which finance could be mobilised. 

If you have got a price floor mechanism that is derisking the project for an investor ... a double-
digit return is no longer required because investors are being derisked. 
(Scotland; finance intermediary; investment adviser) 

Public support became persuasive when instruments altered exposure in tangible ways. Participants 
treated visible liabilities, even contingent ones, as a deterrent when they remained with land 
managers. 

The word loan, contingent or otherwise, is going to put people off straightaway ... A loan, that is 
a liability for me. 
(Scotland; public finance and estates sector; investment and estates practitioner) 

Scottish Government’s Carbon Contracts Pilot was discussed at some length by participants familiar 
with this as a proposed mechanism for redistributing risk. Although there was broad support for this as 
a mechanism that provided a guaranteed public buyer for a proportion of Peatland Carbon Units 
arising from projects, value-for-money criteria applied to the scheme reduced the price per unit to a 
level that was not considered financially viable by many project developers. Given limited uptake of 
the pilot, participants also considered the viability of floor-price guarantees, initially rejected for the 
pilot to limit risk exposure to public budgets, with participants questioning whether this balance of risk 
should be re-evaluated in light of feedback from the pilot. In the Scottish triangulation workshop, it was 
also noted that a community aspect should be added to the pilot. 

There was also discussion of an alternative blended finance mechanism that had been published 
shortly before interviews took place by an NGO, suggesting that public support could de-risk projects 
directly through zero-interest, income-contingent loans, annual operating payments and a clawback 
mechanism, rather than de-risking financial intermediaries so that they could secure commercial 
returns. For some participants, the significance of this proposal lay in the way it redistributed 
uncertainty by linking repayment to ability to pay, increasing revenue certainty for land managers and 
preserving scope for community benefit without the additional costs associated with private finance. 
However, the proposal also raised concerns about underdeveloped treatment of administrative and 
public financing costs, continued reliance on stronger carbon prices to support repayments and 
community benefits, and possible conflicts with Peatland Code and Woodland Carbon Code 
additionality rules if loans were later written off as grants, potentially jeopardising future unit issuance 
and creating wider market risks. 

4.7.4 Mechanism fit varies with land dependence, tenure and 
organisational form 

Participants in both countries described peatland mechanisms as actor-specific. Instruments were 
assessed through land dependence, tenure and organisational form, with close attention to the 
consequences a scheme would have for household continuity, collective rights and organisational 
purpose. Danish participants expressed this through the distinction between holdings where peatland 
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formed a small share of the business and holdings where peat soils sat at the productive core of the 
farm. 

It is another issue if it is only 3 or 5% of your area ... it is another issue when it is a whole farm, 
it is a family who have to leave and find something else to do. 
(Denmark; agricultural advisory sector; farm adviser) 

In Denmark specifically, where peatland underpinned household income, participation was bound up 
with employment, succession and the possibility of leaving agriculture altogether. The mechanism 
therefore had to fit the depth of dependence carried by the holding. This point was further highlighted 
in the Danish triangulation workshop, where regional variation was seen to impact farmers willingness 
to release land, especially where lowland soils remained commercially viable. However, the 
forthcoming carbon tax could potentially force those farmers to give up their land as they do not have 
the capital to pay the tax.  

Scottish participants approached the same question of how a scheme fits the landholding through 
tenure and organisational form. Crofting arrangements, shared rights, charitable ownership and public 
utility land all generated different conditions of entry and different expectations about benefit and 
control. 

When you have got a single landowner and then you have got a multitude of crofting interests 
... if crofters are an equal stakeholder that should be like a pathway to enable this to happen. 
(Scotland; crofting sector; crofting representative) 

Mission-led ownership generated another version of fit. Participants in the conservation charity sector 
judged some fiscal arrangements through organisational purpose and through the expectation that 
habitat restoration should be recognised in the design of the scheme. 

A charity with a purpose that is habitat restoration ... there shouldn’t be taxes paid by an 
organisation that has purchased land for habitat restoration and nature restoration. 
(Scotland; conservation charity sector; land management lead) 

Finally, in the Scottish triangulation workshop it was highlighted that policy needed to pay 
more attention to the decision-process of landowners and why they might consider engaging 
with a peatland restoration project. Effectiveness therefore depended on differentiation across 
actor-land configurations. Participants treated one-size-fits-all design as a source of friction 
because it obscured the purposes for which land was held, managed and valued. Contextual 
and relational values were intertwined here. The practical consequences of land dependence 
and tenure were inseparable from obligations to families, crofting communities and mission-
led organisations. 

4.7.5 Participation at scale depends on signalling, coordination 
and programme coherence 

Participants also located workability at the level of the wider system. Participation at scale depended 
on visible direction, institutional coordination and practical coherence across schemes, guidance and 
organisations. Scottish accounts were especially explicit on this point, while Danish accounts 
expressed the same concern through local planning and coordination. 

In Scotland, participants described the state as a market-shaping actor whose visible 
commitment affected whether private actors regarded participation as credible. 

It is more about making the market ... if they demonstrated that there is a road map to doing 
that, the private sector is going to start thinking, look if the public sector does this ... why 
wouldn’t they. 
(Scotland; community-economic development sector; economic development practitioner) 

Pilots, road maps, public-sector participation and other forms of signalling were treated as devices that 
made future participation thinkable. The issue was whether government action gave actors grounds to 
expect a durable policy direction and a workable set of routes into finance. In this set up, confidence 
was built through signalling, experimentation and attempts to make new financial instruments usable. 
However, a counter point to this was raised in the Scottish triangulation workshop, where a participant 
argued that too much effort was being put into attracting speculative investment from large investors, 
when the focus should instead be on establishing demand and proving nature markets to be resilient. 
It was argued that these would in turn attract investment, not the other way around. Additionally, it was 
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noted that landowners are unlikely to undertake expensive restoration projects when demand 
remained uncertain and markets remained nascent. 

The market framework itself was also questioned. During the Scottish triangulation workshop it was 
noted that restoration at scale would not be achieved with the current market framework. An additional 
point argued that Scotland had too many markets operating at once. Here, it was suggested that these 
markets be collapsed into one overall market that set one price, rather than having multiple markets 
setting different prices. 

Danish participants located coherence in structured place-based coordination, particularly 
where environmental, farming and public interests were brought together in a single planning 
process. As a Danish land consolidation officer remarked, the municipalities, farmers 
organisations and environmentalists were “all working together to make this plan”. As such, 
confidence was built through compensation-backed planning and organised coordination. 
Participants also stressed the continuing importance of local conversation and brokerage in 
translating wider architectures into practical uptake. This included speaking directly with 
farmers on the ground and translating the importance of peatland restoration through 
anecdotes and metaphors.  

Principle values entered through views about legitimate state action and acceptable forms of market 
steering. Relational values entered through the organisations and local relationships that made 
coordination credible in practice. 

4.7.6 Cross-national synthesis 

The cross-country comparison points to different institutional solutions to the same problem of 
workability. Danish participants located the central challenge in valuation, compensation and the 
practical routes through which land could move into or out of restoration. Scottish participants placed 
greater weight on uncertainty, assurance and the system-level signals that made new forms of 
participation credible. 

Given national differences, the role of the state differed across the two settings. In Denmark, the state 
acted primarily as purchaser, compensator, coordinator and planner. In Scotland, it was guarantor, 
pilot sponsor, rule setter and market maker. These contrasting roles shaped what participants counted 
as effective governance and what they regarded as appropriate public intervention. Across both 
countries, however, participation emerged through an alignment of economic adequacy, recognised 
routes into participation, tolerable exposure to risk, fit with actor circumstances and confidence in 
wider programme direction. Restoration moved into workable uptake where those conditions 
converged. 

 

4.8 Legitimacy, fairness and contested settlement 

Peatland transition redistributes authority, cost and benefit. Arrangements that appear workable in 
administrative terms may still be judged unfair by those expected to live with their consequences. 
Across the interviews, legitimacy was treated as a practical question about who controls land and 
carbon rights, who bears loss, who gains, who is heard and whether the resulting arrangement is 
defensible. 

In Scotland, questions of crofting tenure, community benefit and just transition made legitimacy 
especially explicit. Danish interviews engaged the same question through arguments about burden-
sharing, public compensation and the openness of a strongly state-led process. 

4.8.1 Ownership, control and land rights 

Ownership was  framed as a justice question. In the Scottish interviews, legitimacy turned on the 
interaction between concentrated ownership, crofting tenure and carbon rights. In the Danish 
interviews, the ownership question appeared as a question of whether private landholding constrained 
what peatland transition could legitimately become. 

Scottish accounts were especially clear that ownership structures shape the distribution of power 
before community benefit or engagement begin. A chief executive in a Scottish membership body 
described the unresolved status of carbon rights in crofting in these terms: 
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one of the big questions that is still hanging out there is who owns the rights to the carbon 
credits in a crofting context ... there is nothing to compel that to happen. 
(Scotland; membership body; chief executive) 

Land rights were seen as a legitimacy problem in their own right. The issue was the absence of any 
rule that could secure a fair settlement between landlord and crofter once new revenue streams 
became attached to common grazings. This ownership asymmetry shaped whose consent counted, 
whose claims had to be coordinated and how difficult it was to reach an arrangement that felt 
balanced. A public development agency team lead condensed that problem as follows: 

you have got a single landowner and then you have got a multitude of crofting interests.  
(Scotland; public development agency; team lead) 

An additional point raised in the Scottish triangulation workshop in relation to crofting was the need for 
more work to quantify peat extent and degraded peat within crofting tenure and common grazings.  

Danish accounts, on the other hand, approached ownership through institutional design. The question 
was whether privately owned watercourses and peatland areas could deliver the kinds of outcomes 
participants regarded as publicly defensible, or whether other ownership arrangements would carry 
greater legitimacy. As one municipal green transition officer put it: 

the land is owned by the private landowner and is not owned by the community ... I would work 
with some other ownership models instead.  
(Denmark; municipality; green transition officer) 

The shared point across the two contexts was that ownership arrangements set the terms on which 
any later negotiation about benefits or participation takes place. Fairness at that earlier stage 
determined whether peatland transition could be experienced as a collective project rather than a 
bargain between unequal parties. 

4.8.2 Burden-sharing and the terms of responsibility 

Questions of fairness clustered around responsibility, compensation and liability. Danish participants, 
in particular, asked whether the polluter-pays principle remained credible when public money was 
used to compensate private actors for abandoning damaging land uses. Legitimacy, here, did not lie in 
compensation per se, but in the moral logic through which compensation was justified. Several Danish 
accounts described an internally inconsistent settlement in which a scheme could be presented as 
corrective while also softening the costs borne by those associated with the damage. One policy 
professional noted, “it is not the farms that pay, it is the government that pays the farmers to get out” 
(Denmark; state agency; policy and programme staff). The perceived fairness of this set up was 
questioned: 

why would you let them go with so little ... why are the farmers having this special treatment? 
(Denmark; municipality; planner / biologist) 

These passages did not reject public intervention, but they do question who should absorb transition 
costs and under what moral framing that allocation could be described as fair. Such a distinction 
illustrates that support for compensation is conditional, and although it may be seen as politically 
necessary it remains normatively awkward, particularly where it appeared to dilute the polluter-pays 
principle. One environmental consultant pragmatically stated there needs to be “a financial carrot for 
the majority”. Ultimately, the Danish debate about burden-sharing operated on two registers at once. 
One register acknowledged the pragmatic need to make exit attractive to land managers, while the 
other insisted that the reasons given for that payment had to remain publicly defensible. Legitimacy 
sat in the gap between the two. 

During the Scottish triangulation workshop, a similar proposed carbon tax in Scotland was discussed, 
with one participant noting that any tax considered by government would need to be counterbalanced 
by the views and perspectives of landowners. 

4.8.3 Who benefits, and on what terms 

Distributional fairness was discussed most extensively in the Scottish interviews, with legitimacy 
hinging on whether benefits remained local, whether they arrived in usable form and whether they 
helped communities stay in place rather than simply receiving a symbolic share of value generated 
elsewhere. Community benefit was defined more broadly than a charitable add-on or a small 
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discretionary pot. One economic development practitioner rejected the idea of “charitable community 
benefit”. Instead, participants described the importance of wider distributive benefits that included local 
employment, new contractor capacity, long-term skills, agency over common grazings and the ability 
to shape how value circulated through the area. Legitimacy rested on the everyday political economy 
of who could remain in the area, who obtained work and whether local organisations gained practical 
capacity.  

the real community benefit here is twofold. It is about the work that it brings to people who 
would otherwise not have that work.  
(Scotland; community / rural development organisation; economic development practitioner) 

A second group of Scottish extracts pushed the same argument further, with one restoration manager 
arguing that benefits should go towards addressing larger issues and challenges facing communities. 
Others similarly argued that community benefits should address structural local needs and ensure that 
value remains in the places where restoration is being done rather than being extracted elsewhere. 

the majority of the kind of benefit there would be for the people that live in these areas and the 
places around it rather than extracted elsewhere.  
(Scotland; community land partnership; community partnership adviser) 

Across these Scottish accounts, benefit is assessed less by volume of funds than by geography and 
direction of flow. A settlement counted as fair when value stayed where restoration occurred, and 
when it helped the people most affected continue to live and work in place. The legitimacy claim was 
therefore territorial as much as distributive. However, the definition of benefits specifically arising from 
peatland restoration projects remained an open question through the Scottish triangulation workshop, 
as the benefits arising from peatlands were considered vastly different from the more revenue-focused 
benefits arising from windfarm development across Scotland. 

Danish interviewees did speak about local access and local value, but they usually folded those 
concerns into wider questions of burden-sharing or settlement rather than treating community benefit 
as a distinct justice language. 

4.8.4 Voice, representation and meaningful participation 

Voice mattered in both countries, although the concern took a different form in each. Danish 
participants emphasised closure in the planning process and the absence of broader civil-society 
participation. Scottish participants emphasised the practical conditions of participation, including 
mandate, facilitation and uneven community capacity. 

The Danish material was especially explicit that a peatland project could still lack democratic 
legitimacy if participation remained socially narrow. Here, legitimacy turned on who counted as the 
public and whether the process reached beyond the organised interests already around the table. One 
political consultant stated that the involvement of broader civil society was lacking in peatlands 
restoration processes as it was “quite a closed process”. Another asked what could we do to “make 
the voices heard that we don’t normally hear” (Denmark; environmental NGO; political consultant). 

