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Lichen: One of Nature’s 

Wonders 
By Beverly Adams & Heather Kolich 

Agriculture and Natural Resources Program 

UGA Extension Forsyth County 

 

We often get calls from concerned residents 

about a “fungus” growing on trees and 

killing them. Usually, the growth is lichen 

(pronounced like-in). While this example of 

nature’s creativity may be a sign of trouble 

with the tree, it is not the cause.  

 

Lichens are the product of a mutually 

beneficial relationship between an 

ascomycete – the type of fungus that gives 

us yeast, truffles, and other edible 

mushrooms – and a green alga or 

cyanobacteria (blue-green algae). The 

fungus provides the structure that the slimy 

algae lacks, and the algae or cyanobacteria 

produce food to feed the fungus.  

 

Lichens appear all over the earth, even in 

severe environments. Over 3,600 lichen 

species are known, by poetic names like sea-

storm (Cetrelia chicitae) and hammered 

shield (Parmelia suclata), in North America. 

Lichens can grow on trees and rocks, tarps 

and cars, roof tiles and plastic storage bins – 

basically any surface that stays still long 

enough for the fungus to establish a 

foothold. On some surfaces, the attachment 

forms through a network of fungal 

filaments. On rocks, lichens usually attach at 

a single point.  

 

The attachment of a lichen does not 

penetrate the surface of the substrate. 

Lichens are non-vascular; they don’t take 

water or nutrients from trees or other objects 

on which they grow. Instead, the algae 

photosynthesize to produce food for both 

organisms. The growth stimulated by the 

carbohydrates produced is a unique thallus, 

a vegetative offspring that doesn’t look like 

either of the parents. 

 

Lichens occur in three growth forms: 

crustose, foliose, and fruticose. Crustose 
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lichens look crusty – and indeed they form a 

crust over the substrate, whether it’s wood, 

rock, or even a stable sand dune. Some 

crustose lichens are colorful and look like 

they were painted on. About 75 percent of 

lichen species are the crustose growth form.  

 

 

 

Foliose lichens are leaf-like in appearance 

and somewhat loosely attached to the 

substrate. Fruticose lichens are shrubby and 

may look like little beards hanging from 

twigs and tree branches. 

 

Lichens are indicators of good air quality, 

and they provide vital ecological benefits 

that often go unnoticed. Lichens are a food 

source for caribou, moths, slugs, flying 

squirrels and other animals. They provide 

nesting materials for birds and a nitrogen 

source for plants. They are also ingredients 

in products such as dyes, deodorants, 

perfumes, and antibiotic salves. 

 

So, what do lichens mean for trees? Lichens 

may be an indicator of poor plant health, but 

they are never the cause. On slow-growing 

and older trees, they are usually not a 

warning sign. On young, small trees that 

should be growing, however, lichens usually 

signal that the tree is under some type of 

environmental stress: moisture stress from 

wet or poorly draining soil, drought stress, 

nutrient stress, storm damage, cold damage, 

soil compaction, or a combination of these 

factors. While you can remove lichen by 

gently scraping it from the bark, it is not 

treatment for an ailing tree. Restoring the 

tree to health requires removing or 

mitigating stress factors.  

 

For more information on lichens, visit the 

Lichens feature of the U.S. Forest Service 

website. 

 

 

Vacation Care for Landscape 

and House Plants 
By Shannon Kennedy 

ANR Educator 

UGA Extension Forsyth County 

 

We have finally made it to summer, and 

after such a difficult year many of us are 

looking forward to the respite of a good 

vacation. As you pack for a get-away, 

remember that your plants will be stuck 

home alone. Here are a few watering 

solutions to keep them thriving. 

