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Abstract Increasing human activity continues to threaten
peatlands, and as the area of natural mires declines, our obli-
gation is to restore their ecosystem functions. Several restora-
tion strategies have been developed for restoration of extract-
ed peatlands, including BThe moss layer transfer method^,
which was initiated on the Tässi extracted peatland in central
Estonia in May 2012. Three-year study shows that despite the
fluctuating water table, rainfall events can compensate for the
insufficient moisture for mosses. Total plant cover on the res-
toration area attained 70 %, of which ~60 % is comprised of
target species—Sphagnum mosses. From restoration treat-
ments, spreading of plant fragments had a significant positive
effect on the cover of bryophyte and vascular plants. Higher
water table combined with higher plant fragments spreading
density and stripping of oxidised peat layer affected positively
the cover of targeted Sphagnum species. The species compo-
sition in the restoration area became similar to that in the
donor site in a natural bog. Based on results, it was concluded
that the method approved for restoration in North America
gives good results also in the restoration of extracted peatland
towards re-establishment of bog vegetation under northern
European conditions.

Keywords Bog-specific species . Moss layer transfer
method . Peatland . Plant cover . Sphagnum . Water table

Introduction

The exploitation of mires over several centuries—the com-
bined effect of drainage and usage for agriculture, forestry
and peat mining—has led to the destruction or severe degra-
dation of a large portion of peatlands, especially in Europe
(Rochefort and Lode 2006). Although recognised only recent-
ly (Constanza et al. 1997; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
2005), the importance of peatlands in water storage and
groundwater recharge, climate regulation, carbon accumula-
tion and support of biodiversity places them among the most
valuable ecosystems in the world. Peatlands with a peat thick-
ness over 30 cm cover only ~2.8 % of the European Union
territory (Joosten 2008) whereas with continuing human ac-
tivities, the area of natural peatlands remains in decline. There-
fore, the restoration of extracted peatlands does have big im-
portance. Bogs with a thick homogeneous Sphagnum peat
layer have been exploited for peat mining; therefore. the con-
sensus is that the principal long-term objective for their resto-
ration is the re-establishment of vegetation typical of natural
bogs dominated by Sphagnum mosses leading to the restora-
tion of bog functions, including peat accumulation (Money
and Wheeler 1999). Restoration attempts of peatlands began
in the Netherlands and Germany with the main focus on re-
wetting long-abandoned extracted peatlands with oxidised
black residual peat (Verhoven 2014). However, re-wetting
and inundation of damaged peatlands usually results merely
in large lagoons and does not always lead to recolonisation by
even aquatic Sphagnum species (Eggelsmann 1988; Joosten
1992), thereby failing to lead to the establishment of peat-
forming Sphagnum species (Robroek et al. 2009). Status and
restoration of peatlands in northern Europe is summarised by
Vasander et al. 2003.

The active restoration method involving the spreading of
plant fragments from a donor site was developed in Canada
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(Quinty and Rochefort 2003). Under favourable conditions,
employment of BThe moss layer transfer method^ has seen
encouraging results in the restoration of bog communities over
large areas within 10 years (Gonzáles et al. 2013; McCarter
and Price 2013). Early monitoring of the restoration has led to
techniques with which to predict the resultant restoration and
to make adjustments in restoration strategy to achieve the
desired results (Poulin et al. 2013; González and Rochefort
2014). Although several methods to restore extracted
peatlands have been developed and summarised in handbooks
and restoration guides (Wheeler and Shaw 1995; Stoneman
and Brooks 1997; Heikkilä et al. 2002; Quinty and Rochefort
2003; Schumann and Joosten 2008; Paal 2011; Pakalne and
Strazdina 2013), a gap remains between applied ecological
science and practical implementation of peatland restoration
(Anderson 2014), e.g., most experimental restorations are lim-
ited to small areas, less than 1 ha (Wagner et al. 2008). Local
meteorological conditions and characteristics of individual ex-
tracted peatlands (residual peat type and depth, hydrology,
vegetation type on bordering areas, availability of donor sites)
should be considered when selecting restoration direction, tar-
get species, donor areas and adjustingmethods that have given
successful results under different environmental conditions.

