
 

Air Quality Explorers 

Funded by Scottish Government and delivered by Sustrans in partnership with local authorities, I Bike 
promotes cycling, walking and scooting in schools. I Bike encourages exercise and reduces conges-
tion by empowering teachers, parents and pupils to travel actively, safely and confidently to school.  

Find out more at www.ibike.sustrans.org.uk  
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Lichen Walk 
You Tube Time! 

Watch our video below to learn more about lichen and how it indicates 

air quality from Bike It Officer Paul: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=X8W6AP1kEEA&feature=youtu.be 

When you have finished use the Lichen Identification Guide and the 

instructions on the next page to become an air quality explorer in your 

own area! Note: If you have a smart phone you could even use a li-

chen identification app.  

Background Information 
What is lichen and where can it be found? 

A lichen is made up of two organisms living together: 

a fungus and an algae. Lichens usually attach them-

selves 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 species of lichens 

living on trees.  Some species of lichen thrive in are-

as with poor air quality. Other more sensitive lichens 

will only grow where the air is of high quality with few 

or no pollutants. 

Enjoy this activity? Use #stayhomestayactive and tag us @SustransScot on Facebook and Twitter.  

Make sure you get permission first!  

Did you know? 

Nitrogen-sensitive lichens only live in 

clean air.  

Nitrogen-loving lichens can live in 

dirty air. 

Some lichens are not affected by air 

quality and can live anywhere!  

Bushy lichen are branched, almost like a 

shrub and are usually attached to bark at 

the base. Bushy lichen are nitrogen sensi-

tive so need very clean air to survive.  

Leafy lichen can survive in areas with a 

small amount of air pollution so are interme-

diate. Leafy lichen have large lobe like leaves 

and are usually loosely attached to lower 

areas of the tree.  

Crusty lichen can survive in more polluted air 

and so are nitrogen loving. Crusty lichen are 

usually attached really closely to the tree, al-

most as if they are pressed on. Crusty lichen 

can be really difficult to identify.  

In areas where no lichen is growing, it is like-

ly that the air is heavily polluted with gases 

such as sulphur dioxide.  

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!  

http://www.ibike.org.uk/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X8W6AP1kEEA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.facebook.com/Sustransscotland/
https://twitter.com/sustransscot
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Using the descriptions on the previous page, can you guess which lichen is which—bushy, leafy and crusty? 

Lichen Walk 

Enjoy this activity? Use #stayhomestayactive and tag us @SustransScot on Facebook and Twitter.  

Make sure you get permission first!  

1. 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.  

2. Whilst you walk, look closely at the trees, buildings and benches you pass – can you see something growing 

on the trees and branches? 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… 

3. You may notice some trees have lots of lichen, whilst some have none at all. Can you see each of the three 

types of lichen—leafy, bushy and crusty? If you want you can take some pictures of 

the lichen you see to help you identify it’s species using an ID chart or even a lichen 

identification app if you have a smart phone.  

4. Also jot down where you found each type of lichen for example, on a tree by a busy 

or quiet road, or in a patch of woodland to help you understand your results later on.  

5. Once you’re home, analyse the results! Using the ID chart, or a lichen identification 

app complete the lichen record sheet on the following page.  

6. Can you think what your results tell us about air quality in your area? Use the infor-

mation on the first page to understand what kind of air the lichen in your area likes to 

live in. If there are lots of nitrogen sensitive species in your area the air is likely to be 

relatively clean. However if they are dominated by nitrogen loving species the air is 

likely to have high levels of pollution. 

7. Why might 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. 

8. Think about what you can do to reduce air pollution in your local area. You could even try jotting down a few 

pledges using the box on the next page.  

Guess The Lichen... 

You can find the answers at the bottom of the next page… no peaking!! 

1. 2. 3. 

http://www.ibike.org.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/Sustransscotland/
https://twitter.com/sustransscot
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Lichen RECORD SHEET 

Enjoy this activity? Use #stayhomestayactive and tag us @SustransScot on Facebook and Twitter.  

Make sure you get permission first!  

Name of Lichen or 

chart ID number 

Leafy, Bushy 

or Crusty?  
Colour 

Where it was found?  

For example, on a 

tree next to a busy 

road, on some 

stones at the side of 

the pavement, on a 

bench in your local 

park or up the side 

of a building in the 

centre of town.  

What type of air 

does the lichen 

survive in? Is it: 

 Nitrogen 

Loving 

 Intermediate  

 Nitrogen 

Sensitive 

What do you think this 

tells us about the air 

quality?  

 Good air quality 

 Okay air quality 

 Poor air quality 

      

      

      

      

      

L e t ’s  W o r k  T o g et h e r  T o  K e e p  O u r  A i r  C l e an !  
Did you manage to identify all 

the different types of lichen?  

Well Done! 

What can you do to improve air quality in 

your local area? 

1.  

2. 

3. 

Guess the Lichen Answers: 1. Leafy 2. Bushy 3. Crusty 

http://www.ibike.org.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/Sustransscotland/
https://twitter.com/sustransscot

