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LICHEN DO NOT HARM TREES
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

I’m not telling you anything you don’t know when I say it’s been a challenging year for residents of Aransas County; don’t forget, this includes the oak trees.  Harvey got things going by breaking large and small branches (of the trees left standing), damaging roots, and blowing every leaf off every tree.  Since then we’ve had several freezes, a few inches of snow, a very hot summer, stretches of not enough rain and of too much rain! And then there was the dodder infestation.  The trees are stressed!  

Someone called the Extension office and said it looked like there was shredded lettuce on the trunk and branches of their oak trees.  I hadn’t ever thought of it that way but knew immediately from that description that it was lichen.  Lichens grow on trees, rocks, weathered lumber, old buildings, roofs, soil and other surfaces they can hold on to that are in the right environment for them.  They do not harm or infect plants; they just park themselves on them. Since most of our live oak trees, and others as well, are still sparse, there are many places on branches for lichen to grow. 

When a tree is damaged, some of the roots die, and it becomes more susceptible to problems such as the fungi that cause disease and insect infestations. A tree that has lost a lot of leaves from some other cause may seemingly suddenly have a lot of lichen on it, but the lichen did not cause the leaves to drop, they just grew bigger because without the leaves, they got more sunlight.  Lichen growth will often be abundant on a dead branch for the same reason; the increased sunlight on the branch is a better environment for the lichen, so it grows more.  There is no reason to try to get rid of the lichen.

Although they resemble plants, they are not plants.  In fact, lichens are not a single organism, but two or three organisms living in the same body.  They are a successful partnership between a fungus and an alga or cyanobacteria.  This mutually beneficial partnership, or symbiosis, makes them unique.

Lichen come in many forms, colors, sizes and types.  Because the fungus is the major partner and has the greatest influence on the final form of the lichen, for classification purposes lichen are known by the name of their fungus.  The fungus provides protection to the algae, and the algae provide the food through the process of photosynthesis using sunlight’s energy, water and carbon dioxide.  The algae or cyanobacteria also provide vitamins to the fungus.  The fungus “houses” them both and protects its partner from drying out.  They survive only because they cooperate.  Pretty interesting, isn’t it?
Although they might go dormant, lichen is very unlikely to be killed by drought. They can absorb moisture from dew or fog, or even from the air itself.  A dry lichen can absorb from 3 to 35 times its weight in water, and they dry out very slowly, making it possible for the algae to make food for as long as possible. This ability makes it possible for lichens to live in harsh environments. Most lichens grow slowly and live for many years.

Lichens have several interesting and incredibly varied uses to humans and animals:  

· Some species of hummingbirds and some other birds use lichen as one of the materials for nest building. Squirrels also like to 
use lichen. 

· The presence or absence of certain lichens has been used to map concentrations of pollutants.  Many are very sensitive to 
pollution in the air and die when there are too many harmful things in the air. 

· Lichen dye is used to make the litmus paper we used in high school chemistry and that is used in a variety of jobs, to test the
acidity of liquids. The litmus paper turns blue in "basic" (high pH) solutions like ammonia, and red in acid (low pH) solutions like vinegar.
· Chemicals produced by lichens as defenses are used in anti-viral and anti-bacterial medications. 

· Those little “trees” in model train layouts are a type of lichen.  

· Some lichens make nitrogen in the air usable to plants.

· Some are used to scent soaps and make perfumes. 

· Lichens are used to dye wool.  In the past, this was common, but the development of synthetic dyes pretty much ended the
 demand for lichen dyes.  However, they are still used by some craft weavers who like the natural colors.

· Lichens can be an important food source for people and animals in extreme environments, such as the reindeer in Lapland who 
eat “reindeer moss”.  Be aware that some lichens are poisonous, so do not experiment with eating them!


So, remember, lichen are likeable; they do not harm trees and do not need to be controlled.

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status. The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating
Individuals with disabilities, who require an auxiliary aid, service or accommodation to participate in any of the activities are encouraged to contact the AgriLife Extension office at least eight days prior to the program for assistance.