The Scottish accounts shifted the focus from formal inclusion to the actual conditions under which 
participation became effective. It was noted that "everybody has to buy in” (Scotland; public utility; 
technical team manager).However, capacity, facilitation and the institutional route through which 
crofters, common grazings and community bodies were engaged all shaped whether participation was 
meaningful or nominal. 

community capacity is number one ... the people who are good at it do better than the people 
who aren’t.  
(Scotland; community / rural development organisation; economic development practitioner) 

The two national emphases therefore converged on a single procedural standard. Participation 
counted as legitimate only when the underlying conditions for it were in place, whether those 
conditions were formal openness in planning or practical capacity on the ground. 

4.8.5 Defensible settlements 

This strand addressed whether the overall settlement remained defensible once uneven sacrifice and 
uneven gain were visible. The issue extended beyond individual questions of ownership, burden or 
benefit towards a broader judgement about whether the transition arrangement could be justified to 
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those expected to live with it. Scottish participants voiced this concern in the language of balance, with 
one economic practitioner stating it felt as though risk and effort were out of balance with benefits. 
Community benefits and engagement were typefied through risk, effort, local experience and a longer 
history of communities feeling that national resources were organised elsewhere. As a result, the 
legitimacy of benefit processes could easily be lost if the process was mishandled 

it needs to be handled with sensitivity because if you go in wrong it will be very very difficult to 
recover from.  
(Scotland; public development agency; team lead) 

Another concern raised was around where generated carbon credit were being sold. 
Participants did not want carbon credits being used as a legitimating mechanism for 
undesirable actors. As one participant stated: 

it feels like we are saying yes, but at the same time we are going to sell our carbon credits to 
whoever because they will bring money. It doesn’t really stack up.  
(Scotland; membership body; chief executive) 

This same point was raised in the Scottish triangulation workshop, with potential “embarrassing 
buyers” noted as an ongoing concern. These extracts illustrate a concern with holistic judgement 
rather than any single feature of scheme design. Participants deemed settlements as defensible when 
their distribution of risk, effort, authority and gain could be described aloud without straining credulity.  

4.8.6 Cross-national synthesis 

The two national samples articulated legitimacy through different political vocabularies. Scottish 
interviews centred on unequal ownership, crofting tenure, community benefit, local agency and just 
transition. Danish interviews centred on coherence in burden-sharing, the status of polluter-pays, and 
the democratic narrowness of an otherwise strongly state-led transition. 

The contrast identifies two routes into the same overarching question. In Scotland, legitimacy was 
commonly evaluated through community authority, community benefit and protection against 
extraction. In Denmark, legitimacy was evaluated through the coherence of burden-sharing, the status 
of polluter-pays and the openness of a state-led process to publics beyond landowners alone. 

A second cross-national distinction concerned the relationship between fairness and workability. 
Several interviews suggested that a mechanism could be financially or administratively workable and 
still fail as a fair settlement. Participants drew this gap between workability and fairness most sharply 
where compensation payments, carbon credits or community benefit funds were already in place, but 
the wider distribution of cost, authority and benefit still appeared unbalanced. Fairness therefore 
operated as a stricter test than implementation alone. 

 

4.9 Meaning-making, mediation and public intelligibility 

4.9.1 Audience-specific translation work 

Translation was a recurrent theme throughout the interviews, and was very much audience-specific. A 
number of participants across both countries described publics and communities who stood in very 
different relationships to peatlands, especially where speakers were working with groups who were 
socially or geographically distant from peatland landscapes. A technical land management manager in 
a Scottish water utility described the task as ‘getting engagement from people who are not embedded 
in the landscape’. In the same account, the need to ‘sell it’ rested on making the benefits ‘measurable’ 
and ‘evidence based’ (Scotland; water utility; technical land management manager). The immediate 
issue was distance from the landscape and uncertainty about the project’s motive. A similar point 
appeared in a Scottish regional development context, where a programme lead argued that ‘most 
people are so far removed from the complexity and the ins and outs of all of this’ that a substantial 
‘education piece’ was required before meaningful engagement could occur. The same participant 
added that this work had to be handled with ‘sensitivity’ and ‘the right messaging’, and characterised it 
as ‘slow burn stuff’ that prepared the ground for later discussion (Scotland; regional development 
agency; programme lead). 
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The Danish interviews describe the same gap between specialist peatland understanding and lay 
reference points, but locate it in different audiences. One manager in a farming organisation stated 
plainly that ‘most of the farmers … don’t understand peatland and they don’t understand what is going 
on’ (Denmark; farming organisation; biodiversity and climate manager). The issue was predominantly 
identified as a mismatch between the ecological processes at stake in peatland restoration and the 
everyday categories through which drained land is judged, worked and valued. In these contexts, 
understanding was a staged and relational accomplishment. 

Meaning-making was therefore described as situated work, and one message could simply circulate 
unchanged across all audiences. Different publics, different prior assumptions and different degrees of 
distance from both peatlands and rural perspectives required various types of translation. Restoration 
sites can require one form of explanation for students, another for farmers, another for local 
communities asked to assess long-term land-use change, and yet another for project developers to 
understand key local aspects of the site. The practical implication here is that peatland governance 
relies on audience fit. 

4.9.2 Learning through encounter 

A second finding is that direct encounter often serves as the first route into understanding. Participants 
repeatedly described moments in which peatlands became meaningful because people saw them, 
touched them or walked through restored landscapes. These were presented as socially useful 
moments that changed what could subsequently be explained or discussed. 

A Danish associate professor gave one of the clearest accounts of this process. On a first-year field 
course, students are shown a peat core and realise that there is ‘almost 4 metres of peat there’. He 
described this as ‘always a big surprise’ and said that field teaching creates the point at which 
‘everything falls in place for them’ (Denmark; university research; associate professor). Conceptual 
understanding becomes stronger when abstract discussion is tied to direct contact with peat. 

Several other accounts move in the same direction. A participant working in Scottish economic 
development described having ‘become educated in peatlands’ through involvement in local peatland 
work and recounted showing a child and his friend small carnivorous plants on the hill above the 
house, emphasising the surprise of discovering what was ‘on your back doorstep’ without being 
previously recognised (Scotland; economic development; practitioner). A Danish environmental 
engineer made the point even more directly, saying that ‘you don’t really think you appreciate anything 
you haven’t seen or understand’ (Denmark; engineering consultancy; environmental engineer). 

Participants also described restored sites themselves as pedagogic spaces. A Danish biologist 
working in the Nature Agency spoke about taking people to a rewetted raised bog where they could 
see the transition from formerly exploited peatland to restored wetland conditions. In his account, 
public scepticism softened after people saw the site and began describing it as ‘a fantastic idea’ 
(Denmark; nature agency; biologist). Visible change gave participants and visitors a basis for 
judgement that had previously been missing. 

These accounts suggest that encounter functions as interpretive infrastructure. It creates the 
conditions under which later explanation can stick. Participants presented see peatlands as the 
moment in which peatland becomes concrete enough for other forms of reasoning to follow. 

4.9.3 Demonstration, comparison and practical explanation 

Participants also described more deliberate forms of explanation in which peatlands are made 
understandable through analogy, comparison and demonstration. Here the task was to translate 
processes that remain hidden at the surface, especially for audiences who encounter peatlands mainly 
as farmland, distant upland or technical policy object. One biodiversity and climate manager in a 
farming organisation in Denmark described using a ‘glass of pickles’ to explain to farmers and 
landowners what happens when peat dries out. The jar becomes an everyday proxy for anaerobic 
preservation and decomposition. The same participant used another comparison to convey emissions 
intensity, telling farmers how far a diesel car could travel on the carbon released from one hectare of 
drained peatland, ‘4.3 times around the earth’ in one formulation (Denmark; farming organisation; 
biodiversity and climate manager). These devices turn unfamiliar processes into comparisons that are 
easy to grasp and difficult to dismiss. Through these analogies, the participant reported that once the 
explanation landed farmers ‘can see the problem in it’ and return with ‘quite a different opinion’ 
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(Denmark; farming organisation; biodiversity and climate manager). This account indicates that 
evidence becomes socially usable when translated into forms that connect with a particular audience’s 
existing ways of thinking. 

Other Danish participants described similar explanatory work through maps and visible transitions. A 
Nature Agency biologist said that he brings friends and family to restored bogs, shows them maps of 
what the area looked like fifteen years earlier and asks them to compare the previous ‘dark peaty soil’ 
with the restored site as it appears now (Denmark; nature agency; biologist). These before-and-after 
comparisons condense long temporal change into a single visual argument and make restoration 
visible as transformation. 

The Scottish accounts carry the same task of translating peatlands into legible forms for sceptical 
audiences, but approach it through more institutional registers. The technical land management 
manager in Scottish Water argued that restoration had to be presented through benefits that are 
‘measurable’ and ‘evidence based’ if engagement with sceptical audiences was to succeed (Scotland; 
water utility; technical land management manager). The emphasis here falls less on metaphor and 
more on credible demonstration, but the underlying task remains the same: peatlands have to be 
translated into forms that audiences can recognise as consequential. 

4.9.4 Storying, hooks and public salience 

A further finding is that peatland explanation often depends on attention-grabbing hooks as well as on 
evidence. Participants described peatlands as easy to ignore, hard to visualise or difficult to connect to 
everyday concerns. Questions, stories, labels, videos and public prompts, however, all help to make 
peatlands noticeable. For example, one environmental consultancy director answered a question 
about how to explain peatlands to passers-by in the city with the single line: ‘when did your house last 
flood?’ (Scotland; environmental consultancy; consultancy director). This question takes peatlands out 
of remote uplands and connects them to urban vulnerability, property and recent memory. A second 
participant from the same consultancy described the practical challenge as getting people to ‘actually 
stop’ long enough for a conversation to begin (Scotland; environmental consultancy; land 
management consultant). 

Danish accounts used a related strategy through place-specific storying. A municipal project manager 
working in Store Vildmose argued that ‘we do have to start telling the story’ because many people in 
Copenhagen know the area only as ‘Vildmose potato’ and have little sense of the peatland habitat 
itself (Denmark; municipality; project manager). Here, the work of explanation required the creation of 
a different narrative that would make the peatland visible as peatland rather than an agricultural 
commodity story. 

Participants also used media artefacts for this purpose. A technical land management manager in 
Scottish Water described a project video that ‘captured what was going on’ by showing why 
restoration mattered and how it connected to water quality, environmental benefit, community 
engagement and local economic gain through contractors’ work (Scotland; water utility; technical land 
management manager). Storying brought several policy-relevant meanings into a form that could 
travel. These accounts show that public meaning depends partly on narrative compression. Hooks, 
titles and short questions do interpretive work by establishing relevance, especially where peatlands 
are distant from everyday public concern or already overshadowed by other stories. The interviews 
therefore present salience as a substantive governance task in its own right. 

4.9.5 Trusted messengers, peer relay and slow-burn engagement 

Participants also described meaning-making as a relational process in which the messenger matters 
as much as the message. Familiar ties, trusted intermediaries and locally credible figures translated 
meaning more effectively than direct institutional voice. A land management consultant in a Scottish 
environmental consultancy stated this especially clearly: ‘it is not about us talking to people’ but about 
‘other people who are not specialists’ picking up the key points and ‘translating to their own people’ 
(Scotland; environmental consultancy; land management consultant). In the same interview, the 
participant argued that ‘peer pressure’ can be powerful because it involves ‘people on the ground, 
talking to people’ instead of messages travelling only through offices and screens (Scotland; 
environmental consultancy; land management consultant). Meaning becomes persuasive when it 
circulates through shared social worlds. 
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A related account came from a programme lead in a Scottish regional development agency, who 
argued that good engagement in crofting areas depended on ‘sensitivity and honesty’ and had to 
proceed slowly because ‘if you go in wrong it will be very very difficult to recover from’ (Scotland; 
regional development agency; programme lead). The point here concerns the conditions under which 
credibility accumulates. Participants described some audiences as cautious, historically alert and 
poorly served by hurried communication. 

Danish accounts assemble credibility along the same axis of slow accumulation, but draw on a 
different combination of ingredients. Credibility, here, rests on visible change at the site, explanatory 
competence that matches farm-level knowledge and a trusted relation with the audience. The farming 
organisation manager explained that she did not rely on abstract environmental appeals to farmers, 
but on building curiosity by showing farmers how to understand the land they already work, then 
waiting for them to return after thinking about it (Denmark; farming organisation; biodiversity and 
climate manager). The explanation carried force because it was grounded in a recognisable 
knowledge of both peatland processes and farming realities. 

These accounts suggest that peatland meaning is mediated socially as well as cognitively. 
Participants did not imagine persuasion as a matter of finding the correct information and delivering it 
once. Instead, they described the importance of circulation through peers, trusted advisers, local 
champions and slowly built relationships. This is one of the clearest places where the theme connects 
directly to governance, because support and legitimacy appear to depend on who carries meaning into 
a community and under what conditions. 

4.9.6 Reframing inherited understandings 

A final strand of the theme concerns active reframing. Participants recognised that peatlands already 
sat inside inherited narratives that, in some cases, made restoration harder to understand or easier to 
dismiss. In these cases the task was to displace, correct or reopen a story that already structured how 
a site or intervention was perceived. In Denmark this was especially clear in farmer-facing work, with 
the biodiversity and climate manager in a farming organisation describing moving people from seeing 
restoration as a ‘hopeless’ ‘dialogue of Copenhagen’ towards seeing practical possibilities in wet land 
that repeatedly causes problems for machinery and management (Denmark; farming organisation; 
biodiversity and climate manager). Once peatland was reframed from an external demand to a 
tractable land-use question, ‘they start to be curious about the rest’. The account presents reframing 
as a shift in the terms through which the issue is judged. 

A different Danish example came from the Nature Agency, where a biologist argued, ‘we need to 
change people’s minds and see the future in these areas’ while moving peatlands out of extractive or 
commodity framings (Denmark; nature agency; biologist). The same participant argued that nature 
exists in a reciprocal relation with people and that many Danes have become too far removed from 
wild nature. A municipal green transition officer expressed a related point by calling for a rise in 
‘human consciousness’ about what nature can do when it is allowed to exist ‘in its own right’ 
(Denmark; municipality; green transition officer). These accounts frame intelligibility as a struggle over 
the story within which peatlands are placed. 

