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1. Introduction 
Within the project „Alpine Peatlands and Climate Change”, a scientific workshop about 
“grazing on mountain pastures on peatland” was held on 07.12.2021 via Zoom. 
A total of 31 peatland researchers from five Alpine countries (Austria, Germany, Italy, 
Slovenia, and Switzerland) were discussing the following main questions: 

- Which knowledge gaps regarding the topic exist and how could they be closed? 
- Which management strategies exists regarding the topic and what are their positive 

and negative impacts? 
- How can scientists successfully communicate their findings? 

 
The workshop aimed to answer those questions, foster international knowledge exchange, 
and create a network among Alpine peatland researchers. 
Furthermore, a summary of the workshop results will be presented to the participants of two 
further workshops that will treat the subject of grazing on mountain pastures on peatlands 
from a practical point of view. 

 

2. Background 
The project "Alpine Peatlands and Climate Protection" is funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Environment. It consists of four modules that focus on testing methods to fill gaps 
about peatland area and status, investigate the possibilities of climate protection through 
adapted land-use management using grazing of Alpine peatlands as an example, enhance the 
knowledge exchange among peatland actors across the Alps, and develop a methodology for 
the estimation of climate protection potential through peatland protection measures in the 
Alps. The project started in July 2021 and will run until October 2022. The University of Applied 
Science Weihenstephan-Triesdorf (project leader: Matthias Drösler) cooperates with several 
partners in different Alpine countries, i.e. Angelika Abderhalden (Fundaziun Pro Terra 
Endiadina), Clemens Geitner and Martin Rutzinger (University of Innsbruck), Stephan Glazel 
(University of Vienna), Stefan Zerbe (Free University of Bolzano - Bozen) and Florian Siegert 
(RSS GmbH), in order to achive the project aims. 
"Alpine Peatlands and Climate Protection" evolved from the former projects "Peatlands in the 
Alps" (2020-2021, funded by the Bavarian Ministry of Environment and the EUSALP AG7 
project "Impuls4Action" funded by ARPAF. Within “Peatlands in the Alps” several workshops 
were held to discuss with Alpine peatland actors the need for action in Alpine-wide peatland 
protection. In these workshops, the issue of grazing on mountain pastures was identified as a 
challenge that is very specific for mountain areas in general and the Alps in particular, that can 
be faced with quite different management options, and that still has considerable knowledge 
gaps. Thus, we decided to devote at least three workshops to this topic to allow in-depth 
discussions. The results of the first one are presented below. 
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3. Agenda 
The workshop mainly consisted of two parts: 

1. The first part was held in the plenum. Here, the project "Alpine Peatlands and Climate 
Protection” was presented and all participants could introduce themselves. Moreover, 
some participants briefly presented their work and main scientific findings regarding 
the workshop topic. 

2. In the second part, the three main questions of this workshop were discussed in 
smaller groups in breakout sessions 

At the end of the workshop, the breakout session results were presented in the plenum and a 
short synthesis was given. 

 
Table 1: Brief workshop agenda 

Time Agenda item 

14:00 – 14:15 Introduction 

14:15 – 14:25 Introductory round of participants without presentation 

14:25 – 15:15 Short presentations session 

15:15 – 15:50 1st block discussion in smaller groups 

15:50 – 16:00 Break 

16:00 – 16:30 2nd block discussion in smaller groups 

16:30 – 17:00 Presentation of results and common discussion 
 
 
 

First part in the plenum 
 

After the technical introduction by Elisabeth Schaber (University of Applied Science 
Weihenstephan-Triesdorf (HSWT)), Sylvia Holzträger (HSWT) officially opened the workshop 
and started with a brief presentation of the current project as well as several examples of 
quite different management strategies of mountain pastures on peatland from various regions 
in the Alps. 

 
All participants, which not decided before the workshop to hold a 3-minutes short 
presentation, could then introduce themselves in an introductory round in which each 
participant had 30 seconds to answer the following three questions: 

- Who am I? 
- Where do I work? 
- How is my work related to grazing on mountain pastures on peatland? 

