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Rospuda Valley mire 
The Rospuda valley contains groundwater-fed (percolating) fens with totally undisturbed hydrological 
conditions, which results in an existence of huge areas of open mires covered by sedge-moss 
vegetation. The hydrological system bearing no signs of human-made disturbances, guarantees the 
stable, long-lasting existence of unique habitats together with the plant and animal species relying on 
them. It is the last so well-preserved (nearly pristine – no single ditch, no infrastructure) percolating 
mire of the European temporal zone. It is one of the few places in Europe (if not the best) to 
experience landscape, ecology, communities, 
and species of this type of a mire. The surface 
of the mire is 6,3 km2.  
 
Vegetation (EU habitat types) 
The Rospuda Valley mire is included in the 
Natura 2000 network as part of the Special 
Protection Area “Puszcza Augustowska” under 
Directive 79/409/EEC. It is also included on the 
shadow list of sites of community importance 
under Directive 92/43/EEC. Majority of the 
peatland area is covered by the vegetation 
types included in the Annex I of the EU Habitats 
Directive. Aproximately 1 square kilometer 
(more than 15% of the valley surface) is 
covered by a sedge-moss rich fen vegatation. It 
represents the UE „alkaline fen ” habitat (code 
7230). Nearly 3 square kilometers are covered 
by a prioritaire vegetation type - „bog 
woodland ” habitat (*91D0).  
 
Refuge for threatened species 
Rospuda valley is a Polish most important 
(containing most numerous and best-preserved 
populations) site for two UE Habitat Directive 
plant species: Liparis loeselii (Fen Orchid) and 
Saxifraga hirculus (Kidney Saxifrage). As many 
as 13 vascular plant species occuring in the 
mires of the Rospuda valley are included in the 
Polish Red Data Book of Plants and 75 plant 
species are under protection in Poland. The 
Rospuda valley is the only site in Poland, where 
Musk Orchid Herminium monorchis occurs.  
There are numerous rare bird species breeding 
in the valley or in the nearest forest. Some of 
them are listed in the Annex I of the Bird 
Directive, e.g.: Crane Grus grus, Hazel Grouse 

What are percolation fens? 
Percolation fens are mires (=active peatlands), which 
develop under influence of groundwater that slowly 
percolates through the peat body. Rospuda mire is 
exemplarily developed percolation fen, and meets all its 
criteria: 
 
o uppermost peat layer has an untouched structure 

that enables water to move slowly through the peat 
body from the mire margin to the river; 

o peat-forming is intensive, stable, long-lasting and 
constant  

o mesotrophic or even oligo-mesotrophic conditions 
favour poorly-competitive plant species; 

o immersive brown moss-rich vegetation; 
o mire waters are very cation-rich; they are 

obviously of the groundwater origin;  
o because of intensive, lateral ground water feeding, 

the peat body is strongly and constantly well-
hydrated. 

 
Percolation fans have once been very typical and quite 
common in river valleys of temporal Europe, but they 
were almost all transformed by agricultural use. On 
account of the fact, that most of percolating mires in 
Europe have been destroyed or severely damaged, the 
plants typical for such habitats have become rare or 
extinct in many countries. One of the most well-known 
European areas with percolation fens is the Biebrza 
Valley in NE Poland, but compared to Rospuda this is a 
much more antropogenic systems, where maintainance 
of open fen vegetation depends on the continuation of 
low-input mowing. In Rospuda, succession into forests 
is prevented by the untouched hydrological conditions 
and costly conservation measures are not needed.  
 



Bonasia bonasia, White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla, Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus, Tengmalm's 
Owl Aegolius funereus, Capercaillie Tetrao urogallus, Spotted Crake Porzana porzana, Honey Buzzard 
Pernis apivorus, Lesser Spotted Eagle Aquila pomarina. 
 
Landscape 
Beside being an unique mire ecosystem, Rospuda valley is an example of a completely unspoilt 
landscape. The valley owes its pristinity not only the minimal human impact in the valley itself, but it is 
as well due to the low human impact in the catchment. The catchment is largely forested and hence in 
low-intensity use. Furthermore, the forest surrounding the valley forms  a buffer zone which decreases 
an influence of nearby agricultural land. Beside the all direct values of the Rospuda valley there is one, 
probably the most important, to be mentioned: good perspectives for a long-term conservation. 
Strikingly slow successional processes and stable habitat conditions offer an unique chance to 
maintain and preserve (without undertaking an expensive active protection measures) an endangered, 
protected habitats and species.   
 
Scientiffic values and reference system for restora tion ecology 
Besides exceptionally high conservation values, The Rospuda Valley is a unique site for science. Our 
understanding of the fuctioning of percolation fens is to a large extent based on studying systems at 
lest partly modified by man. Rospuda has been only recently discovered for science and 
ecohydrological research have only been started. For restoration ecologists it is probably the last in 
Europe reference system for their trials to restore similar ecosystems in the rest of Europe. And 
peatland restoration is currently rapidly gaining importance with our growing understanding of the role 
that these systems play in the global carbon cycle. Well-functioning fens not only offer refuge for rare 
species but also are area-most effective sinks of CO2, accumulating carbon at much higher rate than 
any forest ecosystems. For being able, however, to restore such functions, we still need to learn a lot 
in the last remained reference areas.  
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Selection from resolutions and opinions about ecolo gical values of the Rospuda Valley: 
 

·  Open letter about protection of Musk Orchid, Herminium monorchis, in the Rospuda Valley – signed by 6 
scientists from various European universities 

·  Resolution to Poland by International Peat Society and Society for Ecological Restoration  
·  Letter of concern by International Mire Conservation Group 
·  Opinion on possible changes in ecohydrology by Dr. R.v.Diggelen  
·  Opinia Pa� stwowej Rady Ochrony Przyrody w sprawach zwi� zanych z obwodnic�  Augustowa - 

uzupe
nienie do wcze� niejszych opinii PROP w tej sprawie (z 1 czerwca 2004, 30 listopada 2005 i 16 
sierpnia 2006) 

·  European Commission fights for rare Polish wetland. Nature.com - on line publication; 
http://www.nature.com/news/2007/070305/full/070305-16.html 


