BACKGROUND INFORMATION

14–19 years (KS4, P16)
Lichens are colonisers: they will grow on rock, trees and roofs, for example,  where other organisms cannot.  Having established themselves, conditions often develop so that other organisms - such as mosses and flowering plants – can develop.

Structurally, lichens are simple.  They are a partnership between a fungus, which gives the lichen its shape, and an alga (a one-celled plant), which produces food by photosynthesis.  (Some lichens contain cyanobacteria, in place of algae.)  Lichens contain interesting substances which give them colour – you can see white, green, orange, brown and black lichens in churchyards.  In the past, when lichens were much more plentiful, they were used for dyeing.

Keys are a great help in identifying lichens.  Important characteristics used in their identification are form and fruiting bodies.  Lichens come in three forms: crustose, leafy (foliose) and shrubby (fruticose).  The last type is not frequently found in town churchyards, but you will find shrubby lichens in the country, near the sea and in high rainfall areas.

Many lichens reproduce by forming fruits (discs or apothecia) which are more or less round and grow on the main body (thallus) of the lichen.  The fruits often look like jam tarts (the margin of the fruit is the same colour as the thallus; these are known as lecanorine fruits).  Sometimes the fruits look like fruit-gums (the margin of the fruit is the same as the centre; these are known as lecideine fruits). Lichen fruits contain fungal spores for reproduction.
Some lichens reproduce vegetatively – either by forming small powdery patches (soredia) on the surface of the thallus which fall or rub off to form a new lichen, or finger-like outgrowths of thallus (isidia), which likewise break off to start a new lichen.

Lichens are very sensitive to air pollution and are good indicators of air quality.  They are sometimes used to monitor the effects of pollution in towns and around industrial development sites. They are also indicators of airborne fertiliser, high in ammonia.