Finally, the rest of the participants held their short presentations to answer the same three 
questions and additionally share their main findings and publications. The introduction session 
helped all participants to get a brief idea of who else is taking part in the workshop and who 
has which expertise or thematic focus. The short presentations additionally showed how 
diverse peatland research and the respective results are – even if specified on the grazing topic 
– in the Alps. The presented research addressed aspects reaching from biodiversity, indicator 
species, and bio- and hydrochemistry over hydrology and greenhouse gas exchange until 
grassland management, ecological restoration, mire mapping and classification, and 
ecosystem services. 
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The following participants held a short presentation: 

 
Table 2: Workshop participants who held a short presentation 

First name Surname Organization 

Michael Dannenmann Karlsruhe Institute of Technology – Campus Alpin 

Andreas von Heßberg University of Bayreuth 

Alfred Ringler Projektgruppe Landschaft + Artenschutz 

Herbert Nickel Zickaden, Biodiversitätsforschung, Graslandmanagement 

Stefan Zerbe Free University of Bozen-Bolzano 

Marco Cantonati MUSE (Science Museum, Trento) 

Maria Cid MUSE (Science Museum, Trento) and University of Verona 

Floriana Rossi MUSE (Science Museum, Trento) and University of L'Aquila 

Elisabeth Silberberger University of Vienna 

Joachim Schrautzer Institute for Ecosystem Research at Kiel University 

Christian Schröck IG Moorschutz 

Philippe Grosvernier LIN'eco, ecological engineering 

Ulrich Graf Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, Snow and Landscape Research WSL 

 
Pdf versions of the presentations of those presenters, which were willing to share their slides, 
were sent to the workshop participants alongside this workshop report via email. 

 
 

Second part in breakout sessions 
 

The 31 participants were subdivided into three equally sized groups by the hosts. There were 
three breakout rooms with different topics and each group had some predefined time to 
discuss in those rooms (see Table 3). 

 
Room 1: research gaps 
Which knowledge gaps regarding the topic exist and how could they be closed? 

 
Room 2: management options 
Which management strategies exist regarding the topic and what are their positive and 
negative impacts? 

 
Room 3: communication 
How can scientists successfully communicate the challenges and options of grazing on Alpine 
peatlands with policymakers, farmers, and communities?  
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Table 3: Structure of breakout sessions 

Time Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 
 

15 min 
 

Room 1: 
Research Gaps 

Room 2: 
Management Options 

Room 3: 
Communication 

 
15 min Table 3: 

Communication 
Room 2: 
Management Options 

10 min Break 
 

15 min Room 2: 
Management Options 

Room 3: 
Communication 

 

Room 1: 
Research Gaps  

15 min Room 3: 
Communication 

Room 2: 
Management Options 

 
 
 
 
 
4. Workshop results 

 
The results of the workshops were produced within the breakout session. Therefore, the result 
of each breakout room will be presented below. Per room, the hosts documented the 
discussion on Miro board, which could in most sessions be seen by the participants during the 
discussion. 

 
 

4.1 Research gaps 
In this room, the participants talked about existing research gaps and the possibilities to 
overcome them. 
Many discussion contributions were addressing the topic of an appropriate stocking rate to 
avoid (further) degradation due to grazing. However, no consensus could be reached, since 
such a threshold depends on several other indicators, especially the type of peatland and the 
proportion of peatland within the grazing area. Connected to the latter, several researchers 
brought up the issue that grazing on mountain peatlands needs to be evaluated and 
investigated on the landscape level (see Figure 1 and Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: Research gaps and findings regarding indicators and thresholds for "sustainable grazing" on mountain peatlands 
 

Figure 2: Research gaps and findings regarding grazing management on mountain peatland 
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The participants also discussed broadly the general question, if grazing is good or bad for mountain 
pastures. They agreed widely that the answer depends on the objective, e.g. maintaining biodiversity 
or accumulating carbon. Thus, objective-driven management of grazed mountain peatlands was 
identified as a reasonable strategy (see Figure 3). 

