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centrepiece new horizons

What are peat slides?
Peat slides are a type of mass movement. 
They are naturally occurring landslides 
which occur on the blanket bogs covering 
much of the uplands of the UK and Ireland. 
During these slides large amounts of 
peat soil move downslope and into water 
courses. They can close roads and choke 
streams with organic sediment. This can 
cause significant water-quality issues, 
particularly impacting on fish stocks. Some 
peat slides are associated with human 
use of peatlands, where drainage or 
construction has modified the hydrology or 
loaded the slopes, leading to failure.

Observations of peat 
slides
Peat slides often occur during intense 
summer rains. These dramatic events 
draw people’s attention and there are a 
number of historical accounts. In 1697 a 
letter from John Honohane published in 
the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society described a peat slide in Limerick, 
Ireland. 

A great rumbling of faint noise was 
hard in the earth much like unto the 
sound of thunder near spent…and 
soon after that to the greater terror 
and a frightenment of a great number 
of spectators a more wonderful thing 
happened; for in a bog stretching north 
and south the earth began to move…

John Nicholson (1824) described a peat 
slide above Haworth in the Pennines in 
verse:

But the summers heat the heaps of peat
Had dry’d in many a gaping chink
And when so dry the clouds on high
Send down a flood to give it drink

And as each flaw with greedy jaw
Quaft with unsatiated thirst
The lightenings flashed, the thunders 

crasht
And its tremendous bowels burst

Eye witnesses of more recent events have 
been able to record their experiences on 
video. Spectacular images of a 2014 peat 
failure which occurred in heavy summer 
rains in County Antrim are captured here: 
www.bbc.co.uk/news/28637482

Peat bogs 
in motion

Figure 1 Cross section of peat slide. Heavy 
rain creates high water pressure at the 
interface between the peat and the subsoil 
leading to a sliding failure of the slope

An upland wind 
farm, Lancashire, UK

Peat slide in blanket peat at Burnhope in the north 
Pennines. The failure started at the road in the top 
part of the photograph and removed the road at 
this point. Large amounts of organic sediment were 
discharged into Burnhope Brook at the bottom of 
the picture and impacted a drinking water reservoir 
downstream

You can download a pdf of this 
spread from our website to print 
as a poster: www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/geographyreviewextras

GeographyReviewExtrasPeat slides and wind 
farms
Several recent failures have been associated 
with wind-farm construction — now 
a significant upland land use. There is 
controversy around whether wind farms 
should be built on blanket peat. They 
reduce carbon emissions from fossil fuel 
but might in some cases damage peatland 
systems which are important natural stores 
of carbon. (Peat soils are largely composed 
of preserved plant material containing 
carbon fixed by photosynthesis from the 
atmosphere.)

More images of peat slides in motion and 
some discussion of the issues around wind-
farm construction can be found at: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=k6UMUW4IIrc

Direct observations of failure events in the 
video help us to understand the nature of 
the flow and the impacts of failed peat.

The future
Although peat slides are relatively 
infrequent they are major events which 
have dramatic local impact (the largest 
peat slides can displace up to 100,000 m3 
of peat). Stormier conditions in a warmer 
world and increased development of peat 
landscapes both have the potential to 
enhance the risks.

Martin Evans is a professor of 
geormorphology at The University of 
Manchester.

Large areas of the uplands of Britain and Ireland are covered 
in blanket peat. This can fail spectacularly, leading to mass 
movements called peat slides, which impact both infrastructure 
and water courses
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