Estonia is considered to be one of the most peatland-rich
countries in the world where peatlands in various conditions
are estimated to cover almost 22% of the country (Orru 1992).
However, a recent inventory has revealed that peatlands in a
near-natural state cover only ~5.5 % (Paal and Leibak 2011),
and the remainder has been affected by drainage for forestry,
agriculture and peat extraction. Historically in Estonia, peat
was used mostly as fuel for domestic heating and was exca-
vated manually from trenches on bog margins without drain-
age, resulting in spontaneous re-vegetation (Triisberg et al.
2011). The situation has been changing drastically since the
1950s with the adoption of milling and vacuum mining tech-
niques that required large areas and lowering of the water table
for peat extraction. As a result, there are about 9400 ha of
abandoned extracted peatlands in Estonia (Ramst and Orru
2009), which is likely to double in the coming decades as
the resources on several ongoing peat extraction sites become
depleted (Paal and Leibak 2011). Most extracted peatlands,
located largely on public land, were abandoned without resto-
ration during or shortly after the end of the Soviet period at the
beginning of the 1990s. Abandoned extracted peatlands have
a negative effect on the local environment as well as at a
global scale, being a notable source of greenhouse gases
(Salm et al. 2009; Maljanen et al. 2010). Drained and extract-
ed peatlands are, after industry, the second largest CO2 emit-
ters in Estonia, exceeding that from traffic several-fold
(Ilomets 1996). Although some studies indicate that mining
sites can sometimes successfully re-vegetate spontaneously
(Prach et al. 2013), owing to their large area, deep drainage,
lack of viable propagules and hostile environmental

conditions, the spontaneous re-vegetation of milled extracted
peatlands is very slow and uneven (Lavoie et al. 2005a;
Triisberg et al. 2011; 2013; Konvalinková and Prach 2014).
Therefore, there is an urgent need for their managed restora-
tion. So far in Estonia only few extracted peatland areas have
been restored for forestry, berry plantation or the energy grass
whereas only few small scale experiments are done to restore
mire initiation (Vasander et al., 2003; Paal 2011). Now, the
European Union has allocated resources for the restoration in
Estonia of at least 2000 ha of extracted peatlands during
2014–2020.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine ex-
perimentally whether the moss layer transfer method can be
successfully applied in restoration of extracted peatlands in
Northern European conditions. To our knowledge, no assess-
ment has yet been published of the application of this method
in these conditions. The study’s aims were (a) to assess the
main factors affecting re-vegetation character and dynamics
over the course of restoration, and (b), based on the results, to
suggest recommendations for application of the restoration
method.

Material and methods

Study site

The restoration experiment was undertaken at the eastern edge
of the Tässi peat extraction area (264 ha) in central Estonia
(58° 32′ 16.97″ N 25° 51′ 43.78″ E). Peat extraction using the
milling method was terminated on about a 500 m long and
90 m wide strip between an ongoing extraction area and ad-
joining forest in the beginning of the 1980s. The residual peat
depth is ~2.5m, of which the uppermost 1 m is Sphagnum bog
peat, suitable for restoration of bog communities (Quinty and
Rochefort 2003; Triisberg et al. 2014). Some parts of the
abandoned peatland were seasonally flooded; during the
growing season, the water table was usually 0.5–1 m below
the peat surface. Large surface areas were affected by frost
heaving. Spontaneous re-vegetation over more than 30 years
has been slow and uneven with total plant cover still less than
1 % of the area, most of which consists of single tussocks of
Eriophorum vaginatum and some 0.5–1m tall Pinus sylvestris
trees.

Restoration method

Restoration was done on a 60×40 m area in late April—early
May 2012 following the moss layer transfer method (Quinty
and Rochefort 2003) with some adjustments in surface prep-
aration (with or without surface layer stripping) and spreading
density of plant fragments (see in more detail below). The
topmost about 20-cm thick oxidised peat layer was stripped
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by bulldozer, and the surface was flattened. The stripped peat
was pushed to the sides of the restoration area bordered by
drainage ditches and then compressed by tractor to reduce the
lateral water outflow from the area. To reveal the likely effect
of water-table depth (WTD) on re-vegetation, the surface of
one third of the restoration area was levelled about 10 cm
lower (hereafter called the wetter sector (HW)) than the rest
(drier sector (LW)).

Plant fragments for the restoration were collected from a
donor site in Soosaare bog (12 671 ha) about 10 km away.
The donor site is located in a bog area bordered by an active
peat extraction area being prepared for expansion. Therefore,
the cutting of plant fragments did not damage the intact
natural bog. Drainage ditches were dug in the donor site
1 year earlier but had so far little effect on WTD and plants.
The donor site was a typical open hollow-ridge bog with a
few shallow pools and sparse up to 2–3 m tall P. sylvestris
trees on its ridges. The ground layer was dominated by
Sphagnum mosses: Sphagnum fuscum and S. rubellum on
hummocks, S. magellanicum and S. balticum in lawns and
S. cuspidatum in hollows (a full list of species is given in
Table 1).