In Scotland, an environmental consultancy participant warned that ‘a narrative can form in certain 
circles and that becomes a negative narrative’, arguing for more work that would create a positive 
narrative before the negative one hardened further (Scotland; environmental consultancy; land 
management consultant). The sedimentation of suspicion was identified as a real problem, both in 
terms of restoration but also in relation to historical instances of tokenistic community engagement. In 
this context, there was an identified need to reopen an interpretive space before opposition became 
settled common sense. 

The interviews therefore present peatland meaning as something worked out in contested terrain. 
Some audiences begin from commodity narratives, some from institutional suspicion and some from 
established assumptions about what land is for. Participants described active work to move those 
assumptions, rather than general awareness-raising. 

4.9.7 Cross-national synthesis 

This theme demonstrates the importance of translating and reframing peatland landscapes, but doing 
so in a way that is peer-to-peer rather than top down. In the Danish interviews practical explanation, 
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analogy, visible change and explicit reframing were identified as the ways to achieve this. Peatlands 
were most effectively translated for farmers, landowners, visitors, family members and wider publics 
through props, maps, before-and-after contrasts and efforts to shift established understandings of 
agricultural or commodity landscapes. The Scottish interviews, by contrast, give greater prominence to 
social relay, public salience and the conditions of credible engagement. Scottish examples also place 
stronger weight on the politics of suspicion, the need for neutral or locally trusted advisers and the 
work of making peatlands relevant to communities that do not immediately see themselves in 
restoration agendas. This theme points to a shared problem across both settings: peatlands do not 
arrive in public life already intelligible, and governance depends on practices that make them 
understandable, arguable and locally meaningful. 

 

4.10 Translating policy to delivery 

Across both countries, respondents located the main implementation pressure in delivery architecture, 
describing restoration as moving through dense procedures, long administrative chains, uneven 
capacity, contingent land assembly and compressed timetables. These frictions shaped how broader 
concerns about ecological purpose, rural livelihoods and policy credibility were encountered in 
practice. 

4.10.1 Procedural layering slows work before restoration begins 

In both countries, respondents described a delivery process thickened by permissions, consultations 
and rule interpretation before hydrological work reached the ground. Scottish interviewees tended to 
describe this as a loss of procedural simplicity, whereas Danish interviewees described it as 
administrative labour spent interpreting increasingly elaborate rules. 

A Scottish land manager illustrated this administrative complexity by contrasting an earlier period, 
when ecological purpose was sufficient to justify action, with a present in which multiple procedural 
stages have to be completed before excavation, drain blocking or rewetting can begin: 

the other thing is we have taken the simplicity out of it to make something really complex which 
does not need to be complex. On Blawhorn Moss when we started doing restoration it was just 
a case of we got a contractor to block the ditches, that was all I did and that was on a SAC site 
because we were saying well basically this is for the environmental benefit of that SAC site. 
Now if I did the same it would probably take me about a year to get to the same position before 
you actually got diggers onto the site because there would be too many hoops to go through. I 
would say it was better that we got on and did that there, so you have got probably one of the 
best lowland raised bogs in Britain now, we wouldn’t have had it if we were in today’s situation 
(Scotland; Landowners, managers and advisory organisations; Senior leadership) 

The same pattern of procedural accretion appeared elsewhere in Scotland, where permitted 
development was described as having expanded into a consultation exercise that councils and 
delivery actors struggle to service. One respondent recalled that permitted development “was never 
supposed to be that” and argued that it had become “a massive consultation which councils have not 
got the time to do and nobody else has got time” (Scotland; Landowners, managers and advisory 
organisations; Senior leadership). A Danish civil servant expressed an equivalent burden more tersely, 
describing a system with “45 long descriptions of how to understand the rules” (Denmark; Government 
departments and agencies; Technical specialist). 

Together, these accounts indicate that substantial implementation effort is now directed towards 
making restoration administratively legible. While this was recognised to, in part, structure action, it 
was also seen as absorbing time and labour that respondents associated with delivery itself. 

4.10.2 Long institutional chains diffuse responsibility and slow 
decisions 

A second pattern shifted attention from the weight of procedure to the organisation of the delivery 
chain. Respondents described projects moving through multiple offices, review stages and sectoral 
boundaries, resulting in unnecessarily lengthened pathways between local problem-solving and formal 
approval. A Danish official mapped this chain in detail, showing how landowner engagement, technical 
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screening, mandate review, funding allocation and ministerial dialogue are distributed across multiple 
organisational sites: 

From an organisational perspective we have head office [...] then we have 16 different local 
offices where there are around 6 or 7 project leaders on each office that have different projects. 
The project leaders there are the ones who really have to implement the projects and having 
the dialogue with the different landowners and landlords. First, they have a talk with the 
landowners and then they screen the landscape for where is the peat and the technical issues 
by smashing the drains. Then they do a review, or a mandate paper and they are sending it to 
us at head office and then we are reviewing it, and the CO is reading that and says ok, let’s 
begin that project there. Then [we are] allocating funds and having the peatland portfolio of 
projects and managing that and I am more a guy who is doing all the policy stuff and having the 
dialogue with the ministry […]. There is a lot of different faces in a project from start to end 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical specialist) 

Scottish respondents described the same tendency, with one technical specialist stating that 
government had approached nature from “a very siloed perspective” (Scotland; Government 
departments and agencies; Technical specialist). Another said parts of the current response felt as 
though they had been “developing this beside a desk” (Scotland; Government departments and 
agencies; Middle management). These accounts emphasise sectoral separation and distance from 
lived delivery conditions. Additionally, although responsibility is present it is distributed across enough 
stages to slow decisions and dilute momentum. 

4.10.3 Delivery depends on continuity, specialist labour and 
practical support 

Projects moved more reliably where organisations could retain skilled staff, trusted contractors and 
practical post-restoration support. This theme was particularly strong in Scotland, especially among 
respondents working close to delivery. One estate manager presented continuity as a core delivery 
condition, with successful implementation linked to contractor familiarity, delegated trust and contracts 
long enough to sustain businesses and staff: 

you are right, it is challenging but not difficult. Also, now we have an estate where we have got 
a lot of contractors who are really up to speed with what they need to do. You need to put trust 
into those people to go and do it and not tie them down. Businesses as well, that is the other 
thing government forgets, you are dealing with businesses here, they need to know from their 
staff point of view what they are going to be doing, long contracts help them quite a lot 
(Scotland; Landowners, managers and advisory organisations; Senior leadership) 

Elsewhere, the same requirement was condensed to “consistency of work” (Scotland; Landowners, 
managers and advisory organisations; Senior leadership).  

A second Scottish strand came from smaller market actors who described the administrative burden of 
keeping up with consultations and policy change. One respondent referred to “reams of consultations” 
and to the pressure this placed on a small business already trying to respond to domestic and 
international developments (Scotland; Nature markets, standard bodies, investors and advisers; 
Senior leadership). The Danish material added a related issue at the stage of post-restoration 
management. One respondent highlighted the practical difficulty of securing grazing animals for wet 
ground, observing that “you can’t just take 100 cattle down the shelf, that is nothing you need to breed 
on and that is a business case in itself” (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle 
management). 

Taken together, these accounts show that capacity spans formal staffing, contractor continuity, 
administrative headroom, post-restoration management and the ecological and commercial resources 
required to sustain rewetted land over time. 

4.10.4 Voluntary assembly makes Danish rewetting projects 
contingent 

One distinctive Danish pattern concerned voluntarism as an implementation architecture. Rewetting 
was commonly assembled across historically fragmented holdings, with the agreement of many 
different farmers and landholders required before a restoration project could take place. A Danish 
technical specialist explained: 
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The ownership of Danish peatland is really difficult and going back to what I talked about in the 
17th century, all farms they were assigned a peatland because it was necessary for them to 
survive in winter, so we have these small narrow strips of land so if you rewet that field the 
neighbouring field will also be wet and then that farmer is annoyed because he can no longer 
harvest there. We need to take all the farms in a river valley and make them agree on rewetting 
and that is one of the major constraints here that if one farmer says no then we cannot rewet 
the river valley. That is one of the big complications actually because it is purely voluntarily 
based. We ask the farmers are you interested, and we build a project around it, we plan it and 
say this is how it could be done but if the farmer doesn’t want to rewet it then that project cannot 
be restored 
(Denmark; nature market adviser; Technical specialist) 

This historical land fragmentation makes large-scale hydrological restoration a challenge as 
agreement has to be assembled across multiple owners. A second Danish respondent showed how a 
fully voluntary architecture can convert broad support into institutional vulnerability when one owner is 
able to halt a larger scheme: 

The only thing because we have this voluntary approach, 100% voluntary, sometimes there is a 
situation where 19 farmers really want this to happen and then there is 1 person who you 
cannot reason with who is able to be a pain in the neck for all these farmers and me and for the 
money spent. I have to say that sometimes I think we take the voluntary approach too far. It 
doesn’t mean that we should come from the top and force people but when we are all around 
the table for except for one agreeing this is a good idea, it is so much resource being misspent 
that one person is maybe for personal gain and can take us hostage 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Middle management) 

These examples demonstrate a landscape-scale issue, where individual rights, land and water are 
distributed across multiple holders. In this context, implementation depends on assembly as much as 
design engineering. A weaker Scottish analogue appeared in crofting areas, where one respondent 
observed that “getting all the crofting interests to be of a single voice has always been a challenge” 
(Scotland; Government departments and agencies; Middle management). 

4.10.5 Political tempo exceeds delivery tempo 

The final pattern concerned time. Across both countries, respondents described a political tempo 
organised by headline targets, annual budgets and public milestones, which did not align with the 
slower sequence required to investigate sites, negotiate agreements, secure permissions and 
complete work on the ground. A Danish official described the mismatch: 

We need 90% of the projects but our ministry think you can do that in 5 years. We are not more 
people; we have different funding, but they haven’t fundamentally changed the process for a 
project to actually get from the idea. You start off with the idea then you start a technical sort of 
investigation to what is actually possible, where are the drains, the terrain and what do the 
people who own the land, how are they and how can you do all this. After that you decide 
whether you can actually go on and how you can create a project that is actually possible to do 
out in the real world. Then you have to actually establish or do the digging or cutting the drains 
or whatever you have to do. That is normally between a 5 – 8 year process and now they want 
every project in the whole country done within 5 years, obviously, that is not going to work. 
(Denmark; Government departments and agencies; Technical specialist) 

The same respondent summarised the point more compactly elsewhere: “It is so easy to make a plan. 
The hard part is getting the projects done.” (Denmark; Government departments and agencies; 
Technical specialist). 

Scottish respondents identified a related distortion in the use of hectare targets and annual budgets, 
which were seen to privilege quicker, cheaper sites and make ecological fit harder to sustain as the 
organising principle of decision-making: 

I think one of the challenges we have got is that we are very focused on hectares and actually if 
I relate that back to my own values, I don’t really think that is solving the problem. I touched on 
this before, no two hectares are the same, both in terms of the type of land or the cost to 
restore it and as soon as you start having a target of hectares then actually you are naturally 
going to do the easy quick wins, so low lying fruit is going to be your first because we can make 
that budget go further, get more hectares out of less money because it is cheaper, easier and 
quicker to do. Again, that circles back to the annualised funding where we want to do as much 
as we can in a very short period of time […]. I think the hectares target does constrain us, and I 
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think the wider ecological piece, if you go back to the purpose of restoring peat in the first place 
it is not about areas of land it is about actually that ecological advantage and we do not tap into 
that. 
(Scotland; Government departments and agencies; Technical specialist) 

Another take, presented in the Scottish triangulation workshop, highlighted that different types of 
peatland projects carry different delivery challenges, risks and costs, with the likelihood of meeting 
long-term outcomes reliant on these variable factors. For example, some drained peatlands may only 
have mild erosions on them while others suffer from more complex erosion factors which require a 
more involved restoration process. This was something that was considered important to consider in 
policy. A similar point was raised in the Danish triangulation workshop, where the definition of peatland 
was considered important. Taken together, these accounts show that delivery weakens when project 
time, ecological time and political time are compressed into a single timetable. 

4.10.6 Cross-national synthesis 

The Scottish and Danish material narrates a common implementation problem from different 
institutional positions. Danish interviews came largely from inside public delivery systems and centred 
on assembling land, aligning owners and managing a rapidly scaled state programme. Scottish 
interviews came more often from the implementation edge, where practitioners, advisers, charities and 
market actors described the cumulative effects of consultation, annual funding cycles, repeated 
standards work and the need to sustain contractors across years. 

These differences identify where each system currently experiences strain, but they also reveal a 
shared structure. In both countries, ambitious restoration policy is filtered through delivery 
arrangements that absorb time and attention before ecological work begins.  

 

4.11 Peatland transition as land policy 

4.11.1 Finite land makes peatland transition a problem of allocation 

Across both countries, spatial scarcity presented itself as an ongoing issue with peatland restoration 
just one claim on a finite land base. In Denmark, peatland transition is described as a national act of 
territorial redistribution, with the governing problem of how to reassign a small land base among 
competing public purposes. Peatland restoration in this context triggers wider decisions about 
agriculture, energy, food security and environmental repair on the same ground: 

Basically, we are going to draw a whole new map of Denmark because most of Denmark has 
been farmland and now, we are buying so much farmland, so all the puzzles have to change. ... 
There are different political energy goals, environmental goals and food safety goals that has to 
come along on the same land in some way. 
(Denmark; government departments and agencies; technical specialist) 

A second Danish account brings the same logic down to the municipal scale, where rewetting is tied to 
deliberate withdrawal of land from production, including land that still yields well. Peatland policy 
appears here as redistribution across a wider territorial system that includes productive agricultural 
land: 

We have to take out agriculture land mainly lowlands in the near water course areas, the 
wetlands, but we also have within the municipality to be able to reach a balance. ... We have to 
take out some agriculture land from the production ... and then reach this balance of agriculture 
activities on one side and the water environment in the coastal areas and coastal waters on the 
other hand. 
(Denmark; government departments and agencies; middle management) 

However, there remains no clear national framework in Denmark for prioritising which peatlands are 
restored, a point which was raised in the Danish triangulation workshop. 

In Scotland, the issue was the requirement that finite landscapes carry several public goods 
simultaneously. A market-facing Scottish participant framed the problem as one of coexistence, asking 
how people might ‘live with peatlands side by side instead of wiping them out completely’ (Scotland; 
nature markets, standard bodies, investors and their advisors; middle management). A Scottish 
technical participant expressed that constraint in the following terms: 
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When I think of the multifunctional landscape for me it is important that these habitats, peatland 
or another, that it is actually doing a lot of things. It is not about we want this bit of land to do 
this thing and that is more important than all the other things, it is we have this very fine amount 
of land within the UK and it has to do all these different things for us and if we ask each bit of 
land to do one thing we would run out of land long before we accomplished all of our goals. 
(Scotland; government departments and agencies; technical specialist) 

Danish and Scottish accounts therefore arrive at the same problem: peatland policy is a territorial 
allocation problem in which competing demands on finite ground cannot all be satisfied at once. 