 
 
 

Figure 3: Research gaps and findings regarding negative and positive effects of grazing on mountain peatlands 
 
 
 

How degraded mountain peatlands can be restored, especially if the areas are steep, was also 
brought up and discussed briefly. It was outlined that no satisfactory research is existing but 
rather practical experiences (see Figure 4). 

 
The question about ideas for research designs was also covered in the workshop (see Figure 
5). Several researchers strongly recommended leaving behind our Western Europe- centric 
view and learning from areas, where more sustainable ways of grazing on mountain pastures 
are (still) reality, such as Eastern Europe, esp. Romania, or the Caucasus region. Like historically 
also in the Alps, the herding approach is still common in these areas. Management strategies 
could be adopted but more interestingly for research would be to establish study sites there 
and investigate peatlands in those regions that are managed differently. 
Overall, the discussion in the “research gaps” room delivered many open questions that can 
guide scientists through future research but also showed that they should not forget to learn 
from others regions. 
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Figure 4: Research gaps and findings regarding degradation and restoration of mountain peatlands 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5: Ideas for research designs to overcome some of the identified research gaps 
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4.2 Management options 
In this room, the main focus lay on options of management to protect peatlands, biodiversity, 
and climate. 
First, we discussed, that the aim is important. Management options can differ between 
different aims, e.g. if you want to increase plant diversity or peat protection. There was a lot 
of discussion on the biodiversity aspects as you can see in Figure 6. It became clear that 
extensive grazing is a well-experienced and proven tool to increase biodiversity. There were 
discussions about what “extensive” in the context of mountain pasture grazing (on peatlands) 
means, with an unclear result. But it came obvious, that as also the peatland types – such as 
the hydrogenetic and ecologic peatland types – are relevant for a positive influence of grazing 
on biodiversity. For biodiversity, not only the intensity (extensity) is important, but also the 
timing of grazing has an influence. 

 
 

 
Figure 6: Management options to increase biodiversity 

 
 
 

The second broad discussion was about management options to protect the peat body of 
peatlands (see Figure 7). Here, also extensive grazing is seen as a major management option. 
It became clear again, that the influence on the peat body also depends on the peatland type 
and some peatland types should better not be grazed at all. Furthermore, the arrangement of 
the mountain pasture area was seen as a possibility to improve peatland protections. Here, 
for example, the locations of resting places and large grazing units on mineral soil were 
mentioned as a good tool to reduce the time the cattle spend in the peatland itself. 
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Figure 7: Management options to protect the peat body 

 
Another important management tool is the choice of the pasture animals themselves (see 
Figure 8). It was stressed that the weight has increased strongly over the last decades, which 
caused a lot of the problems for peatlands. Therefore, it could be a solution to support light 
cattle or different animals such as sheep or light horses. Besideweight, also behavior and social 
life can play a role, as a functioning herd might spend less time in a peatland. 

 
Peatlands in the mountain or alpine areas in the Alps are often part of mountain pastures. To 
control the stress on the peatland(s), the fencing system provides an important tool. It aims 
to prevent the grazing animals to move freely in the entire mountain pasture, but ensure that 
they can always find enough space outside the peatland. Especially drinking and resting places 
should be available on mineral soils, if possible far away from the peatland. Fences are not 
needed if the area on mineral soil around the peatland is big enough. In this context, the 
importance of thinking on the landscape level, when talking about peatlands in mountain 
pasture areas, was mentioned. 

 
The question of what management possibilities are known to protect the hydrology and avoid 
eutrophication was also briefly discussed. 
The participants agreed that hydrology is the key to a peatland. Any drainage has to be avoided 
and rewetting should always have the first priority. As for eutrophication, the management of 
the resting places was mentioned as a good tool. When resting places are far away from the 
peatlands, the redistribution of nutrients is no problem for the peatlands as they might even 
have a nutrient export. 