To restore extracted peatlands towards bog communities,
introduction of hummock-growing Sphagnum species are rec-
ommended (Quinty and Rochefort 2003) owing to their great-
er tolerance to dry conditions and desiccation (Hájek and
Beckett 2008). Using trimmers, plant fragments were cut from
the topmost about 10 cm of Sphagnum-dominated hummocks
containing also some vascular plants (mainlyCalluna vulgaris
and Oxycoccus palustris). Plant fragments were collected
using rakes and transported in plastic bags to the restoration
area where they were spread manually over the following few
days. Onmost restoration sites, plant fragments collected from
1 m2 in the donor site were spread over 10 m2 (dense cover,
1:10); fragments on the remaining sites were spread over
15 m2 (sparse cover, 1:15). Prior to spreading, plant fragments
were manually disaggregated to cover the restoration area
more evenly. In sites with dense and sparse plant fragment-
spreading densities, the cover of fragments was estimated at
60 and 40 %, respectively. Plant fragments were spread man-
ually on about 1.5-m wide strips and covered immediately
with a fluffy layer of straw mulch for protection from solar
radiation and to create better moisture conditions (Quinty and
Rochefort 2003). Care was taken to spread straw evenly so
that plant fragments remained exposed, thereby receiving ad-
equate light for photosynthesis and growth.

Experiment design

The restoration area contained sites with six treatments (sur-
face preparation, WTD and density of plant fragments): (1)
abandoned extracted peatland (Control); (2) site without sur-
face stripping, dense plant fragment spreading (1:10), covered

by straw on drier sector of restoration area (Not stripped, LW);
(3) site with all restoration steps (stripped surface, dense plant
fragment spreading, covered by straw) on wetter sector of
restoration area (Restor., HW); and (4) all the same restoration
steps as in treatment 3, but on drier sector of restoration area
(Restor., LW); (5) site with all restoration steps but sparse
plant fragment spreading (1:15) on drier sector of restoration
area (Sparse, LW); (6) site with only stripped surface and
covered by straw on drier sector of restoration area (No frag-
ments, LW). After the end of restoration measures, the only
outflow drainage ditch from the restoration area was blocked
with peat. To minimise the effect of trampling, no fieldwork
was conducted in 2012, and snow shoes were worn in the sites
in following years.

Environmental and vegetation analysis

WTD was measured mostly every few weeks during May–
October 2013 (8 times) and in April–October 2014 (10 times)
with a tape measure in six perforated plastic tubes placed at
~70 cm depth into the residual peat in the centre of each site
with a different treatment. Precipitation data from the nearest
(~20 km) meteorological station in Viljandi were provided by
the Estonian Meteorological Service. In spring 2013, ten 50×
50 cm permanent plots were established at random locations
in the donor site hummocks as well as in the restoration area
on each of the six treatment sites, totalling 70 plots altogether.
Vegetation analysis was conducted at the beginning (June) and
end (September) of the vegetation seasons in 2013 and 2014.
The total plant cover (%) and the covers of vascular plants and
of bryophytes were recorded in each plot as well as for every
plant species. Nomenclature of vascular plants follows Kukk
and Kull (2005) and for bryophytes Hill et al. (2006) and
Söderström et al. (2007).

Statistical methods

Altogether, data from 60 permanent plots in the restoration
area were subject to statistical analysis. Repeated measures
ANOVA, which included all restoration treatments, as well
as all four data collecting periods, was used to test the signif-
icance of restoration treatments on plant cover. Main effect
ANOVA, including only sites with spread plant fragments,
was used to elucidate the importance of stripping, plant frag-
ment density and water level depth on the cover of different
plant groups. Repeated measures ANOVA including only
sites with plant fragments was used to evaluate the effect of
time on the cover of plant vegetation and on Sphagnum moss
carpet and to quantify differences in covers of vascular plant
and bryophyte species. Differences between the four data
collecting periods were tested by Tukey HSD test.
STATISTICA version 7.1. (StatSoft, Inc 2005) was used to
perform all statistical analyses.
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Table 1 List of species with mean cover percentages in the donor site in natural bog and in restoration experiment area

