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A frequent question that comes into the Master Gardener 
Helpline from concerned homeowners is that they want to 
know what that “blue green stuff” is that they found 
growing on the bark of a tree.  It’s usually one of the many 
types of lichen.  According to the US Forest Service there 
are around 3,600 different types of lichen in North 
America.  They are a diverse, adaptable organism and are 
found around the world in habitats ranging from deserts 
to rainforests to mountains. 
 
Lichens are actually 2 or 3 organisms living together in a 
symbiotic (beneficial) relationship.  The dominant 

organism is a fungus (kingdom Fungi) and that is what we see as it gives the lichen form.  Fungi can’t 
produce their own food so they need a partner that can, which is where the algae come in.  Green algae 
(kingdom Protista) can survive out of water when they are partnered with the lichen fungi.  Sometimes the 
other partner is a cyanobacterium (kingdom Monera), which may be called blue-green algae even though 
it’s a bacteria.  Since both the green algae and the cyanobacteria have chlorophyll they can make food 
through photosynthesis, which also feeds the fungi. 
 
Lichens don’t have roots, stems or leaves.  They are grouped by how they look and their features.  There 
are 3 main groups: crust-like (crustose), leaf-like (foliose) and those that have tube or beard-like strands 
(fruticose).  The algae portion lives at the top so it can reach the sunlight which it needs for 
photosynthesis.  Lichens grow when they have sufficient moisture and they don’t need a lot.  They can get 
moisture from dew, mist and rain.  They will go dormant during a dry period. 
 
Lichens can grow on many different, firm surfaces that have enough light.  They are frequently seen on live 
tree bark, dead wood and on bare rock.  But they can also grow on cleared soil, rusty metal, animal bones, 
glass, cloth and even plastic.  Some lichens can grow on a variety of surfaces while others are very site 
specific.  The physical surface of the tree bark has more to do with the type of lichen growing on it than on 
the species of tree.  Trees with a smoother bark tend to attract the crust-like lichen species.  Bark that has 
uneven, broken surfaces give the leaf-like and fruticose lichens a way to attach to the tree. 
 
On deciduous trees and shrubs lichens usually grow on the inner trunk and branches.  Leaves may shade 
lichens from sunlight during the summer but after leaf fall the lichens receive more sunlight and they will 
continue to grow during the winter. 
 
 
 
 
 



Conifer and evergreen canopies tend to be denser so less sunlight reaches the bark.  Some lichens can 
have adapted and can survive in the partial shade.  Or they may locate on branches that are already dead 
or stressed.  This gives many gardeners the impression that the lichen is the culprit of that dead branch. 
 
Lichens are important organisms in nature and are generally considered to be beneficial.  Many animals 
like deer, caribou and mountain goats will eat them.  Many birds use lichen in their nests.  Lichens are also 
considered to be an indicator of good air quality.  They are not usually found in industrial areas as they are 
extremely sensitive to sulfur dioxide. 
 
If you have a tree that is failing, you are likely to find lichen growing on it.  They will grow on healthy and 
unhealthy trees.  Since the lichen are visible they are frequently blamed for the trees demise.  They can co-
exist with the organism causing the disease or damage. 
 
Since trees that have health issues may not have a full canopy, more light reaches the trunk and branches 
which allows the lichen to grow.  Bark of a stressed or older tree may become more brittle, resulting in 
cracks and uneven surfaces which lichens can use to attach to.  As a healthy tree grows the bark expands 
and will slough off. 
 
Lichens are not considered to be a pest or disease, so there is no approved control method available.  If 
you try to scrape lichen off of the bark you are likely to do more harm than good.  Using a fungicide will not 
work either and none are approved for use. 
 
First asses the health of your tree and try to find the underlying cause of its decline.  This could be related 
to soil pH, moisture, or fertility.  It could be an insect or disease problem.  While you may consider the 
lichen to be unsightly it is not the source of the trees distress. 
 
Resources for this article include: US Forest Service, University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension, 
Texas A&M, and Rutgers. 

 


