
 
 

PROJECT SPECIFICATION 

Rapid Evidence Assessment of the Market in Peat-Free Sustainable Growing Media  

What do we want? 

ClimateXChange1 wishes to commission an assessment of current knowledge of the market in peat-

free alternatives in horticulture in Scotland, using the rapid evidence assessment approach.  

Why do we want it? 

The Scottish Government is committed to restoration of Scotland’s peatlands. It also recognises the 

additional benefit of reducing continued excavation from existing extraction sites for horticulture, 

both in Scotland and beyond. The National Peatland Plan has a vision for the reduction of peat-use 

in horticulture (SNH 2015, 38) and Scottish Government want to understand the current position 

with market-based alternatives.  

Who are we writing it for?  

Non-technical policy specialists and decision-makers in Scottish Government, Scottish Natural 

Heritage and related agencies.  

Background 

The Climate Change Plan sets out ambitious annual targets for peatland restoration in Scotland in 

order to enhance the contribution of peatland to carbon storage (CCP 2018, 184). This will also 

provide additional benefits of supporting flood risk management, improved water quality and 

increased biodiversity.  

Commercial peat extraction for horticulture developed in the second half of the 20th century, 

replacing more traditional soil and leaf mould based composts (IUCN 2016, 1). A proportion of long-

standing planning consents for extraction are still in place, although more recent regulations 

require a review of conditions to ensure compliance with environmental regulation. Scottish 

planning policy requires that development plan “policies should protect areas of peatland and only 

permit commercial extraction in areas suffering historic, significant damage through human activity 

and where the conservation value is low and restoration is impossible” (Scottish Government 2014, 

54).  

While peatland management is an issue devolved to the Scottish Government, the UK Government 

policy has a potential to influence the market for peat-free alternatives. This is particularly 

                                                      

1 For more information on ClimateXChange, the Scottish Government-funded Centre of Expertise on Climate Change, 

see www.climatexchange.org.uk  

 

http://www.climatexchange.org.uk/
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00532096.pdf
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pertinent in their ambition for peat-free horticulture by 2030. (See Environment Strategy 2018, and 

the UK Government Response to the Sustainable Growing Media Task Force, Jan 2013).  

One way to tackle the continued extraction of damaged peatland is through the support of effective 

market- based alternatives.   

Project Aim 

To assess the evidence base for peat-free alternatives in the market for sustainable growing media 

to understand the state of confident knowledge (what is known, what is not known and what is 

currently under active debate). The research will examine the evidence that addresses the following 

questions:  

1) What peat-free alternatives for horticulture are suitable for use in Scotland, including, 

assessment of the evidence for  

a) Effectiveness (does it work) 

b) Consistency (does it always work to the same standard) 

c) Capacity to meet market availability (is there enough to meet large scale demand) 

d) Environmental impact/ life cycle analysis with particular reference to climate change 

 

2) How well do peat-free alternatives meet different needs of (including cost-comparison): 

a) Commercial nurseries (incl. large scale operators, specialist growers, seasonal growers, etc) 

b) Commercial traders (including national operators, regional and local suppliers and the 

general purpose market) 

c) Household market (including specialist and general/ ad-hoc) 

 

3) What are the comparative climate change benefits (in terms of feasibility) of a zero target for 

peat, compared with a 90% reduction in horticultural peat use? 

 

4) What is the current state of knowledge on  

a) Supply of horticultural peat from Scottish sources of extraction, particularly  

i) Severely disturbed sites 

ii) Sites that have potential for restoration  

b) Demand for horticultural peat within the Scottish market 

c) The carbon currently released in relation to horticultural peat extraction  

d) The scale of the horticultural industry in Scotland, and its integration within wider UK, 

European and international markets 

 

5) What is the practical potential for the development of certification schemes for alternative  

a) growing media that  

i) are peat-free, or  

ii) encourage and demonstrate reduced concentration of peat 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-response-to-the-sustainable-growing-media-task-force


 

 

3 

6) What is the potential for labelling schemes highlighting proportion of peat content, and are 

there existing schemes elsewhere? 

Project Scope 

The research approach will include a Rapid Evidence Assessment of grey and academic literature, 

following the approach set out in NERC 2015 

(https://connect.innovateuk.org/documents/3058188/3918930/JWEG%20HtG%20Dec2015).  

The Research team will confirm their selection of terms for the assessment at an early stage in the 

research, but these should include at least: 

1) Peat-free compost 

2) Peat-free alternatives 

3) Multi-purpose compost  

4) Sustainable growing media 

5) specific types, including (but not restricted to) 

a) Green compost 

b) Coir 

c) Wood-fibre 

d) Composted bark 

e) Mixed sources 

f) New sources (any evidence for innovation?). 

Outputs 

This project is commissioned on behalf of the Environmental Quality Division of Scottish 

Government and presentation of the results should be suitable for use by policy specialists who are 

not expert in this scientific field.  