SPEC Donor site Restoration sites

1 2 3 4 5 6

Vascular plants

Andromeda polifolia Bog 4.2 0.8 0.6 0.3 0.2

Betula pubescens Bog 0.1 0.7 0.4 0.6 1.0 0.6

Calluna vulgaris 12.6 4.0 1.0 4.6 1.5 +

Carex sp. + + +

Cirsium sp. +

Drosera anglica Bog 0.3

Drosera rotundifolia Bog 1.0 1.0 2.0 2.0 0.8 +
aDryopteris sp. + + +

Empetrum nigrum Bog 0.8 0.1

Eriophorum vaginatum Bog 3.9 + 0.1 0.2 + +

Juncus articulatus 0.1

Ledum palustre Bog 0.2
aMaianthemum bifolium +

Oxycoccus palustris Bog 1.1 1.2 0.4 0.7 0.7

Pinus sylvestris Bog 0.1 + 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.3
aPopulus tremula +
bRhynchospora alba Bog 0.7 + 1.3 1.4 0.1 0.1 +

Vacciunium uliginosum 0.1

Bryophytes

Aneura pinguis +
aAtrichum undulatum 0.1

Aulacomnium palustre Bog +
aBrachythecium salebrosum + + 0.1

Bryum caespiticium +
aBryum sp. +

Calypogeia sphagnicola Bog 0.1 + + +

Cephalozia bicuspidata + + + +

Cephalozia loitlesbergerii Bog 0.1 0.1

Cephalozia lunulifolia Bog 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.1 +
bCephaloziaella elachista Bog + +

Cephaloziella rubella – – + 0.1 – – –
aCeratodon purpureus – – – – + + 0.01
bCladopodiella fluitans Bog – – – – – + –

Dicranella cerviculata – – – – + + 0.5

Dicranum undulatum Bog – – 0.9 0.2 0.1 – +
aDicranum bonjeanii – – – + – – –
aDicranum polysetum Bog – – – – + – –

Dicranum scoparium – – – – – – +

Kurzia pauciflora Bog – – 0.6 0.2 0.1 + –
aLophocolea heterophylla – – + – + – –
aMarchantia polymorpha – – + – + – –

Mylia anomala Bog 4.3 – 0.7 0.5 1.0 0.2 +

Plagiomnium cuspidatum – – – – – – +

Pleurozium schreberi Bog – – – + 0.2 + 0.2

Pohlia nutans – + 0.2 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.9

Polytrichastrum longisetum – – – – – – 0.3
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For every species community preference was defined ac-
cording to their occurrence in Estonia, and bog-specific spe-
cies were selected according to Kask (1982) and Ingerpuu
et al. (2014). Jaccard’s similarity indices were calculated be-
tween species composition in the donor site and in the six
restoration sites at the beginning (spring 2013) and end (au-
tumn 2014) of study. The species distribution of the three
communities: donor site, restoration sites at the beginning
and at the end of study, were compared by chi-square test.
The normality of variables was checked using the Shapiro-
Wilk test.

All differences were considered significant at p<0.05.

Results

Seasonal changes in water table

Water-table depth in the restoration area fluctuated seasonally
within 33 cm, being generally higher in early spring after the
snowmelt when some areas were flooded for several weeks
and lower mostly in summer depending on precipitation
(Fig. 1). WTD in the drier sector of the restoration area was
on average 7±4 cm deeper than in the wetter sector (mean
30.4±8.9 cm and 23.5±10.1 cm, respectively). This differ-
ence was greater (max 12 cm) during wetter periods and less
(1–5 cm) during drier periods. WTD in the wetter sector fluc-
tuated between 11 and 41 cm but always remained higher than
in the drier sector with WTD fluctuation between 18 and
44 cm. In addition to WTD, moisture conditions for spread
plant fragments coincided greatly with the amount of rainfall
(Fig. 1) as moisture content of Sphagnum mosses was
assessed visually and by touch.

Changes in plant cover during the study period

Vegetation studies on Tässi restored peatland showed that ac-
tive restoration is crucial for initiating vegetation recovery on
extracted peatland. The restoration treatments have a significant
effect on plant cover (F(10, 466)=60.82, p<0.001). As expect-
ed, the spreading of plant fragments had a significant positive
effect not only on the cover of bryophytes but also on vascular
plants (Fig. 2). The bryophyte cover is significantly greater in
sites containing plant fragments, whereas the site without treat-
ment (control site) and sites only stripped and covered by straw
(no fragments) underwent no significant change. The vascular
plant cover shows the same trend (Fig. 2).

The density of plant fragment spreading had a significant
positive effect on the vascular plant cover, whereas the cover
of bryophytes was significantly greater in sites with a higher
water table (Table 2). Surface stripping did not significantly
affect the cover of vascular plants or the total cover of bryo-
phytes. However, stripping had a significant effect on the cov-
er of three main Sphagnum species (F(3; 233)=15.42,
p<0.001). In addition, the density of plant fragment spreading
and the water level affected significantly the cover of these
Sphagnum species (F(3233)=52.88 and F(3233)=8.60 re-
spectively; p<0.001). The cover of S. magellanicum was sig-
nificantly greater on the site with a higher water table (Fig. 3).
Two species experienced opposite reactions to the density of
plant fragment spreading; the cover of S. rubellumwas signif-
icantly greater in sites with sparse plant fragment density,
whereas the cover of S. fuscum increased with denser frag-
ment cover (Fig. 3).

