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The main aim of ecological restoration is to return the structure and functioning of degraded habitats towards those typical for natural habitats. Restoration methods depend largely on the targeted ecosystem and on the state of its degradation. High quality ecological restoration is costly, while its biodiversity benefits are difficult to evaluate in monetary terms. Hence ecological restoration faces both ecological and socioeconomic challenges, and there is an increasing need to fit together multiple land use needs, including restoration, often targeted to same or neighbouring habitats.
Finland is a country with the highest percentage cover of peatlands (30% of total land area) in the world, and the highest absolute cover of peatlands (almost 10 mill ha) in the EU. Almost one-third of European peatland resource is situated in Finland. All this means that the decisions made for peatland use in Finland have wider than country-scale implications on the biodiversity and GHG balance of peatland ecosystems. More than half (60%) of the original peatlands have been drained to increase tree growth. Environmental problems such as the degraded biodiversity, environmental loading to watercourses, and emission of greenhouse gas (GHG) are claimed to be significant.
Systematic peatland restoration started only in the 2000s in Finland in nature protection areas. This means that there are no long-term results on peatland regeneration after restoration measures. Short-term results are nevertheless promising, indicating a quick response in the hydrology and peat decomposition processes, but slow responses in the vegetation succession. There is a continuous need to evaluate restoration ouctomes and to develop restoration methods to increase their cost-efficiency. EU 2020 increases the need to restore peatlands also outside protected areas. Since 20% of the drained peatland area does not produce enough timber to fulfill commercial purposes, restoration is one option for the use of these low-productive drained peatlands. Competing needs are however targeted to the same peatlands by peat industry, bioenergy industry and even by forest industry. Consequently, there is a need to optimize the use of the low-productive drained peatlands to simultaneously reach the biodiversity and environmental goals and the economic needs. Optimization of the land uses can be made by state-of-the-art methods and tools developed by scientists, but the final decisions are made by politicians who have to balance between public opinions and economic and environmental needs.
In my talk I present the major restoration methods and ecological and environmental benefits achieved by peatland restoration in Finland so far. I also discuss the opportunities and challenges of restoration under multiple land use needs.