The outputs will comprise a project report, written in plain English and following the CXC house 

style2. It should comprise: 

a) an executive summary of no more than two pages, detailing the key findings, the aim of the 

project and the value to a policy audience  

b) a full report of the project, to include: 

i) the findings of the evidence assessment, structured in the form of the 

(1) confident state of knowledge 

(2) absence of evidence 

(3) areas of active debate or scientific inquiry 

ii) presentation of the growing media analysis in the form of two tables (guidance can be 

found at (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-alternative-delivery-

models-toolkit/stage-2-the-case-for-change) : 

                                                      

2 http://www.climatexchange.org.uk/files/6214/6539/3614/CXC_report_writing_guide_2016_v2.docx.pdf  

https://connect.innovateuk.org/documents/3058188/3918930/JWEG%20HtG%20Dec2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-alternative-delivery-models-toolkit/stage-2-the-case-for-change
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/libraries-alternative-delivery-models-toolkit/stage-2-the-case-for-change
http://www.climatexchange.org.uk/files/6214/6539/3614/CXC_report_writing_guide_2016_v2.docx.pdf
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(1) SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats against each 

product type)  

(2) PESTLE analysis to capture risks and opportunities of each product type 

(3) With a short narrative assessment where data is restricted through commercial 

confidentiality broader context.  

iii) Discussion drawing together conclusions on the findings on the state of confident 

knowledge about the market for peat-free alternatives for horticultural use in Scotland   

c) Appendices to include  

i) Methodology 

ii) Details of the terms subject to rapid evidence assessment 

iii) and any references, if appropriate 

Project steering group  

A small group, likely to include lead researchers, ClimateXChange representatives and other policy 

makers, will meet for project kick-off and provide feedback on draft text. There will be a steering 

group meeting to discuss the draft report.  

Day-to-day communication will be between the contractor and CXC’s project manager Sarah Govan, 

and is likely to involve short catch-up phone calls either fortnightly or as agreed. 

Project Timetable (2018/2019)    

Milestone Completed by  

Project kick-off meeting, to agree 

 Scope 

 Terms  

 Boundaries 

 timeframe 

Friday 7th December 

Report on progress (Principal investigator and CXC Project 
Manager) 

Fortnightly  

Submission of draft report  Friday 16th February 

Steering group meeting (incl. presentation to client), and comments 
on draft 

Friday 1st March 

Submission of final report Friday 29th March 
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Price  20% 

Quality  80% 

 1. State the team members’ names and their role in the team for this project. Not 
scored 

2. Understanding of the research specification and the policy environment. 

 The proposal should include an introduction which demonstrates a clear 
understanding of the research requirements, including an understanding of 
the policy environment and the supporting role of this research; the need for 
this research; the research aim; and how the proposal will address this aim.  

20 

3. Proposed Methodology 

 Outline the approach the proposed team will take to undertaking this 
research, including any limitations. 

20 

4. Project management and staff resource 

The proposal should  

 Include a clear project plan, that captures the key steps required to deliver 
the desired output within scope and to time; this should include reference – 
where relevant – to mechanisms for compliance with regulations (e.g. GDPR) 

 provide details of individual staff members who will work on this project and 
demonstrate how they will meet the project requirements, specifically: 
- general research experience and expertise; 
- specific experience & expertise in the evidence review topic; 
- experience and expertise in inter-disciplinary team-working  

 provide a commitment that named staff members will be available to work 
on the contract if the bid is successful. 

set out the management arrangements for the project. 

10 

 
5. Communication and report writing 

The proposal should describe the approach to writing the report, with a view to 
the report being published on the ClimateXChange website.   

It should detail who will take lead responsibility for report-writing and overall 
report quality. It should provide examples of previously published literature or 
evidence reviews in which they have been involved. 

10 

 
6. Quality control and assurance 

The proposal should provide details of quality assurance procedures to 
demonstrate how the contract will be continuously delivered to a high standard. 
It should specifically address issues of quality control at different stages of the 
project, including evidence gathering, analysis and report writing. It should 
include a timetable for delivery of tasks, project milestones and allocation of staff 
and staff time against each task, covering the duration of the contract. 

10 

 7. Risk 

 Present a risk assessment matrix detailing any risks identified in relation to 
the delivery of this project, and proposed mitigation measures to minimise 
their probability and impact, focused particularly on risk to completion on 
time and quality control. 

10 
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Submitting a proposal 

Please send a brief work plan (maximum 8 pages excluding CVs) responding to the award criteria 

above and with deadlines, CVs for the proposed delivery team, applicable day rates, relevant 

research experience and the number of person days’ work proposed.  

Proposals need to be submitted to lee.callaghan@ed.ac.uk and cc’d to sarah.govan@ed.ac.uk for 

evaluation by noon on Thursday 22 November. Please contact Sarah Govan 

(Sarah.Govan@ed.ac.uk, 0131 651 4322) if you would like clarification of any of the above.  

The costs of proposals for this project are expected to be in the range of £20,000 (including VAT). 

However, ClimateXChange would welcome proposals for less than this amount.  We welcome 

consortium bids. CXC reserves the right not to appoint a suitable contractor.  

You should highlight any potential conflicts of interest in your proposal. For queries about what 

may constitute a potential conflict of interest, please contact sarah.govan@ed.ac.uk 

 

CXC Secretariat 

5th November 2018 

mailto:lee.callaghan@ed.ac.uk
mailto:sarah.govan@ed.ac.uk
mailto:Sarah.Govan@ed.ac.uk
mailto:sarah.govan@ed.ac.uk