Time since the start of restoration had also a significant
influence on total plant cover (F(3, 156)=17.2; p<0.001).
The cover of both vascular plants and bryophytes increased
significantly during the study period. However, bryophyte

Table 1 (continued)

SPEC Donor site Restoration sites

1 2 3 4 5 6

Polytrichum strictum Bog 0.8 + 0.1 2.3 1.1 0.8 0.9

Sphagnum balticum Bog 4.5 – – 0.3 0.4 0.2 +

Sphagnum fallax 0.2 – + 0.9 0.1 0.1 +

Sphagnum fuscum Bog 34.0 – 21.5 19.5 31.4 18.4 0.3

Sphagnum magellanicum Bog 26.0 + 8.8 16.8 11.8 13.3 1.0

Sphagnum rubellum Bog 19.5 + 16.8 16.5 11.1 18.3 0.8

Sphagnum tenellum Bog 1.3 + – – – – –

Tetraphis pellucida – – – – – – 0.1

Abbreviations: SPEC bog-specific species identified according to Kask (1982) and Ingerpuu et al. (2014)
a Species registered in spring 2013
b Species registered in autumn 2014

+ mean cover values < 0.01
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cover increased significantly during the first vegetation period
of the study; the subsequent increase was non-significant
(Fig. 4). Time had a significant positive effect also on the total
cover of Sphagnum carpet (F812, 616, 75)=2.79; p=0.001).
The cover of S. rubellum increased significantly during the
study period, while changes in the cover of S. magellanicum
and S. fuscum were non-significant (Fig. 5). By autumn 2014,
their mean cover in sites with all restoration steps attained
15.3±3.7 %, 14.0±2.6 % and 23.0±7.2 %, respectively.

During the study period, 52 plant species altogether were
identified, 49 in the restoration area and 27 in the donor site
(Appendix). The number of vascular plant species in the res-
toration area was similar to that in the donor site; only forb
species were fewer than in the donor site. However, many
more bryophyte species were identified in both groups, liver-
worts and mosses, in the restoration area than in the donor site
(Table 3). The species composition in all restoration sites be-
came more similar to that in the donor site with time. The
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Fig. 1 A 10-day period total rainfall (mm, columns) and measured water-table depth (cm, lines) in wetter (Restor., HW) and drier (Restor.,
LW) restoration sites

Fig. 2 Cover of vascular plants
and bryophytes in control site and
in sites with different restoration
treatments. Significant
differences (p<0.05) among
treatments according to Tukey
HSD test are indicated by
different letters (a, b, c for
vascular plants; e, d, f for
bryophytes). Vertical bars denote
0.95 confidence intervals
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vegetation composition in three sites (Restor., HW; Restor.,
LW and Sparse, LW) can be considered similar to that in the
donor site, as their species composition largely coincided
(similarity indices attained more than 60 %) by the end of
the study period (Fig. 6). Only the similarity between vascular
plant species composition in the restoration site without strip-
ping and the donor site decreased. The composition similarity
of bryophyte species with the donor site decreased in the res-
toration site without fragments by the autumn of 2014.

The share of bog-specific plant species in the restored area
increased markedly during the study period (Fig. 7). The ini-
tial communities in spring 2013 were significantly different
from the donor site (χ2=7.03, df=2, p<0.05). By the end of
the study, two vegetation seasons later (autumn 2014), there
were no significant differences between the restoration area
and the donor site (χ2=5.07, df=2, p=0.079). The share of
bog-specific species in the restoration area increased in 2014
mainly due to the disappearance of some species but also to
the emergence of some bog-specific species. Altogether, 11
species identified in 2013, of which eight were bryophytes,
were not recorded in 2014 (Table 1). Three bog-specific spe-
cies, Rhynchospora alba from vascular plants and two

hepatics, Cephaloziella elachista and Cladopodiella fluitans,
became established in 2014.

