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History of peat use in the UK

1930s - ‘John Innes’ potting mixes were developed

1940s - ready mixed growing media containing peat became 
available to purchase

1950s - raising containerised plants on a large scale began

1970s - high peat content ‘lightweight’ mixes went on sale

- increased mining of peat, particularly in N. and SW. 
England, and Ireland

- the rise of the ‘garden centre’ led to increased sales 
of both container plants and peat-based growing 
media

2010s - increasing concern about the sustainability of peat as 
growing media and the beginnings of phase-out… 



Current situation:

• limited availability of peat-free 
brands in garden centres

• unclear/misleading/inconsistent 
labelling

• peat continues to be mined and 
imported 

• low public awareness



More positively:

• several peat-free brands available 
direct from supplier, including some 
with organic certification

• better quality peat-free growing 
media that perform consistently

• more nurseries, commercial growers 
and visitor attractions are becoming 
peat-free

• gardener-driven ‘#peatfree’ social 
media campaign



Steps to phase-out

2011, 
government 
introduced 
voluntary 
targets:

Jan 2018, DEFRA’s 25 
Year Plan published, 

reaffirming commitment 
to 2030 target

2015, DEFRA’s review 
postponed as ‘25 Year 

Environment Plan’ now 
being prepared

June 2016, 
responsible 

sourcing calculator 
launched

Local authorities 2015

Amateur gardening 2020

Professional horticulture 2030

June 2011, Sustainable 
Growing Media Task 

Force established



The responsible sourcing calculator



Seven criteria have been selected to assess growing media: 

• Energy use (in extraction, transport and production) 

• Water use (in extraction and production) 

• Social compliance 

• Habitat and biodiversity (the assessment for this varies by class of material) 
Materials which do not fit one of the existing methods of assessment will need to 
be referred to the technical committee. 

• Pollution 

• Renewability 

• Resource use efficiency 

Hare’s-tail cottongrass, Peter Roworth



Habitat and biodiversity – how does peat score?



Breakdown of a growing media product by the materials it 
contains:



Calculator pros and cons

Pros

• robust approach to those aspects 
which are ‘in scope’ 

• scrutinises the sustainability of all
growing media

• DEFRA is very supportive 

• Involvement of industry makes 
them part of the solution

Cons

• some major aspects are ‘out of 
scope’. EG, the use of plastic bags 
and added fertilisers

• does not account for the carbon 
sequestered by peat

• Involvement of industry – what if 
the industry is not convinced that 
peat should be completely 
phased out? 



Questions, uncertainties and 
lessons to be learned

• will the industry argue that some ongoing level of peat use is acceptable? 

• what will DEFRA say if the calculator does not ultimately lead to peat 
phase-out in line with the targets?

• the final scoring of the calculator is still uncertain. Will one red score for a 
material equate to an overall score of ‘unsustainable’?

• what will DEFRA deem to be sufficient progress against the 2020 amateur 
use phase-out target?

• what further measures could be introduced if progress is not sufficient?

• is a voluntary approach the best and what if the UK government were to 
introduce legislation?  

• should manufacturers be required to list the ingredients of bags of 
growing media? (as food producers are legally required to do)

• more development of alternatives is still needed and the Horizon 2020’s 
funding is an important investment to make the phase-out EU wide

• it’s not straightforward…



www.organic-plus.net

Thank you – any questions?
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