4.11.2 Shared water and infrastructure systems extend peatland 
decisions beyond the site 

Interviewees in both countries treat peatlands as parts of wider hydrological and socio-technical 
systems whose effects are experienced across space. The Danish account locates peatland action 
within a wider territorial imbalance between agriculture and shared water systems. One Danish 
government participant argues that within the broader nitrogen dispute ‘peatlands become more the 
easy part’ because fjord pollution and agricultural restructuring dominate the politics (Denmark; 
government departments and agencies; middle management). Peatland policy is therefore nested 
within a larger programme of catchment and water repair: 

The challenge is very much in the fact that we have some challenges for waters on one side 
and then on the other side we have municipality very much characterised by agriculture 
activities, so we don’t have a balance between the agriculture activities and the coastal waters. 
(Denmark; government departments and agencies; middle management) 

In Scotland, peatland decisions are routed through connected systems whose consequences appear 
far from the restoration site itself. Peatlands are treated as parts of wider territorial systems that shape 
water quality, flood behaviour and infrastructure reliability. One Scottish participant connected these 
systems in the following way: 

You could go down to Waverley Station and the people are waiting for their cancelled train 
because the lines have been flooded as well. Nobody is making those links. It is not just about 
peatlands it is about pulling other aspects in as well. 
(Scotland; landowners, managers and advisory organisations; senior leadership) 

This separation was also highlighted in the Scottish triangulation workshop, with the costs of 
restoration, adaptation and mitigation typically being located in the highlands of Scotland, but the 
benefits predominantly seen by those living and working in the lowlands. It was noted that this should 
be reflected and accounted for within restoration policies and frameworks, as well as suggestion that a 
finance mechanism be made to reflect this flow of resources. Across both countries the practical 
consequence is consistent: decisions made about peatlands travel outwards along hydrological and 
infrastructural pathways, and the quality of those systems in turn feeds back into what peatland 
restoration is thought to require. 

4.11.3 Neighbouring land uses give territorial conflict its sharpest 
form 

Adjacent or rival uses of peatlands were the sharpest instance of territorial conflict in the interviews. 
Here the cross-case difference is again clear. Scottish interviews highlighted cumulative local 
pressures on peatland sites, with peatland restoration sometimes a comparatively weak territorial 
claimant when rival uses arrive with immediate and legible returns. For example, when conflict is 
economic as well as ecological, competing uses vie over different revenue models and degrees of 
political traction: 

At the moment they are being heavily approached by say renewable windfarm development 
companies or solar or whatever it is and they don’t care about proving what they do because 
they have got an open cheque book and they can just give money to the landowner to say we 
want to build a windfarm here and it is going to generate you x hundred thousand pounds every 
year. ... We come in to do peatland restoration and at the moment our narrative is so weak ... 
Money talks. 
(Scotland; landowners, managers and advisory organisations; middle management) 
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Other Scottish accounts describe the same pressure as cumulative landscape burden. One rural 
community participant listed ‘windfarms’, ‘pylons’, ‘mobile masts’ and ‘new roads’ as a chain of 
disturbance across peatlands (Scotland; rural communities; individual). A government technical 
specialist described deer as ‘the elephant in the room’ in discussions of upland habitat conditions 
(Scotland; government departments and agencies; technical specialist). This sentiment was also 
echoed in the Scottish triangulation workshop, with deer management noted as an increasing blocker 
to land management. A further land-management account pointed to plantation forestry established 
‘next to the bog’, with seed spreading back across the peatland surface (Scotland; landowners, 
managers and advisory organisations; senior leadership). Taken together, these accounts show that 
peatland policy in Scotland is encountered within already crowded mosaics of forestry, deer 
management, renewables and infrastructure. 

Danish interviews framed the question of neighbouring land use as a system-level decision about 
which uses should be permitted on peatland at all. Often the question became whether peatlands 
should host solar, wind or forestry, or whether those uses should be excluded in favour of peat and 
nature. One Danish technical participant summarised a debate they have encountered many times: 

can you have solar panels on peatlands, can you have windmills on peatlands, is it nature or 
not, what do we want? Do we want solar panels on peatlands, is that nature? Do we only want 
the peatlands, or do we want more forests and that be planted on peatlands? 
(Denmark; government departments and agencies; technical specialist) 

The Danish and Scottish patterns expose the same underlying contest from opposite ends. Scottish 
respondents point to the cumulative local burden of rival uses already in place, whereas Danish 
respondents pose the prior question of which uses should be admitted onto peatland in the first place. 
Both conditions leave restoration competing for ground it does not automatically command. 

4.11.4 Integrated planning is presented as the practical response to 
territorial competition 

In response to this territorial competition, interview participants rarely defended a single dominant use. 
More commonly, there was a call for practical integrated planning arrangements that can coordinate 
sectors, scales and local purposes. The Scottish accounts describe integrated planning as cross-
sector coordination supported by shared spatial evidence and simultaneous negotiation among public 
bodies, restoration actors, renewables and industry. Planning is valued here because it can allocate 
competing claims in visible ways across the same land base: 

So, the 250,000 [hectares to be restored] is great, it is aspirational, it gives us something to 
hang our hat on and to move towards which is fine. I don’t think we will ever achieve it because 
... we have got quite a bit of competition for land now. ... All these people actually need to be 
brought into the room at the same time and actually discuss and using spatial data actually 
discuss who is going to do what, where, and how we are going to do it. 
(Scotland; landowners, managers and advisory organisations; middle management) 

A related Scottish partnership account described a shift in the Flow Country towards ‘a resilient 
landscape and a resilient community being as important as each other’ (Scotland; environmental 
NGOs and representative organisations; middle management). This phrasing places ecological 
recovery and community future within the same planning frame. An additional view, shared in the 
Scottish triangulation workshop, highlighted that planning needed to be integrated with agricultural 
frameworks in order to ensure compatibility between these two policy agendas. 

A Danish municipal account brings the same planning logic down to the scale of linked jurisdictions 
and shared water systems. Integrated planning is expressed as the work of coordinating many 
projects across connected authorities and catchments. The territorial problem is therefore one of 
alignment as well as allocation: 

I am really just coordinating the work of all these projects. ... It is maybe 80 or 90 individual 
projects that we have in the municipality. ... I am just trying to in some way coordinate this and 
trying to communicate this across the municipality into other city councils, into other 
municipalities nearby that we share these water systems with. 
(Denmark; government departments and agencies; middle management) 

Explicit arguments for community-facing integrated planning appear mainly in Danish NGO and land-
management interviews. Where they appear, they press in the same direction by presenting 
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landscape change as a process that should be organised around multiple local purposes. Across both 
countries, integrated planning emerges as the most credible means of coordinating territorial claims, 
sequencing public purposes and making peatland policy workable on the ground: 

I would like to see primarily planning that also includes purpose of the local community. ... What 
could we also do to fulfil different kinds of objects or purposes that are embedded in the local 
community by inviting more broadly civil society organisations to participate in the planning 
process and the decisions about which areas should we work into and try to change and if we 
change these areas how could we do it in a way that fulfils multiple purposes in the community. 
(Denmark; environmental NGOs and representative organisations; technical specialist) 

Planning is therefore not being asked to deliver a single technical answer but to hold competing claims 
in view long enough for a workable settlement to be negotiated. The weight placed on integrated 
planning across both samples suggests that respondents treat coordination itself, rather than any 
particular substantive outcome, as the most credible route through territorial competition. 

 

4.12 Credibility of peatland knowledge infrastructures 

Across both countries, credibility is assessed in relation to consequence. A piece of formal knowledge, 
whether a map, a standard or a verification procedure, is treated as credible when its form of evidence 
is adequate to the decision it is expected to support, proportionate to the consequences attached to it 
and open to scrutiny in ways that participants regard as institutionally workable. 

4.12.1 Classifications become contentious when they allocate 
liability or eligibility 

Peatland classification systems were discussed by participants, in particular the ways in which they 
were used to manage the practical application of peatland governance. In Denmark, peat maps were 
central to the discussion of taxation. A land consolidation planner in a Danish state agency described 
the importance of maps and the consequences associated with their use: 

I have no guarantee for the carbon percentage in the soil, but we have a soil map in Denmark 
which is being renewed and improved all the time because that is the basis for carbon dioxide 
tax. 
(Denmark; state agency; land consolidation planner) 

Credibility therefore lies in the relation between map quality and fiscal consequence. This, however, 
presented an issue when maps are considered insufficient for defining such boundaries as one Danish 
soil scientist described: 

They [Government] decided to do a tax on the base of this map even though I constantly said to 
them we don’t have the quality, which is actually required for taxation purposes, but they 
continue to say that we need to do something. 
(Denmark; academic research; soil scientist and mapping lead) 

This account shows that participants judge categories in relation to the standard of evidence 
demanded by the decision context. Broad mapping may be serviceable for national steering, but 
parcel-level taxation requires a different degree of defensibility. Participants therefore do not treat 
credibility as a stable property of the map itself but as contingent on the use to which the map is put. 
Additionally, it was highlighted in the Danish triangulation workshop that in agricultural peatlands 
contexts, peatlands differ in their soil organic content, depth, and habitat making the definition of 
peatland and important consideration, especially where drained lowland soils may no longer look like 
peatlands. 

Scottish participants, on the other hand, raised concerns about thresholds and allocation through 
scheme rules. A land management consultant working in private consultancy argues that strict 
thresholds can be a “bit too rigid” and called for more “flexibility”. He then went on to argue that 

The bog is a whole, it is not just the bits where the Peatland Code are covering … it is not just 
about peat depth it is about the potential of the whole bog. 
(Scotland; private consultancy; land management consultant) 

The concern here is about ecological and administrative fit, with the participant resisting a narrow 
focus that looks only at the areas that fall neatly inside code or depth boundaries. The primary point 
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here is that rules that appear neat at programme level can misrepresent how restoration actually 
works at bog-scale.  

Taken together, these accounts show that peat maps and peat-type categories become contentious 
when they distribute consequences across heterogeneous landscapes through relatively simple 
distinctions. Participants accept the need for administrative categories but they questions whether 
those categories remain defensible when they begin to sort land into taxed and untaxed parcels, 
eligible and ineligible projects, or more and less valuable areas of bog. 

4.12.2 Proxy-based evidence is judged by legibility, transparency 
and proportionality 

Participants also evaluate the credibility of evidence beneath governing categories, with models, 
emissions factors and remote sensing judged by their transparency, representativeness and 
proportionality to the consequences they support. A Danish wetland scientist explains why emissions 
factors can attract support even when they simplify biophysical variation: 

The good thing with why I understand that the emissions factors approach is attractive is that it 
is extremely transparent, it is easy to understand, and everyone can do the calculations. [...] If 
you come up with a model that there is only a handful of people in Denmark that would 
understand, that just spits out numbers that are going to be the foundation for a liability or 
taxation scheme, it is not going to be easy create an appetite for that amongst farmers. 
(Denmark; academic research; wetland scientist) 

The appeal of these methods is transparency and reproducibility, helping evidence travel into 
governance. Participants value methods that allow decision-makers, advisers and those affected by 
the outcome to understand how a number is produced. Participants are willing to live with 
approximation if the route from evidence to consequence is visible. Opaque modelling produces 
resistance because it weakens the connection between those governed by the number and those able 
to explain it. The split between technical competence and evidential representativeness shows how 
credibility is assembled. Participants are not just interested in technical competence, but in evidence 
that captures enough of the variation that matters in the landscape and does so at a scale 
proportionate to the decision under consideration. 

Scottish participants raise the same question where monitoring has to move from intensive site work 
to systems that can operate over large land holdings. A peatland project manager in forestry 
consultancy describes representativeness as a practical challenge: 

There might not be a lot of people with the expertise to do it as well. To set up a structure where 
you could be monitoring across a large land holding in a way which is representative … might 
be quite a challenge. 
(Scotland; forestry consultancy; peatland project manager) 

These accounts show that participants do not separate technical adequacy from administrative 
practicality. Evidence is judged credible when it is understandable, representative enough for the 
purpose in hand and proportionate to the scale and consequence of its use. This helps explain why 
participants can accept one proxy for broad steering and reject a different proxy for taxation or 
investment decisions. 

4.12.3 Challenge routes form part of credible governance 

Participants also treat challenge routes as part of a credible knowledge system. Where classifications 
carry high consequences, institutions require a means of contesting them that is visible, usable and 
proportionate. In the Danish accounts this issue is especially explicit because tax-relevant 
classification has made the practical administration of challenge a live governance problem. A soil 
scientist and mapping lead involved in high-resolution peat mapping described the development of a 
complaint system and the need for “strict rules”, as a classification system that affects liabilities 
requires a route by which those liabilities can be questioned. Participants therefore fold contestability 
into their understanding of credible evidence. The same participant, however, also notes that while a 
challenge route can strengthen legitimacy, it can still become unworkable if the evidential basis for the 
tax is not strong enough: 

If we are flooding the local governments with complaints, then I think the system will break 
down as they do it. We need to do a high-resolution peat mapping … and when that is in place, 
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if they can complain about some areas, then I think it can work. 
(Denmark; academic research; soil scientist and mapping lead) 

This account adds a crucial element to the broader argument. Credibility depends on the quality of the 
evidence, the right to contest it and the institutional capacity to absorb the disagreement that contest 
produces. A caveat was raised to this point in the Danish triangulation workshop, however, where the 
pursuit of high local precision data was seen as a potential avenue for generating additional disputes.  

Participants therefore connect fairness to governability. A system that invites justified challenge but 
cannot manage it risks producing a different form of arbitrariness. The wider implication is that credible 
governance combines evidential fit with procedural fit. Participants describe categories and 
classifications as workable when they are defensible enough to govern and when institutions can 
process the contest they generate. 