Discussion

The main goal of restoration is to re-establish functions of
disturbed ecosystem, e.g., to convert extracted peatlands into
peat-forming communities. Propagule banks are considered
crucial for re-establishment of pre-disturbance communities
(Caners et al. 2009; Kalamees et al. 2012). Millennia-old peat
layers exposed during peat extraction contain no viable prop-
agules (Salonen 1994), and propagules arrived after peat ex-
traction will be removed during stripping of the surface peat
layer. Therefore, it is not surprising that spreading of plant
fragments had a substantial effect on the re-vegetation of ex-
tracted peatland. Results show that plant fragment spreading
had a significant effect on bryophyte cover, which regenerated
better than vascular plants. It was also found that the spreading
density of plant fragments affected the cover differently: the
cover of both vascular plants and bryophytes remained slight-
ly lower in sites with sparse spreading density compared to the
cover in sites with densely spread fragments. This could be
caused by the availability of free substrate and less competi-
tion for space in sites with sparse plant fragments, as well as
by the size of plant fragment bunches, although this aspect
was not addressed in this study. Given identical total cover,
smaller bunches have bigger total edge length and, therefore,
even when expanding at the same rate, the total effect on the
cover increase could be greater for smaller bunches. Nonethe-
less, plant fragments should not be disaggregated too finely or
into individual shoots; otherwise, they risk drying out. We
recommend that a sparse (1:15) spreading density of smaller

Table 2 Effect of restoration treatments and water table depth on the
cover of vascular plants and bryophytes according tomain effect ANOVA

Vascular plant cover Bryophyte cover

SS F p SS F p

Stripping 4.56 0.27 0.61 480.20 2.57 0.11

Fragment density 154.06 9.03 0.002 425.76 2.28 0.13

Water table 45.15 2.65 0.10 924.8 4.95 0.03

Significant F values are in italics

Fig. 3 Cover of three dominant
Sphagnum species in restoration
sites restoredwith plant fragments
spreading. Significant differences
(p<0.05) among treatments
according to Tukey HSD test are
indicated by different letters (a, b
for S. fuscum; c, d for
S. magellanicum and e, f for
S. rubellum). Vertical bars denote
0.95 confidence intervals
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bunches over the proposed 1:10 density for more heterogenic
plant fragments (Quinty and Rochefort 2003), especially
when collecting fragments with homogeneous composition
from bog hummocks only or when donor sites are scarce.

It was found that surface peat stripping had no significant
effect on the cover of vascular plants or on the total cover of
bryophytes. However, stripping significantly affected the cov-
er of the target species—Sphagnum mosses. This may be due
to the specific ecological demands of the collected species.
Stripping can help Sphagnum mosses achieve better contact
with fresh peat surface with greater moisture through im-
proved capillary rise than loose oxidised surface peat in

abandoned extracted peatlands, which are often affected by
frost heaving (Groeneveld and Rochefort 2005; Rochefort
and Lode 2006). Stripping is not particularly laborious
(Quinty and Rochefort 2003), and since it is also required to
level surfaces, stripping should be applied for faster recovery
of carpets of Sphagnummosses. The results confirmed earlier
findings from a greenhouse experiment (Triisberg et al. 2013)
that the germination of propagules and spontaneous re-
vegetation of extracted peatlands is affected mainly by mois-
ture conditions. The water-table depth had a significant effect
(p=0.03, Table 2) on the cover of bryophytes, although this
effect may be species-specific. Only the cover of

Fig. 4 Total plant cover and
cover of bryophytes and vascular
plants on restoration sites restored
with plants fragment spreading
from the spring 2013 until autumn
2014. Different letters (A, B, C)
indicate significant differences
according to Tukey HSD test
(p<0.05). Vertical bars denote
0.95 confidence intervals

Fig. 5 Total cover of Sphagnum
mosses and the cover of three
Sphagnum species in restoration
sites restoredwith plants fragment
spreading from the spring 2013
until autumn 2014. Different
letters indicate significant
differences according to Tukey
HSD test (p<0.05). Vertical bars
denote 0.95 confidence intervals
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S. magellanicum, which grows in natural bogs in lawns and
low hummocks, was significantly positively associated with
higher water level (Fig. 3), whereas S. fuscum and S. rubellum,
which grow in raised bogs on hummocks and are better
adapted to lower and fluctuating water table, were not. Results
accords well with the simulated results of McCarter and Price
(2014a), who showed that while S. fuscum and S. rubellum
were able to maintain relatively moist capitula with a water
table below 40 cm, i.e., lower than measured in our restoration
area for most of the growing periods, the upper parts of
S. magellanicum dry up at that level. It was predictable that
the cover of vascular plants was not affected significantly by
water table because species growing on bog hummocks are
naturally better adapted to dryness and can use roots to obtain
water from deeper peat layers.

