Conservation Conversations Article:  Much to Like About Lichen 

The ringing woke me from my nap.  It was my friend Anne calling with another plant “emergency”.    She seemed to have an inordinate number things go wrong in her gardens.  Today her treasured cornelian cherry was dying.  “All right, I’ll come over and take a look,” I told her.
When I arrived, Anne was in her back yard, picking away at the tree in question.  “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Just getting some of this dreadful moss off my tree.  I think there’s finally so much of it growing on the branches that it has sucked the life right out of my little cherry,” she whined.

It was easy to see what Anne was concerned about.  A silvery green feathery substance was growing on many of the branches.  With no foliage on the tree, it did look a bit threatening.  But I knew that it wasn’t moss, and it certainly was NOT harming her tree.  “Anne, this is lichen,” I told her.
Before I could explain, she exclaimed “Lichen!?  Well, I’m not liken’ it!”  Startling--Anne rarely displayed a sense of humor.  “Pun intended,” she added.
I got back to my explanation.  “Lichens are NOT harmful.  And they are not killing your cornelian cherry or any other shrub or tree they grow on.  They are actually very interesting organisms that play a unique role in the environment. Lichens are composite, symbiotic organisms made up from members of as many as three kingdoms.” 
“Symbiotic?  Doesn’t that mean mutually benefitting each other?” she asked.
“Exactly.  The dominant partner is a fungus. Fungi are incapable of making their own food. They usually provide for themselves as parasites or decomposers. So you could say that lichens are fungi that have discovered agriculture.  The lichen fungi cultivate partners that manufacture food by photosynthesis. Sometimes the partners are algae, other times cyanobacteria, which we called blue-green algae. Some enterprising fungi exploit both at once.”
 “Fascinating” she mused.  “But what’s it doing on my tree?”

“Lichens occur in some of the most extreme environments on Earth—arctic tundra, hot deserts, rain forests, rocky coasts, toxic soil heaps.  And, Anne, your backyard.  They grow in the leftover spots of the natural world that are too harsh or limited for most other organisms.”  I pointed to a green patch on a nearby rock.  “They are pioneers on bare rock, desert sand, cleared soil , dead wood, animal bones, rusty metal, and living bark.  Able to shut down metabolically during periods of unfavorable conditions, they can survive extremes of heat, cold, and drought.  Given appropriate amounts of light and moisture, clean air, and freedom from competition, lichens can colonize almost any undisturbed surface -- like your little tree.”
“So you’re saying that I don’t need to do anything to this lichen?  My tree will be fine?” I could see it was taking a while for the message to sink in.”

“Right!”  Don’t worry about it.  Some lichens are thought to be among the oldest living things on Earth; and if you think about what lichens have provided to our ancestors, you may even become enamored by its resilience and potential.”  

“Potential?”

“Yes, the unique biochemical compounds produced by lichens have made them useful to people in traditional cultures as dyes and medicines.  Today some lichens are used medicinally, and it is estimated that about 50% of all lichen species have antibiotic properties. Scientists are developing pharmaceuticals from lichens and experimenting with the possibility of cleaning up contaminated sites.”

Anne had wandered away from the tree…. and me.  But I persevered, “Now if you really want to know something amazing about lichens, let me tell you about their reproductive life.”
“Enough!!  I already know way more than I ever wanted to know about lichen.  I’m just glad my tree is fine.  And I do appreciate all the information.  I know just enough now.”  She noticed my hurt look, so offered appeasement, “How about we go have a little snack.”
How could I argue with that?
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