4.12.4 Standards, verification and anti-greenwashing safeguards 
anchor market credibility 

In Scotland, nature markets brought a different credibility problem into focus: whether market-facing 
claims are backed by safeguards strong enough to support confidence in peatland units and nature 
investment products. In this setting, credibility is assembled through validation, verification, 
additionality and anti-greenwashing mechanisms. A peatland carbon project developer makes the 
connection between credit value and institutional assurance directly: 

The whole value of these credits depends on their credibility and so they have got to be 
trustworthy … generally speaking, more robust is better essentially. 
(Scotland; carbon project development; peatland carbon project developer) 

This is a clear statement of the dependence of market value on evidential assurance. Standards were 
not just symbolic add-ons but part of the conditions under which claims become saleable and 
defensible. One participant argued that standards should be a “line in the sand to what is good and 
what is not so good” (Scotland; private consultancy; peatland restoration company director). 
Participants, therefore, want standards to openly sort weak claims from strong ones so that buyers 
and partner organisations can stand behind the distinction. A senior nature finance specialist working 
between government and buyers argued that these could again be strengthened by “independent third 
party verification of compliance”, which would provide assurance that can travel across organisations. 
The robustness of carbon credits and markets, as illustrated here, was of utmost importance to 
participants. The credibility of market claims was not confined to Scotland. One Danish participant 
reflected that carbon credits are a "very unregulated market” and voiced concerns over greenwashing.  
However, given that carbon markets are not as developed in Denmark as in Scotland, the Scottish 
accounts remain the main source for understanding how participants attach credibility to formal 
safeguards in market-facing governance. 

Another strand that appeared through the Scottish triangulation workshop here was the fact that small-
scale projects were not always viable under the Peatland Code, creating a barrier to entry for smaller 
projects. The suggestion therefore was made to generate the potential for smaller Peatland Code 
projects to be able to combine with other projects, including projects under the Woodland Carbon 
Code.  

One additional point in this theme was a disagreement over whether additional layers of 
standardisation are necessary. One participant questions the value of adding BSI (British Standards 
Institute) standards where other integrity frameworks already operate: 

I have always been of the opinion that in a carbon market we don’t also need a BSI standard. I 
have got ICVCM [Integrity council on voluntary carbon markets], I don’t need any other 
standard to adhere to. 
(Scotland; NGO / standards body; peatland code manager) 

This is an argument about duplication rather than about the value of integrity. Participants accept the 
need for strong assurance while still debating which institutional layers add value, how many are 
needed and where the burden of proof should sit. Further, the fact that Peatland Code units could not 
be used towards ICVCM and SBTi (Science-based targets initiative) targets was highlighted in the 
Scottish triangulation workshop and identified as another problem that needed to be addressed 
because it made Peatland Code units unattractive to project developers. 
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4.12.5 Formal safeguards coexist with organisational judgement 

Standards and verification, while important, are treated by participants as one layer of credibility 
among several. While formal safeguards do important work, participants do not treat them as self-
sufficient, with organisational judgement continuing to operate around them. The pattern is especially 
clear in the Scottish accounts, where investors, NGOs and finance intermediaries continue to conduct 
their own scrutiny even when formal systems are in place. One investor and buyer stated: 

If I am an investor I am not going to trust BSI, I am not going to trust the Carbon Code, it is my 
money, and I am going to make sure I know exactly what you guys are doing. 
(Scotland; private finance; investor / buyer) 

This account presents assurance as one input into decision-making rather than a substitute for 
judgement. Participants in buyer positions continue to ask what sits behind the standard, how the 
project works and whether the claim stands up under their own scrutiny. The same caution around 
standards was described by a peatland programme manager in a conservation NGO: 

We are very much waiting to see what it looks like and then we will do an analysis of it and 
make a decision about whether it is something that we as an organisation would want to sign up 
to. 
(Scotland; conservation NGO; peatland programme manager) 

This is a strong indication that standards themselves become objects of evaluation. Participants do not 
simply ask whether a project meets the standard, but whether the standard itself deserves 
organisational endorsement. 

A senior nature finance specialist adds a further qualification. Standards may reduce the due diligence 
burden, but the market is still too early for that gain to be taken for granted: 

The standards can help shorten that and that is the cost saving or that is the benefit to you, but 
we don’t actually have any tangible examples of that because we are at such an early stage. 
(Scotland; nature finance intermediary; senior nature finance specialist) 

The early-stage character of the market is important here. Participants describe a layered credibility 
regime in which standards matter, verification matters and organisational judgement still decides 
whether the overall package is credible enough. Assurance supports trust but does not remove the 
need for scrutiny. 

4.12.6 Cross-national synthesis 

The comparative pattern becomes clearer when the findings are organised by the work evidence is 
expected to do. Danish participants focus on classifications that govern liability, scheme inclusion and 
the practical administration of dispute. Scottish participants focus on assurances that stabilise the 
value and acceptability of environmental claims in emerging market settings. In both countries 
credibility is relational and contextual. The same map, threshold or verification procedure can be 
acceptable for one purpose and inadequate for another because the stakes differ. 

This difference helps specify how values shape perceptions of fairness, effectiveness and 
appropriateness. In Denmark, fairness is closely tied to whether categories are proportionate to the 
liabilities they produce and whether challenge routes are workable. Effectiveness is therefore linked to 
high-resolution mapping, defensible thresholds and administrative capacity to process contest. In 
Scotland, fairness is tied more closely to the independence and strength of verification, while 
effectiveness is judged through the capacity of assurance systems to support robust claims without 
generating duplication or unmanageable burdens. 

The findings also sharpen the project’s question about Scottish natural capital policy implementation 
and perception. Scottish participants locate credibility in both technical design and the institutional 
arrangements that make market claims recognisable as trustworthy to buyers, NGOs and finance 
intermediaries. This helps explain why standard-setting, additionality, validation and anti-
greenwashing safeguards have become central to policy perception in the Scottish case. 

Across both cases, the broader implication is that the formal knowledge on which peatland policy 
depends, including maps, thresholds, standards and verification procedures, sits between values and 
governance practice. Participants judge that evidence through values of proportionality, responsibility, 
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fairness and procedural defensibility. They also judge governance through the evidence on which it 
relies. The politics of evidence are therefore part of the politics of legitimacy. 

 

4.13 Long-term outcomes of restored peatlands 

Participants described restored peatland as entering altered ecological trajectories, requiring 
sustained management, retaining selected low-intensity uses, depending on purposeful access design 
and raising questions about the public role of land once it leaves intensive production. The ecological 
strands are more strongly evidenced in Denmark, while the access and public-purpose strands are 
more visible in Scotland. 

4.13.1 Cultivated peat re-enters restoration on altered ecological 
terms 

In Denmark, participants describe long-drained, heavily cultivated peat as physically changed by 
decades of farming, fertilisation and drainage. Rewetting is therefore presented as an uncertain 
transition in which the land may move towards a different ecological condition altogether, rather than 
resuming its previous bog state. This concern rests on two linked claims: long cultivation is treated as 
a durable transformation of the site, and rewetting alone is expected, in some cases, to produce a 
nutrient-rich wetland rather than a bog-like habitat. One senior participant in a landowner-advisory role 
summarised that altered-baseline view in the following way: 

When you have been agriculture this land for decades it has become another type ... you can’t go 
back. When you are rewetting those areas you don’t get what you had before. Some of the projects 
you have been doing has just been a swamp, smelling ... when you are rewetting those areas you get 
swamp and it is not those natural areas that have special nature.  
(Denmark; Landowner/advisory; Senior leadership) 

A second Denmark account extends the same argument by shifting from habitat form to greenhouse-
gas trajectory. Here the concern is that short- and medium-term methane and nitrous oxide emissions 
may remain high even where rewetting reduces carbon dioxide loss, so judging success through 
carbon dioxide alone is treated as insufficient. 

The few places where they have measured methane and nitrous oxide after rewetting, it looks bad, it 
looks really bad ... if you are only looking at the CO2 you are making a bad decision ... maybe 30 years 
or 50 years you can get the balance again but the first 10–15 years there is a problem.  
(Denmark; Landowner/advisory; Senior leadership) 

Other Denmark participants described one rewetted site as “one big lake” and explained that some 
mapped peat areas now contain so little peat that they are effectively exhausted agricultural land. 
Taken together, these accounts indicate a distinct ecological concern in Denmark, linked to long 
cultivation histories and to uncertainty about the state that rewetting will actually produce. 

4.13.2 Restored peatland remains management-intensive 

Across both countries, participants portray restoration as continuing work. The practical question is 
how the post-restoration landscape is shaped, maintained and resourced over time, including 
preparatory work before rewetting, ecological management afterwards and the labour needed to keep 
a site moving towards a workable end-state. Scottish participants articulated this long-term process 
through repeat visits, practical skill and long-term labour: 

The experience is not that you put the digger in once and then that’s it done and you never have to go 
back, so ongoing employment, ongoing skills and experience is a really big one with peatlands.  
(Scotland; Rural community; Technical specialist) 

Other participants spoke of needing money for “managing the nature that is going to be there” and of 
aiming for “a fully functioning bog”. In Denmark, participants spoke of another layer of work, with 
nutrient removal through repeated cutting and harvest described as a prerequisite for a more stable 
wetland outcome: 

In some trials they have tried to take out the nitrogen and phosphate and harvesting the grass for 7 
years ... before rewetting. It looks better ... if you are harvesting grass 8–10 years you have taken a lot 
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of the nutrients out and then it works much better. 
(Denmark; Landowner/advisory; Senior leadership) 

Across these accounts, restored peatland appears as an ongoing management project in which 
rewetting, maintenance and ecological care remain closely linked. 

4.13.3 Hybrid outcomes keep one foot in production 

Participants often reject a clean divide between restored nature and total abandonment. Instead, they 
imagine futures in which peatland remains ecologically wetter and less intensive than before, while still 
supporting selected forms of low-input use. These uses include grazing, grass cutting, biomass use 
and forms of conservation-oriented livestock management. Denmark participants described this most 
explicitly as a modified form of farming in which ecological management and reduced production were 
expected to coexist: 

We are trying to make this new kind of specialised form of farming. A combination of nature 
management and farming where you get some use of managing nature and some money for the 
production of meat. 
(Denmark; Government; Middle management) 

A thinner Scottish strand points in the same direction by linking peatland restoration to improved 
conditions for sheep and for people moving through the site: 

You don’t lose so many lambs ... if you are doing any damming, you are providing a walkway for the 
sheep ... improved quality under foot for human and animals is massive in terms of peatland.  
(Scotland; Rural community; Technical specialist) 

Other Denmark participants added biogas production, cut grass and post-rewetting cattle grazing to 
the same repertoire. The accounts therefore suggest that production is reworked into more extensive 
and environmentally conditioned forms once restoration begins. 

4.13.4 Public access depends on design and legibility 

A second cluster of accounts focuses on visitability, with participants noting that restored peatland 
becomes publicly meaningful when people can reach it, move through it and recognise what is there. 
This is partly a matter of permission, but also one of physical design and usability: paths, towers, 
agreements with landowners and restored ground conditions are all elements that would allow access. 
In Scotland, participants framed access as the main route through which restored peatlands acquire 
wider public meaning: 

To me a lot of it is access actually. I think the direct use is gone ... but just getting them out there ... 
they can be very nice places to spend time, amazing places, but it is not easy to get out there and to 
appreciate a peat bog and having more opportunities to do that probably would be the single biggest 
change we could make.  
(Scotland; Nature market/investment; Technical specialist) 

Denmark participants described the same issue more often in design terms, focusing on paths, 
agreements and viewing infrastructure: 

We can make some agreement with the landowner saying that we can make a path here ... we can 
make a small walking path around here and around the area we could put up a bird watching tower. 
(Denmark; Government; Technical specialist) 

Elsewhere, participants spoke about restored sites that could “give some value back to society as a 
nature area”, while a related Scotland account emphasised that restoration can make peatlands “much 
more accessible” by improving walkability. Across cases, visitability depends not only on formal 
designation but on the practical work of making sites legible and usable. 

A final strand in this theme raises the question of what restored land is for once it has left intensive 
production. Some participants moved beyond the practical issue of access and asked a more 
purposive question about the collective role of restored landscapes. One Danish technical-specialist 
argues that current policy treats land withdrawal as an end-point in itself and leaves the later social 
role of the site undefined: 

There is such a big focus on taking land out of agricultural production but not on what it is going to be 
used for afterwards. The only focus is on the climatic and environmental changes, but we don’t really 
have any money for doing big recreational projects with it ... or for managing the nature that is going to 
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be there ... why not when you already have the land under your fingernails do something bigger and 
better with it.  
(Denmark; Government; Technical specialist) 

Scottish participants articulated the same issue more briefly but in similar collective terms, arguing that 
peatlands are “a space for everyone to use and enjoy.” (Scotland; Landowner/advisory; Middle 
management). A Denmark middle management account similarly argued for money to create “a huge 
nature area” and to remove redundant buildings from former production sites. This strand indicates 
that restored lands need an explicit social function if they are to be understood as a public project 
rather than simply as withdrawn agricultural land. 

4.13.5 Cross-national synthesis 

The strongest national contrast concerns what respondents considered the central problem for long-
term outcomes. Denmark material is dominated by ecological trajectory, nutrient legacy and explicit 
endpoint specification. Respondents repeatedly ask whether cultivated peat can ever become a 
functioning bog-like system again and what kind of ecological state rewetting will actually produce. 
Scotland material, by contrast, is more likely to ask how restored landscapes become visitable, 
socially useful and publicly meaningful. 

Role differences reinforce that contrast. Landowner/advisory respondents, especially in senior roles, 
are the main source of altered-baseline and risky long-term outcome accounts. Technical specialists 
more often foreground access, path design and the practicalities of making sites usable. Middle-
management voices are especially visible where respondents articulate hybrid uses and broader 
public purpose. These are not rigid role effects, but they are consistent enough to shape the overall 
distribution of the theme. 
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5 Discussion and recommendations 

5.1 Discussion 

 

Peatlands are multi-dimensional 

The results illustrate that participants treated peatlands as multi-dimensional entities rather than 
single-purpose sites for managing carbon. This was illustrated most clearly throughout themes 1 to 3. 
Experiential encounters and personal connections with peatlands were an important way in which 
participants made peatlands personally intelligible, meaningful and relatable, with peatlands valued as 
special and sometimes sacred places, due to their seclusion from wider society, the unique 
biodiversity they contained (that often went unnoticed), the joy they brought to participants who spent 
time in them, the respect and knowledge they commanded (in order for participants to navigate them 
without getting wet or falling into a bog hole), and their utility as landscapes that supported people’s 
livelihoods (through the provision of fuel and as agricultural spaces). These connections often 
overlapped for participants, demonstrating how emotions, lived experience, familiarity and historical 
connections informed people’s attachment with the peatlands they spoke about. These results align 
with research by Flood et al. (2021) in Ireland, that shows how rural communities often construct 
relational and embodied valuations of peatlands that intertwine pragmatic engagements with memory- 
and identity-laden ‘imaginaries’ of health, livelihood and community. One helpful framing for capturing 
this complexity is developed by Nolan et al. (2024, p. 10), who utilise the term ‘peatscapes’ to describe 
the multi-dimensionality of peatlands, with ‘peatscape’ referring to the “melange of human and more-
than-human elements” that are formed over generations of value extraction from peatlands, where 
‘value’ can refer to both utility and resource-use as well as cultural importance and recreational use. 

