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Introduction
“Through interpretation, understanding; through understanding,
appreciation; through appreciation, protection” (1)

Effective interpretation programmes help natural heritage managers to raise
awareness of the significance of a habitat or landscape, orient visitors so they
have a safe and enjoyable experience and foster deeper understanding of the
need for conservation and protection of a habitat. This research identified
best practice in the field of interpretation and explored strategies for realising
effective environmental interpretation programmes at two Irish peatland
sites. In Ireland, the importance of peatland education occurs in the context
of continued illegal harvesting of turf on raised bog habitats designated as
Special Areas of Conservation (SAC).
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Approach

Findings

The two peatland sites in this study were chosen based on their provision of a
variety of interpretive programmes. Research included an extensive literature
review, analysis of interpretive material (brochures, exhibitions, websites) and
the interpretive programmes employed, as well as interviews with the sites’
Education Officers.

• Both sites are incorporating many elements of best practice into 			
their programmes and responding to new ideas in the field of interpretation
and education.
• Both sites have a general idea who their target audiences are and what 		
outcomes they wish to achieve, but there is no structured approach to 		
researching and identifying desired outcomes and target audiences.
• There is minimal evaluation of programmes at either site. Results are not
measured and compared with initial campaign objectives.

The sites in the study are:
• The Bog of Allen Nature Centre, County Kildare managed by the 			
Irish Peatland Conservation Council (IPCC), Ireland’s principal peatland 		
conservation NGO.
• The Clara Bog Nature Reserve and Visitor Centre in County Offaly, 		
managed by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), the body with
responsibility for state-owned national parks and nature reserves.
Interpretation Best Practice — “Not instruction, but provocation”
Provoking people to think for themselves and find their own personal
meanings and connections using the TORE model of Interpretation
(Ham, 2013).

Conclusions

Research on restoration-based education has shown that habitat monitoring
and management programmes with volunteers at peatland sites can improve
pro-environmental behavioural outcomes and contribute to both personal and
ecological improvement. (5)
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Boardwalks enable easier access to peatlands, while interpretive panels provide
visual cues to understanding the landscape (Clara Bog SAC, Co. Offaly).

Environmental education is education in, about and for the

Further research

The differences between environmental education and interpretation
programmes influence the design of each programme (3).

environment; it enhances critical-thinking, problem-solving, and

• Research the effectiveness of interpretive programmes for peatland 		
sites aimed at achieving specific behavioural changes or action outcomes.
• Conduct visitor surveys on interpretive activities such as guided walks, and
assess their impact on visitors’ attitudes to bogs and their conservation.
• Design of an evaluation tool for peatland sites that would be easy to 		
implement in the face of time and funding constraints commonly found at
these sites.

effective decision-making skills. Interpretation is a communication
process designed to reveal the significance of a site to non-expert
visitors, through first-hand experience with objects, artefacts and
natural landscapes. Environmental interpretation takes place in
natural settings and translates the language of a natural science or
related field into terms and ideas that people who aren’t scientists
can readily understand. An interpretive product is any finished
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interpretive program or device such as museum exhibits, guided walks,
lectures, workshops, information kiosks, audio-visual shows, brochures

• Interpretation can play a key role in helping current and future 			
generations to understand the importance of peatland conservation. It 		
can help advance understanding of the value of bogs as ecosystems, as 		
carbon sinks, and as educational and recreational landscapes, outside of 		
their economic uses for turf cutting, horticultural peat or conifer 			
plantations.
• Peatland sites should implement a strategic approach to the planning, 		
implementation and evaluation of interpretation programmes so that 		
they can reach a broad audience, with clear and effective peatland 		
messages and using best practice in audience engagement techniques to
achieve their desired goals.
• Goals of interpretive programmes include knowledge, skills and behavioural
change outcomes. Behavioural change is more difficult to achieve from a
short-term interpretive experience. However, interpretive programmes can
make an impact on how visitors behave, as long as they are specifically 		
designed with a particular behaviour change in mind.
• Particular attention should be given to initiating some form of evaluation
of programmes in order to improve outcomes and maximise resource use.
Evaluation can also justify and prove the effectiveness of programmes to
funders and policy makers. Evaluation does not have to be hugely costly 		
or in-depth to yield insights. It highlights areas for improvement, leading to
better experiences for visitors and better outcomes for site managers.
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or activities for children (2).

Common Frog–Rana temporaria

Process for planning, implementing and evaluating environmental
interpretation programmes (4).
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Guided walks provide a great opportunity for interpreting peatland landscapes.
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