Summary of Lichens and Their Use in Detecting Air Pollution in the UK
What Are Lichens?
Lichens are symbiotic organisms composed of a fungus and an alga (or cyanobacterium) that live together. They grow on trees, rocks, and buildings and are highly sensitive to environmental conditions, particularly air quality.
Lichens as Air Pollution Indicators
In the UK, lichens are widely used to monitor air pollution because different species have varying levels of tolerance to pollutants:
· Sensitive species (e.g., Usnea) decline in areas with high pollution, particularly sulfur dioxide (SO₂) from industrial sources.
· Tolerant species (e.g., Xanthoria) thrive in nitrogen-rich environments caused by vehicle emissions and agriculture.
· Diverse lichen communities indicate cleaner air, while areas with only a few pollution-tolerant species suggest poor air quality.
Applications in the UK:
· Monitoring Nitrogen Pollution: Lichens are used to assess nitrogen dioxide (NO₂) levels from traffic and farming.
· Assessing Urban & Industrial Air Quality: Lichen surveys help track the impact of SO₂ and other pollutants.
· Citizen Science & Conservation: Lichen identification is used in public air quality monitoring projects.
Lichens provide a natural, cost-effective way to assess air pollution trends and their effects on ecosystems across the UK.

