
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

One of the most frequent questions we get in the Horticulture Department is in reference to an organism 

called a lichen.  Commonly observed lichens are flat, crusty, and bluish green in color.  They are most often 

found growing on rocks or tree trunks. 

Many people become concerned when they 

find lichens growing on tree trunks and 

branches.  They fear the lichens are a 

manifestation of a disease that could kill 

their plants. 

Never fear!  Lichens are completely 

harmless!  They are probably thought of as 

a problem because they are often found 

growing in large colonies on dead trees.  

Lichens did NOT kill these trees- they just 

like to live on surfaces where there is 

sunlight, moisture, warmth and clean air. 

A lichen is comprised of two living things:  

an algae and a fungus.  They live together in 

a partnership where the algae are basically 

parasitized by the fungi.  Since fungi lack 

chlorophyll they cannot photosynthesize in 

order to make food.  The algae can perform 

photosynthesis so they supply food to the 

fungi.  In return the fungus provides a 

structure for the otherwise shapeless algae.  

As a result they can live in very harsh 

habitats from the arctic to desert regions.   

A lichen can dry out, cease photosynthesis, 

and survive in the state of suspended 

animation.  When moisture becomes 

available the lichen will absorb up to 35 

times its weight in water and re-start the process of photosynthesis. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H 

Common Greenshield Lichen on a tree trunk 
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Lichens are categorized by their shapes.  

Crustose lichens are flat and crusty.  Foliose 

lichens have a leafier, or lobed appearance.  

Fruticose lichens are shrubby in form.  The 

ankle-deep reindeer moss is actually a 

fruticose type of lichen.  Bluish green lichens 

are the most familiar, but colors can be 

shades of red, orange, yellow, green, brown, 

black and white.  

In environmental science, lichens are used as 

bio-indicators.  Certain species will only 

thrive in locations where the air is free of 

pollution.  Many birds use lichens in nest 

construction.  Historically the Harris Tweed 

Company used lichens to dye fabric. Cinder Lichen on rock 

Beard lichen on Sitka Spruce 


