
Sphagnum entanglement: The complex interactions between water, life and death in Sphagnum moss. 

Globally, humans have extracted peat or have drained peatland landscapes. For example in the 

Netherlands, the Dutch have excavated peatlands to fuel stoves or drained them to facilitate agriculture. 

This resulted in large-scale degradation with losses of typical biodiversity (e.g. peat mosses that inhabit 

and create these peatlands). To counteract this degradation, peatlands are being rewetted on a large scale 

(e.g. the creation of nature or Sphagnum farms to produce sustainable peat for horticulture substrate; 

see Vroom et al 2020). As peat mosses (Sphagnum) inhabits specific habitats that are mainly rainwater 

fed, hardly buffered and low in cations, rewetting with surface water that is highly buffered and high in 

cations water may result in the death of these mosses (e.g. Koks et al 2019). Although it is known that 

surface water can kill Sphagnum mosses, after almost a century of research there is still no scientific 

consensus on what type of water kills these mosses. In this study, you will therefore investigate the effect 

of water quality (e.g. bicarbonate, calcium, pH) on the survival and growth of Sphagnum in a large 

laboratory study (see Koks et al. 2019). You will be the one that finally settles this debate! The findings 

will directly contribute to conservation and restoration of these magnificent primordial Dutch landscapes. 

Moreover, you are free to join fieldwork campaigns in Germany or in the Netherlands. This internship will 

be a collaboration between the Radboud University and B-WARE (spin-off Company of the department).  

Start: from May 2021. 

Contact  
For more information, please e-mail Adam Koks (a.koks@b-ware.nl), Ralph Temmink 
(r.temmink@science.ru.nl) & Sannimari Käärmelahti (s.kaarmelahti@science.ru.nl). 
 
Literature for inspiration  
Skene, 1915. The Acidity of Sphagnum and its Relation to Chalk and Mineral Salts 
Clymo, 1964. The origin of acidity in Sphagnum bogs 
Koks et al. 2019. The effects of alkalinity and cations on the vitality of Sphagnum palustre L.  
Vroom et al. 2020. Nutrient dynamics of Sphagnum farming on rewetted bog grassland in NW Germany  
 

Pictures for inspiration 

Former lab experiment with 

Sphagnum mosses grown under 

different environmental 

conditions. Picture: Adam Koks. 
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Collecting Sphagnum palustre L. for experiments from the Wieden-Weerribben. Picture: Adam Koks  

 

Working together on a field experiment in the North of Germany in which we determine the most suitable 

species for Sphagnum farming (https://youtu.be/p6EzF5HpzBo?t=1434). Picture: Gijs van Dijk 

https://youtu.be/p6EzF5HpzBo?t=1434


 

Fieldwork in the Nieuwkoopse Plassen measuring the effects of restoration efforts to regain rich fen 

vegetation and those effects on Sphagnum dominance. Picture: Moni Poelen 