The values participants shared were antecedent to their views on peatland restoration and peatland 
policy. Through engaging with people’s personal relationships to peatlands, conversations often gave 
way to broader discussions of more-than-human ethics, deep-time archives, and the importance of 
land stewardship for future generations. Whether participants valued peatlands for their nature and 
biodiversity or for their use in providing fuel for small rural communities and croft land, there was a 
recognition that the landscapes should be well looked after, so that future generations could continue 
to enjoy them. This aligns with other findings that relational values of nature are likely to lead to pro-
environmental attitudes (Cebrían-Piqueras et al., 2024). Similarly, the centrality of participants' values 
to broader policy discussions is consistent with wider restoration literature that sees the inclusion of 
cultural values in ecological design as integral to appropriate policy objectives and durable support 
(Schultz et al., 2022).  

In terms of governance, the findings complicated any narrow carbon framing of peatland restoration. 
Several respondents explicitly worried that carbon-led approaches overlooked nutrient legacies, public 
use, access, identity and the wider purposes of restored land. Although carbon goals were not 
rejected, participants judged restoration through a broader set of ecological and social criteria than 
carbon accounting alone could capture. In ecological terms, carbon delivery was seen as only one 
aspect of what peatland restoration is for, with many participants arguing that peatland restoration 
policies should also include a focus on water and biodiversity alongside climate objectives. In social 
terms, cultural values were identified as integral to achieving appropriate policy objectives and 
engendering support from local communities. This finding aligns with arguments that environmental 
decision-making is weakened when market and instrumental valuations displace relational, shared 
and intrinsic values (Kenter et al., 2025). However, as such values are deeply rooted, context-specific, 
slow to change and are not homogenous amongst community groups, there is little consensus on how 
to achieve this in practice (c.f. Cebrían-Piqueras et al., 2024; O’Riordan et al., 2016; Byg et al., 2017).  

One potential approach is suggested by Cebrían-Piqueras et al. (2024), who argue for the co-
production of inclusive conservation strategies which focus on:  

● the specific social-ecological context of local communities, such as informal ways of learning, 
diverse exposure to nature, and the preservation of customary practices and traditions;  
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● the inclusion of diverse knowledge systems, including local and traditional knowledges, and 
incorporating space for local and scientific knowledges to feedback off one another; and  

● using value-based approaches to conservation that respect how people view themselves and 
their relationships to nature.  

Such an approach would create policies where the preservation of local values is an explicit objective. 
This is consistent with a recent report by the Royal Society of Edinburgh and CoDel (2026), to which 
some of the participants in this research contributed, which argues that both policymaking and 
research is stronger when they value community-rooted knowledge. 

The perceived legitimacy of peatland restoration  

Our results demonstrate that the perceived legitimacy of peatland restoration and the policies behind it 
depended on multiple factors. Participants evaluated legitimacy through procedure, distribution and 
settlement, not through outcome alone. Consequently, even if a mechanism was financially workable 
and administratively clean, it could still be perceived as illegitimate if it redistributed authority, cost and 
benefit in ways that those expected to live with them judged unfair. The credibility of environmental 
management decisions, then, was considered political as well as technical, with the authority of 
dominant knowledge infrastructures contingent on transparency, clear challenge routes and anti-
greenwashing safeguards. This finding is consistent with our theoretical framing, which understood 
environmental management as a political and value-laden undertaking that includes normative 
assumptions around desired outcomes (Kenter and O’Connor, 2019).  

In Denmark, participants called for more coherence around burden-sharing, raising questions around 
the status of the polluter-pays principle and the potential narrowness of a peatland restoration 
programme that is strongly state-led. While compensation for farmers was recognised as being 
politically necessary, there was debate over the legitimacy of using public money to support 
withdrawal from damaging land uses. In addition, although peatland restoration is a part of Denmark’s 
ambition for multifunctional land consolidation, participants argued that there were very few avenues 
for the wider community to get involved in decisions regarding land-use change. Previous land 
consolidation efforts in Denmark have struggled to ensure that multifunctional purposes are achieved 
(c.f. Præstholm et al., 2022). Additionally, Krøijer et al. (2022) argue that one pitfall of previous 
multifunctional land consolidation efforts was the lack of funding available for the facilitation of 
community deliberation and engagement processes, something which remains missing from current 
public funds as well.  

Another concern that arose in the Danish interviews was the quality of data being used to support 
policy, in particular the proposed land tax, with one participant in particular identifying peatland 
condition classifications, greenhouse gas measurement assumptions and verification mechanisms as 
part of the political make-up of restoration processes rather than as neutral technical backing. 
Credibility weakened when proxies appeared opaque, when classifications allocated liability or 
eligibility in contested ways, or when market-facing safeguards were visibly thin. In terms of the 
proposed introduction of a land tax based on emissions, participants pointed out that current peat 
maps lack the levels of accuracy required to make such carbon calculations, arguing that it would be 
inaccurate and unfair to tax landowners based on this data. This cautioning echoes wider concerns 
raised in the literature, including how a lack of high-quality data can impede strategy development 
(Nordbeck et al., 2024) and a feasibility study commissioned by Scottish Government for a similar tax 
which emphasised the need for clear routes for contesting liability (Reed et al., 2026). Plausibility for 
this tax will ultimately depend on visible, defensible and revisable knowledge. Without such data, the 
tax remains open to large contestation.  

In Scotland, questions were raised around the kinds of community benefits that would, and should, 
arise from peatland restoration, the challenges of community capacity to engage in restoration 
projects, and who has the rights to carbon in more complex landowning situations such as crofting. 
The delivery of community benefits from peatland restoration projects was particularly pertinent, with 
benefit emerging as more than just a side payment. While community benefit funds were recognised 
as important, they were also seen as problematic in a number of ways. From the project side it was 
recognised that the levels of profit arising from peatland restoration projects are often insufficient to 
make profit-sharing and benefit funds a viable contribution to communities. From the community side, 
benefit funds were not always viewed positively due to past conflicts over the use and control of these 
funds, particularly where community councils may not be adequately developed to deal with the fund, 
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or where councils do not fully represent all aspects of a community. Community benefit, then, was 
interpreted more widely, with participants calling for more local employment, skills building, retention of 
local value, work and livelihoods, and practical influence over land-use change. These results reflect 
previous research on rural community interests in Scotland by McKee et al. (2023) which showed that 
communities were particularly worried about the power of landlords to impact local community 
development and reduce access to land. While Scottish Land Commission’s (2023, p. 9) Delivering 
Community Benefit from Land outlines that community benefits should comprise “meaningful social 
and economic benefits” that are specifically designed on a community-by-community basis, there are 
currently very few examples of how communities may benefit from peatland restoration projects in 
practice. 

From policy to delivery 

Translation from policy to delivery represented a key concern throughout the interviews, with cross-
national comparison demonstrating shared concerns around the fairness, durability, credibility and 
workability of peatland restoration goals and policies. One primary issue raised in both countries was 
how policy processes could slow restoration work on the ground. This happened in a number of ways, 
with one predominant challenge that of procedural layering. Peatlands find themselves amongst a 
wide range of land-uses, including agriculture and grazing sites, energy infrastructure, extraction 
areas, and as important ecological sites for both plant and animal species. Alongside this, they are 
equally important in terms of water quality, making them a focus of water infrastructure systems. 
However, persistent sectoral silos have made policy integration on peatland restoration an ongoing 
challenge (c.f. Nordbeck and Högl, 2024). While clear instruments and standards were recognised by 
participants as important in ensuring robust, transparent and clear restoration processes, long 
institutional chains and conflicting policy agendas and guidance imposed heavy work-loads onto 
project developers. In Denmark in particular, the voluntary nature of projects at the landowner level 
made the long institutional chains from government to landowner level particularly challenging, as 
extensive planning work could be made redundant if a landowner refused participation. In Scotland, 
participants identified these heavy work-loads as having a disproportionate effect on small delivery 
organisations, contractors and community bodies who have already-limited capacities. Navigating 
procedural complexity requires specific skills and expertise, much of which is lacking amongst these 
smaller groups. Such implementation strains were considered by participants as a direct policy failure 
rather than an external constraint. In Scotland, participants argued there was a need for more 
investment in capacity and skills building, and noted that projects should ensure the continuity of 
specialist labour, re-hiring workers with the correct expertise while also enabling more training 
opportunities at local levels.  

Another strand was the long-term outcomes of restored peatlands, which remained under-specified in 
both countries. Participants raised unresolved questions about cultivated peat, hybrid outcomes, 
public access and the public purpose of restored land. Peatland restoration requires active 
intervention now, but long ecological recovery timelines open a further governance question about 
what restored land should become once rewetting is complete. In the interviews, participants 
expressed future hopes of peatlands as functioning bogs, places with bird-tower sites, shared nature 
areas and conservation-grazing systems. However, how these normative values may change over 
generational timescales is undetermined.  

Concrete decisions about nutrient removal, grazing, access and long-term care are based on 
normative judgments about what land ought to be translated into (Kuster et al., 2024). Milner et al. 
(2026) show that trade-offs amongst various competing land use demands represents a persistent 
and, as yet, unanswered question for peatland restoration internationally, and our findings also 
illustrate this. Participants discussed how competing land uses persist even after restoration is 
complete, with restored peatlands needing to fulfil multiple land-use and environmental goals at once. 
Even where peatlands are taken out of intensive agricultural production, there are some sites where 
alternative farming methods or animal grazing will be necessary. Some peatland sites were envisioned 
as separator places for nature, and others were envisioned as nature reserves and public access 
spaces. Additionally, some peatlands will need to be continually monitored and managed for water 
quality, while others may be targeted as places for the development of green energy infrastructure. In 
Denmark, a further question was raised as to the future of restored land once it was rewetted, 
particularly once the land was sold on by the government. In Scotland, the long duration periods of 
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restoration projects, especially those under the Peatland Code, were noted, and participants explained 
how these were not yet matched by a robust account of who held liability across generations.  

While some of the above outcomes were considered more desirable than others, both countries 
argued for the importance of hybrid outcomes of restored peatlands. The desire for hybrid outcomes 
showed that material living-from values persisted with restoration rather than disappearing once land 
had left utilitarian uses such as intensive agriculture. Access and shared-space arguments spoke to 
living-in and living-with framings, where restored land became a place of recreation, encounter and 
stewardship. More-than-human commitments appeared most strongly where respondents described 
the need to let peatland recover its own ecological capacities. Acceptance or resistance to restoration, 
therefore, depends partly on whether policy can accommodate these multiple framings. 

. 

5.2 Recommendations 

This section contains a series of policy recommendations based on the interview analysis and 

triangulation workshops. Table 4 lists the policy recommendations for both countries and its 

associated recommendation type, with each recommendation discussed in more detail below. 

 
Table 4: Policy options and their associated recommendation type for Denmark and Scotland 

Policy option Recommendation 

type 

Denmark 

1. Fund participatory transition and stewardship plans for publicly funded 

peatland schemes 

Regulatory 

2. Develop a community engagement and benefit standard Standard-setting 

3. Introduce a tiered evidence and appeals framework for the peatland 

carbon tax 

Regulatory 

4. Regional pilots for peat-map accuracy and MRV testing Pilot 

5. Require corporate accounting for agricultural products sourced from 

drained organic soils 

Regulatory 

Scotland 

1. Create more attractive public risk-sharing mechanisms for Peatland 

Code projects 

Pilot  

2. Test alternative blended finance models for peatland restoration Pilot  

3. Develop a fair and evidence-based peatland emissions tax Fiscal 

4. Create UK land-sector insetting pathway Standard-setting 



D6.3 Governance analysis 

63 

 

5. Pilot making community engagement standard practice in natural capital 

projects 

Pilot 

6. Pilot community benefits as an enforceable aspect of project design Pilot 

7. Resolve crofting carbon rights before scaling investment Regulatory  

 

Danish policy options 

 

Recommendation 1: Fund participatory transition and stewardship plans for publicly funded 
peatland schemes 
  
Denmark could fund all publicly funded peatland rewetting, land-purchase and land-consolidation 
schemes to prepare transition and stewardship plans before approval. Although this is already done in 
some projects, the degree to which these considerations are built into projects varies considerably and 
there are concerns that without funding, long-term delivery of broader societal goals may not be 
realistic. Where landowners are willing and funding is available, these plans could: 
 

• Broaden the local tripartite process beyond landowner, agricultural and agency interests, 
creating structured opportunities for local residents, civil society organisations, schools, 
recreation groups, cultural heritage bodies, water interests, youth groups, local businesses 
and independent ecological advisers to shape the future of each site.  

• Strengthen the legitimacy of Denmark’s state-led peatland transition by redistributing influence 
over publicly funded land-use change, ensuring that decisions are not controlled mainly by the 
organisations already represented in the local tripartite process, but are opened to people and 
interests with less institutional power, including local residents, future users of restored sites 
and those representing long-term ecological needs. 

• Cover hydrological maintenance, vegetation management, nutrient removal, grazing, invasive 
species, site safety, access infrastructure, ecological monitoring, public interpretation and 
adaptive management for at least 20 to 30 years. A fixed share of project funding could be 
ring-fenced for stewardship, in addition to land purchase and capital works.  

• Include public access, education and cultural interpretation. Where relevant, access should be 
safe and ecologically appropriate, using paths, boardwalks, viewing points, guided visits or 
digital interpretation where full access is unsuitable. Interpretation for visitors could explain 
peatland emissions, rewetting, nutrient risks, methane trade-offs, water quality, biodiversity 
recovery and cultural history. Local museums, schools and citizen science groups should be 
able to use restored sites as learning landscapes where this is compatible with ecological 
recovery. 