Bryophytes are known to have two growth peaks coincid-
ing with humid seasons (Clymo and Hayward 1982; Gerdol
1996). Moisture conditions for the survival of plant fragments
depend not only onWTD, but also on the characteristics of the
surface peat layer, which determine capillary water rise, and

the amount and distribution of precipitation. The established
Sphagnum layer in our restoration area does not yet replace
the regulatory mechanisms of acrotelm in natural bogs, and its
re-establishment may take longer time for decomposition and
compaction of uppermost residual peat layer and plant rem-
nants (McNeil and Waddington 2003; McCarter and Price
2014b). The fluctuating water table in both studied years
was likely compensated by rain events in summer and au-
tumn, while favourable moisture conditions for growth of
Sphagnum mosses in spring was likely provided mostly by
snowmelt. Combined with decreasing temperature and evapo-
transpiration, relatively light but frequent rain or autumn fog
can keep mosses moist and photosynthetically active and pro-
long the growth of humidity-dependent Sphagnum mosses
(Van Gaalen et al. 2007). The growth of Sphagnum mosses
in early spring and late autumn is also evident by their increase
in cover between September and the following June. Regular
rainfall is especially important (Backėus 1988) since
Sphagnummosses require several weeks to recover their pho-
tosynthesis after each prolonged drought (McNeil and

Table 3 Plant species numbers of different plant groups identified in
six restoration sites and from the donor site during the whole study period
2013–2014

Species number Restoration area Donor site

Vascular plants

Total 15 14

incl. Tree and shrub species 7 5

Graminoids 4 2

Forbs 4 7

Bryophytes

Total 34 13

incl. Liverworts 12 4

Mosses 17 3

Sphagnum mosses 5 6

Fig. 6 Similarity indices between
the donor site and restoration sites
of vascular plants and bryophyte
species composition at the
beginning of study in spring 2013
and at the end of study in autumn
2014

Fig. 7 Share of vascular plant and bryophyte species characteristic (Bog)
and not specific (Other) to raised bogs in Estonia found in six restoration
sites in spring 2013, in autumn 2014 and in the donor site
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Waddington 2003). Therefore, even a few droughts can sub-
stantially hamper the recovery and expansion of Sphagnum
mosses. Also, Chirino et al. (2006) showed that combined
humidity and temperature conditions control moss carpet re-
establishment, especially during the first years of restoration.
The results of the study also show that the combined effect of
raised water table, straw mulch and precipitation provide plant
fragments in the restoration with favourable moisture condi-
tions duringmost of the growing season; as estimated visually,
plants were dry only during short periods in summer. Since
plant fragment spreading in dry years or periods leads to per-
sistently retarded re-establishment of plant cover, it could be
recommended to initiate restoration at the end of summer, so
the frequent autumn rain and lower temperature reduces the
risk of drying out. As shown by Corson and Campbell (2013),
the restoration protocol can be adjusted according to local
conditions; mulch is not required in regions with lower tem-
perature and higher humidity. It was found that just stripping
the surface peat layer and applying straw mulch without
spreading plant fragments did not facilitate re-vegetation dur-
ing the study period. Since the protective effect of strawmulch
decreases with each year, it is doubtful that re-vegetation
would improve in the longer term. However, the nutrient re-
lease from decomposing straw can facilitate the establishment
of plants, even Sphagnum species from spores (Sundberg and
Rydin 2002), if spores arrive from surrounding mire
communities.

It has been shown that the time since the end of peat ex-
traction has a positive effect on spontaneous re-vegetation of
extracted peatlands (Triisberg et al. 2013). There has been a
remarkable establishment of Sphagnum cover for the third
year of restoration compared to the scanty plant cover in aban-
doned extracted peatland (control site). The total plant cover
(70 %) and especially the cover of Sphagnum mosses (60 %)
on restored sites is a promising result in this short time also
when compared to results from the application of the same
method in Canada (Rochefort et al. 2013; Rochefort et al.
2013; González and Rochefort 2014). The cover of bryo-
phytes increased significantly during the second vegetation
season after restoration partly due to species not characteristic
of bogs. Their number and cover decreased during the third
vegetation season while the number of bog-specific species
and their cover increased steadily. Similar tendency on re-
stored peatlands is documented also elsewhere (e.g., Aronson
and Galatowitsch 2008; Poulin et al. 2013; González and
Rochefort 2014). Seedlings undergoing germination are af-
fected by the surrounding vegetation, and some species may
act as competitors, whereas others act as nursery plants for the
establishment of bog-specific species. Two bryophyte species,
Polytrichum strictum and Pohlia nutans, can improve the con-
ditions for Sphagnum growth but upon exceeding a threshold
cover may outcompete Sphagnum mosses and lead to the
failure of restoration (Groeneveld and Rochefort 2005;

Gonzáles et al. 2013; Rochefort et al. 2003). The cover of
these species in the Tässi restoration area has remained within
a few percentages, and all changes in vegetation point towards
a successful start of restoration (e.g., González and Rochefort
2014; Gonzáles et al. 2014). In several plots, the continued
increase in total cover was inhibited by an overly thick straw
layer with no plants beneath it.

