I Bike

Air Quality Explorers
Activity Two: Lichen Walk

Background

Air pollution is almost invisible, this means we often forget about it. We can overlook just how bad it is for our health
and the health of the environment. Although the air quality in Scotland is generally very good, in our cities there are
‘hotspots’ of heavily polluted air. Bad quality air is mainly caused by cars and other motorised vehicles burning
fossil fuels.
What is lichen and where can it be found?
“Lichen” is a tricky word to say. Listen to this recording and write down what it sounds like to help you remember:
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/pronunciation/english/lichen
A lichen is made up of a fungus and an algae living together. Lichens usually attach themselves to trees, but they
can also be found on other surfaces like rocks, soil and artificial surfaces such as concrete and tarmac.
What can lichen tell us about air quality?
Good air quality is important. It is essential for our health and for the health of the natural environment. One way we
can measure the quality of the air we breathe is to look at the different types of lichens living on trees. Different
types of lichen thrive in areas with poor air quality. Other more sensitive lichens will only grow where the air is clean
with few or no pollutants.

Types of Lichen
There are lots of different types of lichen – they come in all sorts of shapes,
sizes, and colours – and different types of lichen like different types of air!
Bushy lichen are branched, almost like a shrub and are usually attached at the base of the tree. Bushy lichen need very clean air to survive.
Leafy lichen can survive in areas with a small amount of air pollution.
Leafy lichen have large leaves called lobes and are usually loosely attached to lower areas of the tree.
Crusty lichen can survive in more polluted air. Crusty lichen are usually
attached really closely, almost as if they are pressed on to the tree.
Crusty lichen can be really difficult to identify.
In areas where no lichen is growing, it is likely that the air is heavily
polluted with gases such as sulphur dioxide.
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Your Turn!

Watch our video where Bike It Officer Paul will help you
learn more about lichen and how they indicate air quality:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=X8W6AP1kEEA&feature=youtu.be

When you have finished, follow the instructions below to
become an air quality explorer in your own area!
Note: If you have a smart phone, you can even use a
Lichen Identification App to ID the lichen you see.
Remember to fill in the record sheet on the next page to
find out more about what the air quality is like where you
live!

Instructions
1.

Watch the YouTube link above to find out more about lichens. Then it’s time for your own lichen walk!

2.

Walk, run or wheel around your local area. Try and visit different locations for example, a road, a park and a
woodland. Make sure you ask an adult to come with you or get their permission to go alone.

3.

Whilst you walk, look closely at the trees, buildings and benches you pass – can you see something growing? These are probably lichens, and by identifying which species you have found, you can learn a lot about
the quality of the air around you. See which species you can spot...

4.

Can you spot each of the three main types of lichen—leafy, bushy and crusty?
You may notice some trees have lots of lichen, whilst some have none at all. If
you want, you can take photos of the lichen you see to try and identify it when
you get home.

5.

Use the table on the next page to record your findings. You can use the following
Woodland Trust link or a lichen identification app on your smart phone to find out
the names of each species of lichen you find.
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/blog/2019/04/what-is-lichen-seven-types-oflichen-found-on-trees/

6.

What do you think this tells us about the air quality in your area, and the reasons
why the air might be as it is i.e. lots of cars in a city? Think about what species of
lichen might be found in other places, like in the countryside or by a road.
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Lichen Record Sheet
Can you find the
name of your Lichen?
Check the Woodland
Trust link on the
previous page or use
an ID app

Where it was found?
Leafy, Bushy or
Crusty?

Did you manage to identify all
the different types of lichen?

Colour

For example,
on a tree next to a busy road,
on a bench in your local park
or on the wall of a building
in the centre of town.

What do you think this
tells us about the air
quality?
- Good air quality
- Okay air quality
- Poor air quality

Let’s Work Together To Keep Our Air Clean!
What can you do to improve air quality?
Make a pledge by putting an “” in the boxes:
Walk and cycling more

Well Done!

Encouraging adults to turn the car engine off
Choosing a quieter route to school
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