 
Transition plans should ideally be developed with local participation, with participation beginning 
before final decisions are made on site boundaries, access, long-term use, hydrology and ownership 
or leaseback arrangements. Each project would publish baseline evidence on peat extent, drainage, 
water-level effects, land ownership, expected emissions reductions, biodiversity potential and cultural 
features. It would then assess alternative site futures, including full rewetting, wet grassland, 
paludiculture, conservation grazing, wet meadow, bird habitat, quiet nature areas, educational access 
and no-access ecological refuge zones. The final design of the transition plan would explain how 
public input, ecological evidence and land-management constraints were weighed. Once a transition 
and stewardship plan had been developed for a site, it should remain in place for that site. Where 
publicly purchased land is sold back, leased or transferred to other managers, these transition and 
stewardship plans should be attached to the transfer. This would ensure that public investment 
secures durable public value, rather than only short-term land acquisition and rewetting. 
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Recommendation 2: Develop a community engagement and benefit standard 
  
A national engagement and community benefit standard could be developed to make participation, 
benefit-sharing and long-term stewardship requirements consistent across Denmark’s local tripartite 
groups. This could draw on the UK’s British Standards Institute Flex 705 Code of Practice, Nature 
Markets – Community Engagement and Benefits, as a model. Although developed for UK nature 
markets, the draft code shows how a proportionate standard can specify good practice without 
imposing a single rigid process. 
  
For Denmark, the standard could set minimum requirements for every publicly funded peatland 
scheme, including for example:  

• early community mapping 

• explicit inclusion of under-represented groups 

• disclosure of land ownership, decision-making powers and project options 

• co-produced engagement plans 

• accessible non-technical communication 

• community impact assessment covering social, economic, environmental and cultural heritage 
effects 

• a grievance route 

• published evidence showing how public input changed project design.  
 
It could also require long-term management, access, education, cultural value, ecological monitoring 
and public reporting to be planned from the outset. This would help Denmark deliver peatland targets 
while giving practical effect to the Aarhus Convention’s principles of environmental information, 
participation and access to justice, and to the EU Nature Restoration Regulation’s requirement for 
open, transparent, inclusive and effective preparation of restoration plans. 
  
Recommendation 3: Introduce a tiered evidence and appeals framework for the peatland 
carbon tax 
  
The Danish government could establish a transparent and legally robust MRV (measurement, 
reporting and verification) and appeals framework for the peatland carbon tax before liabilities are 
applied. Using data from more extensive peat mapping, emission factors, water-table response 
functions, soil classifications, peat-depth thresholds, map layers and methodology assumptions should 
be published in forms that farmers, advisers and tax administrators can interrogate. The system 
should also publish uncertainty ratings for mapped peat extent, shallow peat, organic-carbon 
thresholds, drainage status and assigned emission factors. To reflect Denmark’s predominantly 
lowland agricultural peatlands, MRV protocols should combine soil classification, water-table 
monitoring, land-use records, fertiliser and manure data, and remote-sensing evidence. 
  
A statutory challenge route should be created to contest three types of decision: soil classification, 
drainage or water-table status, and recognition of verified emissions reductions.  

• Soil-classification appeals should use standardised field protocols for soil coring, peat depth, 
organic carbon content and georeferencing.  

• Drainage-status appeals should use approved evidence such as water-table monitoring, ditch 
and pump records, hydrological assessment and remote-sensing checks.  

• Claims for reduced liability following partial rewetting, controlled drainage or conversion to 
wetter production systems should use rolling water-table evidence, mapped management 
changes and approved Danish emission-response functions. 

  
To reduce litigation risk, the government could introduce a tiered evidence system. High-confidence 
mapped fields could be assessed using standard default liabilities. Medium-confidence cases should 
receive targeted review before liability is finalised. Low-confidence or contested cases should trigger 
field verification. Where uncertainty remains material, the system should apply conservative liability 
adjustments, uncertainty discounts or temporary deferrals rather than impose full liability on weak 
evidence. 
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Implementation should be phased, beginning with high-confidence, high-emitting agricultural organic 
soils where peat extent, drainage status and land use are clear. More complex cases, including 
shallow peat, mixed soils, partly rewetted fields and controlled-drainage systems, should enter through 
a verified evidence pathway. 
 
Recommendation 4: Regional pilots for peat-map accuracy and MRV testing 
 
Before national rollout of the above mechanism, Denmark should run regional pilots to test peat-map 
accuracy, water-table monitoring costs, dispute rates, administrative capacity and recalculation of 
liabilities after verified partial rewetting. Currently, Denmark’s proposed peatland tax appears to 
depend heavily on peat classification and default assumptions about drainage status. Where 
agricultural land is classified as organic soil, it may be assumed to be drained and high-emitting, 
creating a risk that misclassified mineral soils, shallow organic soils or mixed soils are overcharged.  
National inventory-style emission factors may be credible for aggregate reporting, but they do not 
necessarily provide the spatial precision, temporal responsiveness or evidential threshold required for 
individual tax liabilities. Although extensive and accurate peat mapping would enable higher accuracy 
calculations, if this is not possible, the challenge routes (recommendation 3) could also be tested in 
pilots, and should enable disputes to be resolved objectively without the need for litigation. 
 
Recommendation 5: Mobilise supply-chain finance for lower-emission production on drained 
organic soils 
  
Products derived from agricultural production on drained organic soils can be substantially more 
carbon intensive than equivalent products from mineral soils, however, they are often poorly 
represented in corporate Scope 3 inventories because many companies use generic commodity or 
spend-based emission factors that do not distinguish between mineral soils and drained organic soils. 
The Danish government could therefore create a policy framework that requires corporate accounting 
for agricultural products sourced from drained organic soils. From January 2027, this could be aligned 
with the GHG Protocol’s Land Sector and Removals (LSR) Standard, which applies to companies with 
land-based activities in their value chains. It could also be aligned with SBTi’s Forest, Land and 
Agriculture Guidance (FLAG), which provides a method for companies in land-intensive sectors to set 
targets covering land-based emissions and removals. 
  
Further incentives for adoption could be generated, creating demand for traceability and lower-
emission products without placing an immediate economy-wide mandate on all companies. For 
example: 

• Suppliers of agricultural products to public bodies could be required to disclose whether 
products are sourced from drained organic soils and, where material, to include associated 
land-sector emissions in Scope 3 or product-footprint reporting for high-risk commodities 
(such as dairy, beef, forage, grain, vegetables or feed from mapped organic soils); 

• Access to grants, innovation funds, rewetting support, low-interest loans or green transition 
finance could be conditional on companies adopting land-sector accounting methods 
consistent with the GHG Protocol Land Sector and Removals Standard and SBTi FLAG 
guidance; and 

• Companies could receive tax relief, enhanced deductions or matched funding for verified 
investments that reduce emissions from drained organic soils in their supply chains. 

  
If the government wanted to mandate adoption of these standards, it could amend Denmark’s CSRD 
implementing legislation, especially the Danish Financial Statements Act as amended by Act no. 480 
of 2 May 2024. The amendment could require companies already in scope of Danish sustainability 
reporting requirements to disclose material exposure to agricultural products sourced from drained 
organic soils, and to include associated land-sector emissions in Scope 3 reporting where material, 
aligned with the GHG Protocol Land Sector and Removals Standard, and with SBTi FLAG used for 
target-setting by companies in land-intensive sectors. The requirement could be phased in for 
companies already covered by Danish CSRD reporting requirements, for high-risk commodities 
including dairy, beef, forage, grain, vegetables and feed from mapped organic soils. 
 
While the immediate objective should be to make peatland emissions visible in Scope 3 reporting for 
companies purchasing agricultural outputs from drained organic soils, this would create an additional 
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market signal for farm businesses on peatlands that have not yet entered publicly funded rewetting 
schemes under the Green Land Fund. In the longer term, it would also affect businesses that continue 
production under Denmark’s forthcoming peatland carbon tax regime by increasing demand for lower-
emission products and management practices. 
 
The forthcoming peatland carbon tax could be linked to supply-chain accounting. Farms that continue 
production on drained organic soils should receive recognised emissions data, based on approved 
national emission factors or verified site-specific measurements, which buyers would be required or 
encouraged to use in product footprints and Scope 3 calculations. Where farms reduce emissions 
through verified partial rewetting, controlled water-table management or conversion to lower-emission 
wet production systems, they should be able to pass lower emissions factors through to buyers. 
 
An additional tax relief pathway could be developed for farms that remain in production but can 
demonstrate verified emissions reductions from drained organic soils. Relief should be conditional on 
robust monitoring, reporting and verification, clear baselines, safeguards against leakage and 
reversals, and rules to prevent double counting with Green Land Fund payments, corporate Scope 3 
claims or other public support. This would align the peatland carbon tax with corporate supply-chain 
accounting, creating a stronger financial incentive for farms and buyers to invest in emissions 
reductions where full rewetting and removal from production are not yet feasible.  

 

Scottish policy options 

Recommendation 1: Create more attractive public risk-sharing mechanisms for Peatland Code 
projects 
 
Re-run the Carbon Contracts Pilot with revised terms that are likely to be more attractive to 
landowners. Test public or community-led delivery alongside landowner-led projects, so that public 
risk-sharing is not limited to subsidising private returns. Consider integrating a community benefit plan 
into some of the pilot projects, and re-emphasise the retention of purely publicly funded routes through 
Peatland ACTION. 
  
It may still be possible to meet public procurement value for money tests if additional payments are 
made for MRV costs and biodiversity, quantified via forthcoming metrics that are due to be integrated 
with the Peatland Code. Although the addition of biodiversity payments would not meet the 
additionality criteria in all sites, and so projects would only be able to include and issue carbon units, 
payments could include biodiversity monitoring costs and the metric could still be used to provide 
government with a quantification of the biodiversity benefits purchased with the additional funding. 
Further discussion with the Peatland Code team is recommended, if possible to build this option into 
the design of the new scheme. The pilot should not apply to crofting common grazings or tenanted 
land unless rights, liabilities and decision-making authority have been resolved and relevant land 
occupiers have opted in (see recommendation 7). 
  
Recommendation 2: Test alternative blended finance models for peatland restoration  
 
Commission feasibility studies to explore the potential for blending mechanisms to make future pilots 
more attractive to landowners, whilst minimising risk to public finances, and meeting Peatland Code 
rules, public procurement requirements and subsidy control. Options to test include: 

- Contract for difference approaches, under which landowners or project developers would sell 
Peatland Carbon Units into the market and Scottish Government would pay some or all of the 
difference between a transparent reference price and an agreed strike price. This could 
provide landowners with greater certainty around revenues than the current pilot, while 
reducing the risk that Scottish Government becomes the default purchaser of units.  

- Future Economy Scotland’s proposals for a public-led, income-contingent finance model for 
peatland restoration, in which Peatland ACTION grants would be replaced with zero-interest, 
income-contingent loans for capital costs, repayable only where future project revenues make 
repayment affordable. The model could also include annual operating payments for 
maintenance and MRV costs, alongside a requirement for a proportion of net profits to be ring-
fenced for local community benefit. It is argued that this could make restoration more 
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attractive by reducing exposure to commercial debt, whilst enabling the public sector to 
recover some costs if carbon revenues rise. This appraisal should test whether repayable 
finance creates significant risks for land occupiers, especially where future revenue depends 
on speculative carbon prices. 

  
A contracts for difference feasibility study could assess whether a one-way, two-way or capped 
contract for difference would offer the best balance between landowner attractiveness, private finance 
mobilisation, financial additionality and public value for money. It could also examine different methods 
for setting the strike price, for example: reverse auction; forecast PCU market values; a cost-plus 
approach based on restoration, MRV and transaction costs; and a principal-plus-return approach, 
where the strike price is calibrated to allow private investors to recover their principal plus a capped 
return. The study should include an explicit public exposure cap, a comparison with direct public 
funding and a test of compatibility with land reform commitments. 
  
A further feasibility study could assess whether a public-led, income-contingent finance model would 
offer a more attractive and lower-cost alternative to de-risked private finance, including stress testing 
of assumptions about carbon prices, PIU (pending issuance unit)/PCU (peatland carbon unit) sale 
timing, restoration and maintenance costs, public cost of capital, administrative costs and contingent 
liabilities. It could also examine design options to protect Peatland Code additionality if repayable 
finance becomes non-repayable support, including repayable-only loans with termination triggers, in-
kind repayment via verified PCUs, and delivery through Peatland ACTION, the Scottish National 
Investment Bank or a dedicated public fund. For crofting and other shared-tenure contexts, the model 
could include an opt-in rule and options tailored for community ownership. 
  
To ensure that feasibility studies lead to concrete decisions, each study could define success criteria 
for whether a model proceeds to pilot, is revised or is rejected. Success criteria should cover financial 
additionality, public value, distributional effects, compatibility with land reform and effects on land 
occupiers. Given that different types of restoration projects will require different levels of finance, it 
may be necessary to create a tiered finance framework for distinguishing complex, high-risk sites, 
standard sites and revenue-generating sites. 
  
 
Recommendation 3: Develop a fair and evidence-based peatland emissions tax  
 
Commission a feasibility study to assess whether a peatland land emissions carbon tax could be 
designed in such a way as to provide a fair and proportionate signal to reduce emissions from 
degraded peat, whilst complementing Peatland ACTION and the Peatland Code. This could include: 

- A research and data-development phase to improve national screening layers for peat extent, 
condition and erosion 

- A narrow shadow pilot focused on bare and actively eroding peat, with no live fiscal liability at 
the outset 

- If this is successful, a later pilot could test whether water-table-depth-based evidence can 
adjust default liabilities for drained or modified peat, using safeguards such as multi-year 
averaging, uncertainty discounts and caps on annual changes. 

  
The study could assess interactions with Peatland ACTION, the Peatland Code and tenure 
arrangements, including crofting common grazings, tenanted land, community-owned land, NGO land 
and large private estates. It could also test who would be liable, how appeals would work, and 
incorporate a restorability test that outlines how relief would apply where restoration is constrained by 
hydrology, access, tenure, neighbouring land uses or contractor availability. A site trajectory 
classification could be incorporated to differentiate between sites that are actively eroding, stable, 
recovering, partially rewetted and currently under improvement. A triage tool and associated clear 
options streams could be useful to landowners linking site conditions with restorability options. The 
tool could also indicate when the appropriate response is public support, tenure resolution or 
regulatory clarification rather than a tax liability. 
 