 
An important point was also stressed out by several participants: To be able to use lighter 
cattle and implement less intensive grazing, it is important to support farmers to do so. Either 
with subsidies or special marketing programs. The payment to farmers was mentioned as one 
of the keys to reducing grazing damage from high intensive grazing! 
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Figure 8: The choice of specific pasture animal as a management tool 
 
 
 
 
 

4.3  Communication 
In the room “communication”, the main focus lay on experiences and ideas of the 
participants, on how information can be successfully communicated. Direct communication 
with farmers was mentioned by several researchers in each discussion round but also many 
other positive experiences or innovative ideas were shared (see Figure 9). Quite related to the 
experiences and ideas was the question about appropriate mediums and platforms to share 
the produced knowledge. The discussion showed that the dissemination should be broad, i.e. 
many different communication channels, to reach as many people from the target-groups as 
possible (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 9: Experiences and ideas for successful communication 
 

 

 
Figure 10: Possible platforms to share information 
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There was no consensus if the production of target-group-specific information is the task of 
the researchers or not. On the one hand, it is expected from them and further, most big 
research projects contain a communication work package, on the other hand, researchers feel 
overwhelmed by the task and would welcome the support of communication specialists (see 
Figure 11). As the main challenge, the language issue was mentioned. This does not only refer 
to foreign vs. national language, but also to the different terms used by researchers, 
practitioners, or decision-makers (see Figure 12). A fast consensus without much discussion 
was reached regarding uncertainties: researchers should definitely identify and communicate 
them (see Figure 13). 

 
 

Figure 11: Whose task is it to produce target-group-specific information? 
 
 
 

Figure 12: Communication challenges 
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Figure 13: Communication of uncertainties 

 
 
 

5. Conclusion 
An online workshop cannot replace its equivalent in presence. However, it also holds 
advantages, since it is easier for experts that are based across the Alpine arc (and beyond) to 
take part in such an exchange event. Due to the high number of registrations, the need for 
knowledge exchange among peatland researchers became once more clear. 

The narrow thematic focus of the workshop helped to address specific questions and allow an 
in-depth discussion about grazing on mountain peatlands. Nevertheless, the available time 
was too short to meet the ambitious aim of discussing all predefined questions in the breakout 
sessions. 

It was great to see the high interest in the topic and it became apparent that there are still 
open research topics that can be addressed and discussed in the future. It showed that there 
has to be clear differentiation about what kind of grazing is researched or focused on in all 
discussed fields. Furthermore, it is crucial to address the peatland type that is grazed, as they 
are affected very differently. It is also important to specify the specific objective when talking 
about research, management, and communication regarding peatland grazing as the answers 
are highly dependent on what your aim is. 

The workshop showed that there is a variety of peatland researchers from different fields 
working on mountain peatlands, often affected by grazing. The exchange of knowledge, 
methods, experience, and views is very helpful to understand the different challenges for the 
peatlands, the different aims, and their respective solutions. 

We also see that it is necessary to have more exchange with scientists researching in central 
European mountain areas; not only on the grazing issue but also on other topics regarding the 
peatlands. This is because those peatlands face many common challenges and problems, but 
up to now, their specific characteristics are often neglected, as they are mostly treated 
together with Scandinavian or oceanic peatland regions. Therefore, an exchange on these 
unique peatlands in the Alps and other central European mountain regions helps to better 
understand and protect those ecosystems. 

By sharing this workshop report including all held presentations, the participants have the 
opportunity to recapitalize the workshop and have the opportunity to engage in further 
exchange with one another. 
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Appendix: Hosts list 
Name Email Organization 

Abderhalden Angelika a.abderhalden@biosphaerenreservat.ch UNESCO Biosfera Engiadina Val Müstair 

Drösler Matthias matthias.droesler@hswt.de IÖL University of Applied Science Weihenstephan 
Triesdorf (HSWT) 

Holzträger Sylvia sylvia.holztraeger@hswt.de IÖL HSWT 

Papp Ella ella.papp@hswt.de IÖL HSWT 

Prochazka Livia livia.prochazka@gmail.com Montanuniversität Leoben 

Schaber Elisabeth elisabeth.schaber@hswt.de IÖL HSWT 

Selbeck Elke Elke.Selbeck@student.hswt.de IÖL HSWT 
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