
Strange but Harmless 
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If you’ve spent any time outdoors, you’ve probably noticed them. They 
are small and are not particularly dramatic in appearance. They manage 
to survive and grow on rocks, fence posts, and tree bark. They become 
quite noticeable in the winter when the trees have dropped their leaves. 
In fact, many people become concerned when they see these objects 
growing on tree trunks- there is fear that the tree is infected with a 
disease! Well, fear not, these organisms are harmless. They are called 
lichens and are one of Mother Nature’s most interesting creations. 

Lichens are the result of a mutually (symbiotic) beneficial relationship 
between a fungus and an alga. The fungus lacks chlorophyll so it cannot 
make any food- the alga takes care of that through photosynthesis. The 
alga cannot survive on land and has no rigidity- the fungus takes on those 
aspects. They work together, and as a result, they can survive under the 
most extreme circumstances. 

Lichens thrive from the Arctic to desert environments. The Antarctic is 
home to just two species of vascular plants, but 350 species of lichen 
prosper there! The lichens’ ability to dry out very quickly is the key to its 
success. When conditions become ultra-hot or frigid-cold a lichen will dry 
down to a water content of 2 to 10 percent- to the point that they 
become brittle. It will remain in this state of suspended animation until temperature and moisture become 
more suitable. With rainfall, a lichen will absorb 3 to 35 times its own weight in water very quickly, becoming 
soft and fleshy. Photosynthetic activity restarts and it springs back to ‘life’. Very few living things have this 
ability; lichens have even been sent into outer space and returned with no ill effects! 

Lichens are also pioneers- they move into areas where soil has been eroded 
away and help begin the process of building soil. By secreting chemicals, lichens 
can break down rocks. As the rock material disintegrates, small particles of wind
-blown dust accumulate in tiny cervices created by the lichen and around the 
base of the lichen itself. Eventually, over thousands of years, a thin layer of soil 
will develop. This allows mosses to colonize the area which causes more dust 
and debris to accumulate. This process continues as small plants establish 
followed by perennials, shrubs, and finally, trees. 

Lichens are categorized into four groups based on their appearance. Crustose 
lichens are crusty and almost flat. They are the type that is commonly seen 
growing on rocks; they may look like dried paint. Squamulose lichens are tightly 
clustered and pebble-like. Foliose types grow a little bit taller (maybe a couple 
of centimeters) and appear leaf-like. Fruticose lichens are bushy, branched, and 
shrub-like. Reindeer moss, the forage plant that is native to Arctic regions is 
actually a fruticose lichen. 
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Many lichens are a dull grey-green color, but they can be red, orange, yellow, black, or white. Lichens grow 
very slowly, 0.1 to 10 mm per year. Never disturb a patch of lichens- a mature lichen, although small, may be 
hundreds of years old! According to Rachel Sussman, author of The Oldest Living Things in the World, the 
‘map’ lichens (so named because they resemble a relief map) of Greenland grow at a rate of one centimeter 
every 1,000 years; some of them may be as old as 5,000 years! And speaking of age, lichens have been on 
earth for a long period of time. The oldest lichen in the fossil record is 400 million years old! 

In addition to building soil, these tiny organisms have other benefits. Lichens are often used as bio-indicators- 
they are very sensitive to sulfur dioxide and will not grow where the air quality is poor. If you see lichens the 
air you are breathing is probably free of pollution. Lichens have also been used to date ancient ruins and 
measure glacial movement. People throughout the world have used lichens as a source of natural dye. In 
traditional medicine they have been used as laxatives, tonics, and expectorants. Fruticose lichens are used by 
over 50 species of birds as a source of nesting material. And then there are the reindeer and caribou that eat 
lichens as a source of complex carbohydrates. 

So they next time you encounter a lichen do not disturb it. Take a closer look and observe the ecosystem that 
lichens help to create!  
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