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What is a Lichen? 

A lichen is a plant. It has no leaves, stems or roots, but like other plants it makes its own food 

using energy from sunlight. Lichens resemble mosses: both are 

small and grow on trees or rocks as well as on the ground. Mosses 

are made up of slender, green stems with tiny, transparent, green 

leaves. Lichens, however, come in many forms: paint-like rusts; 

scalloped, wrinkled sheets; lace-like pads; bushy tufts; unkempt 

strands of black, red or green "hair"; but they are never made up 

of stems and leaves. A lichen is a fungus, but it contains one or 

more kinds of algae, which make its food. The body of a lichen is 

formed by the fungus. It consists of materials similar to those in a 

mushroom. Inside the lichen is a layer of green or blue-green al-

gae. The algae make food, both for themselves and for the fungus. 

The partnership between the algae and fungi in lichens is a classi-

cal example of a relationship known as symbiosis. 

 

Do Lichens Harm Trees? 

Lichens, which grow on trees and shrubs, do not harm them. Although the lichens are attached 

to the bark or penetrate a short distance, they do not enter the inner bark where food is trans-

ported, and hence do not rob the tree of nourishment. Neither do lichens cause disease. Alt-

hough we might expect these lichens to shade the leaves and thus harm the trees, this does not 

occur. In the spring when new leaves emerge, they grow only at the ends of twigs where there 

are no lichens. Thus, the leaves grow on the outside of the tree and shade the lichens on the old-

er twigs and branches, rather than the lichens shading the leaves. In addition, lichens grow in 

the winter, after the leaves have fallen from the trees and no longer block light from reaching 

the lichens. Thus, the leaves and lichens take turns: leaves use sunlight in summer, lichens use it 

in winter. 
 

Lichens Need Water and Minerals 

Lichens, like other plants, need water and minerals in order to grow. Lichens growing on trees 

get both water and minerals from the air. When a lichen is wet from rain or dew, it grows ac-

tively; but when it dries out in summer, it stops growing. However, the lichen does not die but 

instead lies dormant until the next rain starts it growing again. 
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Minerals in the air, such as tiny, dust-like particles of soil, are carried by the wind to the surface 

of lichens. There, dissolved in rainwater, they are taken up by the lichen and used for growth.  

 

Small amounts of airborne minerals, the amounts found in clean air, are beneficial to the li-

chens. However, it is possible to get too much of a "good" thing. Large amounts of minerals, 

such as the amounts found in polluted air, will poison the lichens and kill them.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This publication may contain pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and 

human errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no 

longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York 

State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registra-

tion status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion Specialist or your regional NYSDEC office.  Read the label before applying any pesticide. 

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative 

thereof makes any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the 

information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the 

User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the 

most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied en-

dorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest 

management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The infor-

mation we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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