One of the main results from the restoration experiment is
that Sphagnum cover increased significantly during the study
period; while the cover of S. fuscum and S. magellanicum in
restored sites is still less than that in the donor site, the cover of
S. rubellum nearly equalled that of the donor site. This species
grows in Estonia usually on low hummocks and can tolerate
desiccation and short-term flooding (Vellak et al. 2013).
Poulin et al. (2013) also have found that S. rubellum can
become more abundant on restored sites than in reference
ecosystems and increases its cover comparing to that of
S. fuscum. The cover of S. fuscum was quite stable on the
restoration sites during the first 3 years. The further growth
and cover of Sphagnum mosses could be facilitated via creat-
ing better microclimate, reducing frost heave, providing sup-
port and ladder effect by the vascular plants, especially
Ericaceae and E. vaginatum, established on restoration areas
(McNeil and Waddington 2003; Pouliot et al., 2011; Laberge
et al. 2013). Vascular plants will also initiate the formation of
hummocks, thereby further supporting the growth of S. fuscum
(Robroek et al. 2009; Hájek and Beckett 2008; Pouliot et al.
2012). A little surprising was the scanty increase in
S. magellanicum cover, since this species is among the most
widespread Sphagnummosses with a broad ecological ampli-
tude (Crum 1984). This result could be caused by the difficul-
ties in maintaining capitula wetness at low water table
(McCarter and Price 2014a), as evident from the slight cover
reduction between autumn 2013 and the following spring
(Fig. 5). The decrease may be caused by the different moisture
conditions during the time of analysis; large capitula of
S. magellanicum saturated with water in autumn can cause
greater estimates in cover than dry capitula in spring.

The main aim of spreading plant fragments from a donor
site is to accelerate the establishment of Sphagnum carpets.
The cover of Sphagnum mosses attained up to 60 %, in the
restoration area within 3 years with only S. tenellum uniden-
tified of the six Sphagnum species growing in the donor site.
This species grows in Estonian bogs mainly in hollows and
wet lawns, but may survive in lower hummocks between
dense shoots of other Sphagnum species (Vellak et al. 2013).
Therefore, this species could be collected from the donor site
as occasional companion shoots. From ten bog-specific vas-
cular plant species, only Drosera anglica and Ledum palustre
occurring in the donor site were not identified in the restora-
tion area. D. anglica, which grows in Estonia in natural bogs
in hollows and lawns, is more sensitive to the ecological con-
ditions of the surroundings than D. rotundifolia (Hoyo and
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Tsuyuzaki 2014) and is not yet established on restoration sites
because of that. D. rotundifolia grows on hummocks and is
therefore also better adapted to changing conditions and tem-
poral dryness on restoration sites. L. palustre could be absent
because of its difficulties to regenerate from small fragments
(Bret-Harte et al. 2002). E. vaginatum is among the first spe-
cies to arrive on extracted peatlands. It can act as a nurse plant
or at greater cover may inhibit restoration (Tuittila et al. 2000;
Campbell et al. 2003; Lavoie et al. 2005b), but since its cover
in this study remained just a few percent, a potential negative
effect is likely to be minimal.

Conclusions

Although the first edition of BThemoss layer transfer method^
was published in 1997 and results from its successful applica-
tion in Canada with further suggestions for restoration have
been published in numerous scientific publications, to our
knowledge, these here are the first results published of its
application in northern Europe. The application of this method
in Europe; however, has been suspect owing largely to the
differences in climate and characteristics of extracted
peatlands, as well as lack of suitable donor sites. The results
show that this method gives good results also in the restoration
of extracted peatland towards re-establishment of bog vegeta-
tion under northern European conditions. Within three years
after restoration, total plant cover already exceeds 70 %
consisting mostly of targeted Sphagnum mosses. Still, these
results are limited to the three first years and, despite several
indicators of successful restoration, complete restoration in the
coming years depends also on precipitation and raising water
table and in time less from restoration treatment. Nonetheless,
the results of this study should be encouraging to start resto-
ration of extracted peatlands on larger areas where deemed
suitable.
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