Recommendation 4: Create a high-integrity UK land-sector insetting pathway for peatlands 
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Consider establishing a UK Land Sector and Removals (LSR) Standard adoption pilot focused on 
high-integrity insetting and interoperability with offset markets, after the launch of the GHG Protocol’s 
LSR Standard on 1 January 2027. This could include: 

• A UK implementation guide for land-sector businesses wishing to use inventory-based 
insetting to fund interventions in their own UK supply chains and report emissions changes 
under the LSR Standard, with guidance on consent, claims discipline and separation from 
offset claims 

• A method for land-sector businesses to use project-based insetting via existing domestic 
voluntary nature markets. This could, for example, start by developing an LSR-compliant 
pathway through the Peatland Code, where PCUs are issued, assigned or retired through the 
UK Land Carbon Registry, subject to safeguards on local decision-making, revenue-sharing 
and liability 

• Based on lessons from this work, develop a BSI Code of Practice for high-integrity insetting 
that could be used to develop similar pathways through other nature markets in the UK, by 
applying the same standards for additionality, baselines, monitoring, leakage, permanence, 
registry control, verification and claims discipline, whilst ensuring inventory reductions, inset 
credits, offsets and contribution claims remain distinct 

 
Recommendation 5: Make community engagement standard practice in natural capital projects 
 
Pilot BSI Flex 705 and the Scottish Government-funded Community Inclusion for Community Benefit 
best practice guide as the basis for a proportionate community engagement standard that could be 
optional for natural capital projects with private climate finance, and required for entirely publicly 
funded projects. The pilot could test how the guidance works across different geographies, tenures 
and project scales, including crofting, tenanted land, community-owned land, large private estates and 
sparsely populated areas. Success criteria should be established beforehand so that once finished, a 
decision can be made quickly on whether this can be implemented. The pilot should also recommend 
clearer thresholds for proportionality, evidence requirements, grievance procedures and guidance for 
engaging with crofting and common grazings communities. 
 
Recommendation 6: Make local benefit an enforceable part of project design 
 
Pilot community benefit clauses and guidance in BSI Flex 705 and the Community Inclusion for 
Community Benefit best practice guide. The pilot should recognise financial and non-financial benefits, 
including local employment, training, funding for capacity-building, contractor capacity, shared 
governance, access, cultural interpretation, community wealth building and support for local services. 
The pilot could test how additional community benefit plans can be designed, negotiated through early 
engagement processes, delivered and reviewed in projects with different revenue models, ownership 
structures and levels of public funding. Where projects generate verified revenue, larger projects 
should test a benefit floor with additional upside-sharing above agreed thresholds. The pilot could test 
whether compliance is best secured through public funding conditions, code requirements, registry 
disclosure, independent verification or community benefit agreements. It should also test community-
led and public-sector-led ownership routes, rather than assuming benefit-sharing from privately owned 
projects is the preferred model. It could also consider how benefits should be handled where there is 
no clearly affected local community, where the community comprises families living and working on 
estates, where communities decline direct involvement, or where a regional fund may be more 
appropriate. 
 
Recommendation 7: Resolve crofting and tenant carbon rights before scaling private peatland 
investment 
 

Scottish Government should resolve carbon rights within crofting tenure before private peatland 
investment is scaled. This should be done through proactive regulation, not left to case-by-case 
negotiation. This could include statutory clarification that peatland restoration can proceed through 
Section 50B where appropriate, express provision for crofters or grazings committees to hold or 
allocate carbon rights where a project is approved, and a parallel route for landlord-led or joint 
peatland ventures where that better fits local circumstances. Any route should require explicit support 
from the relevant crofters, grazings committees or tenants, and should prevent landowner veto where 
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local participants have a viable approved project route. Peat mapping could be done across crofting 
tenure and common grazings, highlighting peat extent, degraded peat and restoration potential. Model 
agreements could be developed for carbon registration, credit allocation, revenue sharing, grazing and 
peat-cutting restrictions, long-term management, liability and succession. Public investment-readiness 
funding could support a small number of test cases to establish workable precedents under Section 
50B, Section 19A and joint or investor-led models. The test cases should include public and 
community-led models. This would reduce transaction costs, protect crofters and landlords from 
unclear liabilities, give investors a clearer basis for due diligence, and allow Peatland Code income to 
support restoration while maintaining local control over value-sharing and future insetting needs. Any 
statutory declaration should consider tenant carbon rights alongside crofting carbon rights, clarifying 
where these may differ. 
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Appendix 2: Detailed analysis process 

The interview data were analysed through reflexive thematic analysis conducted through a large 
language model (LLM) within a human-in-the-loop process. LLMs, when used as a means of 
augmenting analytic processes, can strengthen retrieval, structured comparison, drafting and quality 
assurance, while leaving prioritisation, interpretation, ethics and reporting responsibility with the 
research team. For example,  Xu (2026) describes the LLM role in qualitative analysis as a “research 
assistant” (p. 2) and presents a worked example in which human and AI “work side by side” within 
reflexive thematic analysis (p. 1). Jayawardene and Ewing (2026) formulate a structured augmentation 
design built on prompt engineering, staged human validation and documentary trace. Bennis and 
Mouwafaq (2025, p. 1) connect AI-assisted thematic analysis to “full process transparency”. Current 
European guidance aligns with that position by placing final responsibility for scientific output with the 
researcher and by calling for transparent disclosure of substantial LLM use, attention to privacy and 
awareness of model limitations (Davison et al., 2024; European Commission, 2025; Jones, 2025). The 
following sections provide a detailed account of this process. 

Analysis process 

Human familiarisation and input preceded and followed every stage involving an LLM, in this case 
ChatGPT Pro 5.4. The research team that directly conducted the qualitative interviews read and 
reread the transcripts, wrote early memos and tracked tone, evaluative language, contradictions, 
absences, place references and shifts between economic, ethical, ecological and political 
vocabularies. This phase grounded the later workflow in the cadence and tensions of the interview 
data itself and provided an internal check against overconfident machine-generated thematic 
structures. Early memos captured, for example, cases where participants translated peatland finance 
into questions of governance legitimacy, where more-than-human commitments shaped policy 
judgements, and where the language of values sat comfortably or uneasily with participants’ own 
framings (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Nowell et al., 2017). 

The analysis proceeded through seven iterative stages, summarised in Table 5. Each stage began 
with a researcher decision about the task, the relevant corpus subset, the required output structure 
and the interpretive boundaries of the exercise. The LLM then completed a bounded task. 
Researchers reviewed the output against the source text, revised the prompt or codebook where 
needed, and carried the checked material forward to the next stage. This loop provided speed and 
structured retrieval while keeping analytical judgement, conceptual boundary setting and final 
interpretation with the research team (Jayawardene & Ewing, 2026; Tai et al., 2024; Xu, 2026). 

Table 5: Analytic sequence used for the interview analysis 

Stage Analytic purpose Bounded LLM task Manual decision rule 

1 Exploratory category 

search 

Generate provisional corpus-

wide category tables from the 

closed interview corpus, with 

candidate labels, short 

descriptions, excerpt IDs and 

verbatim extracts. 

Compare outputs against 

familiarisation memos and the 

research questions, and retain 

analytically meaningful 

patterns. 

2 Screening and boundary 

setting 

Surface overlap, merge and split 

options, missing areas and 

possible subcategories for the 

provisional structure. 

Decide keep, merge, split or 

park; align the structure with 

the Life–Value framework and 

the comparative aims of the 

study. 
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3 Evidence retrieval Retrieve all candidate extracts 

for a defined category using 

verified anchor examples and 

explicit inclusion and exclusion 

rules. 

Check every returned extract 

against the transcript source 

and restore surrounding 

context before evidence tables 

are finalised. 

4 Codebook consolidation Draft provisional theme and 

sub-theme tables with labels, 

concise definitions and evidence 

summaries. 

Write final definitions, 

inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, neighbouring 

boundaries and notes on 

cross-case variation. 

5 Selection of 

representative evidence 

Rank checked extracts for 

representativeness, analytic 

richness, contrast and deviant-

case value. 

Choose the quotation bank for 

the write-up and retain 

alternative checked extracts 

for verification and 

comparison. 

6 Verification and deviant-

case reading 

Organise checked extracts into 

claim-evidence tables and 

surface rival framings, minority 

cases and unresolved tensions. 

Re-read full transcripts, refine 

scope, register limiting cases 

and sharpen cross-case 

interpretation. 

7 Analytic writing Produce bounded drafting 

support from verified evidence 

packs when that improves 

efficiency. 

Finalise claims, comparisons, 

prose and reporting language 

in human-authored text. 

 

Stage 1 created a provisional inventory of candidate categories from the closed interview corpus. 
Stage 2 converted that inventory into a preliminary thematic structure by merging duplications, splitting 
over-broad clusters and tightening boundaries around analytically distinct issues. The integrated Life–
Value framework guided this stage as a comparative lens and sensitising framework. The researchers 
asked of each candidate category what sort of value position it expressed, where it sat within the 
normative, empirical or applied register of governance, and how far it travelled across countries and 
actor groups. This preserved inductive openness while giving the comparative design a disciplined 
organising frame. 

Stages 3 to 5 deepened the evidential base. Retrieval prompts supplied a working definition, explicit 
inclusion and exclusion rules and one or more verified anchor extracts, then asked the model to 
recover all relevant candidate passages from the bounded corpus. Researchers checked every 
returned passage against the original transcript, restored surrounding context and corrected omissions 
or overreach. The resulting evidence tables supported concise codebook entries, theme definitions 
and quotation selection. Selection prioritised representativeness, analytic richness, contrast and 
deviant-case value (Nowell et al., 2017; Jowsey et al., 2025). 

Stage 6 functioned as a verification and deviant-case reading phase (see Jensen & Laurie, 2016). 
Researchers revisited the original transcripts theme by theme, looking for cases that sharpened, 
qualified or redirected the emerging argument. This phase also clarified cross-case variation. Where a 
theme travelled differently across Denmark and Scotland, or between actors located differently in 
policy design and implementation, that variation entered the thematic narrative as analytically salient 
evidence. Stage 7 converted the checked evidence tables into human-authored findings prose, with 
the model contributing bounded drafting support only where the supporting evidence had already been 
verified, and then with full manual editing. 
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Qualitative coding approach 

The coding architecture combined open coding with structured comparison. Open coding preserved 
participant language and problem definitions. Second-cycle coding asked how those accounts related 
to life frames, value categories and governance registers. This architecture supported comparison 
without flattening differences in political vocabulary, land-use context or more-than-human 
commitments. Cross-case matrices keyed to country, actor position and degree of proximity to policy 
formulation or implementation provided the main engine of comparison. They made it possible to see 
where a pattern travelled across the corpus, where it clustered within one national case, and where it 
took different forms in community, public-sector and market-facing accounts. 

Claims about patterning were calibrated through the verified evidence tables and matrices. Terms 
such as recurring, common, several, a clear minority and one marked contrast refer to the checked 
distribution of extracts across interviews and actor groups. This phrasing communicates pattern 
strength while keeping the interpretation aligned with qualitative logic and full transcript context. 

This analysis was explicitly aimed at developing a national comparison, so where a theme or sub-
theme clustered strongly in one national sample, the write-up reports that concentration as a finding 
about articulation and governance context. Where a pattern recurred across both countries, the 
comparison notes the shared structure and the different vocabulary, stakes or implementation settings 
through which it was expressed. 

Quality assurance 

The analytic approach used here matches the current evidence base on LLM-supported qualitative 
analysis. Comparative studies consistently show that large language models recover broad descriptive 
themes efficiently and contribute useful first-pass structure, while researchers add interpretive depth, 
contextual specificity and the strongest quotation choices (Prescott et al., 2024; Li et al., 2024; Mathis 
et al., 2024; Wachinger et al., 2025; Bennis & Mouwafaq, 2025). The present design therefore used 
the model for retrieval, clustering, comparison and provisional drafting, and placed conceptual naming, 
evidential adjudication, deviant-case reading (Jensen & Laurie, 2016) and final claim construction with 
the research team. 

Conceptual completeness was judged through iterative review of later passes and through the stability 
of the emerging codebook. As analysis progressed, additional passes increasingly yielded refinement 
of existing categories, clarification of boundaries and strengthening of comparison. Recent work on 
inductive thematic saturation in LLM-assisted coding provides a compatible way of thinking about this 
stage: repetition and flattening in unique codes can serve as one cue that the candidate structure has 
matured enough for verification and explanation, while the final warrant for adequacy still comes from 
the fit between claims, evidence and analytic purpose (De Paoli & Mathis, 2025). 

Transparency was maintained through a formal audit trail. Prompt logs recorded the exact prompt text, 
date, corpus subset, model version and intended task. Decision logs recorded mergers, splits, 
relabelling, exclusions and the rationale for those decisions. Versioned codebooks preserved the 
development of theme boundaries over time. Evidence tables linked each final claim to its supporting 
extracts, transcript identifiers, contextual notes and any deviant or limiting cases. This level of 
procedural clarity supports traceability, disclosure and methodological review (Davison et al., 2024; 
European Commission, 2025; Jones, 2025; Jowsey et al., 2025). 

Reflexivity remained central throughout. Researcher judgement shaped prompt design, the choice of 
anchor extracts, the interpretive salience given to one contrast rather than another, and the moment at 
which a category was understood as sufficiently stable for the codebook. The use of AI therefore 
increased the value of reflexive scrutiny, because it made analytic framing, boundary setting and 
evidential checking more explicit. Current reflexive methodological writing reaches the same 
conclusion. Xu (2026) treats critical engagement with both data and tool as part of contemporary 
thematic analysis, and Braun and Clarke’s account of reflexive thematic analysis continues to locate 
quality in situated interpretation, theoretical congruence and careful movement between data, codes, 
themes and narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022; Xu, 2026). 
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Data governance followed the same logic. Only de-identified text required for a bounded task entered 
the model environment. Prompts directed the model to work within the supplied corpus, return 
verbatim extracts and preserve identifiers. Researchers then checked every analytic table and every 
selected quotation against the transcript source. This kept the evidential chain transparent and aligned 
the workflow with current guidance on researcher responsibility, disclosure, privacy and model 
limitations (Davison et al., 2024; European Commission, 2025). 

The analysis process produced a versioned codebook, category-specific evidence tables, thematic 
summary matrices, cross-case comparison matrices and reflexive memos that together sit behind the 
findings presented in this report. This provides an audit trail from raw interview text to comparative 
interpretation and knowledge claims. 

 

 

 

 

 