 

The best way to make sure your landscape 

stays green is to use a timer with your 

outdoor watering system. This $20 tool will 

This foliose lichen appears to flow down the rock 
substrate in shades of green, silver, and pink. 
Photo by H. N. Kolich 

Crustose lichens growing on roof tiles. Photo by 
Jaël Vallée on Unsplash 

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/beauty/lichens/index.shtml
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water your plants on a schedule even in your 

absence. Sprinklers are fine for lawns, but 

flower beds benefit more from drip 

irrigation lines. Schedule irrigation for early 

morning to avoid fungal infections due to 

long hours of wet foliage.  

  

Laying out a drip irrigation system for 

flowerpots can be impractical, but grouping 

container plants together an area that is 

shady and cool will create a humid 

microclimate to reduce heat and slow soil 

drying. The lower light might make your 

plants a little leggy, but they will recover 

once you place them back in their original 

spots. You can go above and beyond by 

adding a thin layer of mulch to the top of the 

pots; this will help maintain soil moisture 

through the rest of the year.  

 

There are plenty of slow-release watering 

systems that you can use for areas with 

limited access to water. You have probably 

seen watering globes before; these are an 

effective way to ensure a slow release of 

water, and you can easily create your own. 

Take an empty bottle and punch a small hole 

in the cap. Then fill the container with 

water, put the cap back on, and place the 

container upside down into the soil near the 

base of the plant.  

 

A handy piece of watering equipment for a 

small raised bed is an olla. An olla is 

essentially a terra cotta vase with a cap in 

the top. You bury the olla in the soil with the 

top visible above the soil, fill it with water, 

and the porous terra cotta clay slowly 

releases water over time. Ollas can be 

expensive, but you can make one at home 

with inexpensive clay pots. Simply plug the 

drainage hole of a terra cotta pot and bury it 

to the rim in the soil. Fill the pot with water 

and put a drip saucer on top as the lid. If you 

want to double the volume of your 

homemade olla, glue a second pot upside-

down on top of the first, plugged pot using a 

heavy-duty glue or weatherproof silicone 

sealer. 

 

For houseplants, consider setting up a water 

wicking system. Fill a bucket or a gallon jug 

with water and place it on a stand that is 

higher than the surrounding potted plants. 

Then take lengths of fabric cording and 

submerge them in the bucket. Once the 

cording is wet, you can take one end out of 

the bucket, and bury it a couple of inches 

into the flowerpot. As time goes on water 

will move down the cording from the bucket 

to the soil using capillary action.  
 

 

No matter what course of action you take, 

make sure you give your landscape a 

thorough soaking before you leave.  

Vacation plans should include irrigation for lawn 
and landscape plants while you’re away. Photo by 
Pankaj Shah on Unsplash 

Group container plants in a cool, shady area to 
conserve soil moisture and reduce heat stress. 
Photo by Cherry Laithang on Unsplash. 
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Count Fireflies and Pollinators 

to Help UGA Researchers 
By Heather N. Kolich 

Agriculture and Natural Resources Agent 

UGA Extension Forsyth County 

 

Do you enjoy watching colorful butterflies 

flitting around the garden? Do you find 

fireflies fascinating? Have you noticed a 

change in the numbers or types of insects 

around your home?  

 

If you answered yes to any of these 

questions, UGA researchers need your help. 

This summer, citizen scientists have 

opportunities to collect data for two 

conservation research projects: the Atlanta 

Firefly Project and the 3rd Annual Great 

Georgia Pollinator Census. 

 

Count on Fireflies 

Here’s a fun fact: With over 50 different 

species, Georgia is home to more kinds of 

fireflies than any other state. Here’s another: 

Fireflies are really luminescent beetles.  

 

The common eastern firefly, Photinus 

pyralis, is the one we see most. The pale, 

yellow border around the wings and other 

physical characteristics help identify it from 

other species, but so do flight and flash 

patterns. Males flash in flight, creating a J-

shaped light trail. Females stay in low plants 

on the ground and answer with a short flash. 

Firefly eggs hatch about three weeks after 

the mating rituals. The glowing larvae 

benefit gardens by eating slugs and grubs. 

As adults, they eat flower nectar and may 

assist in pollination. 

 

Now through July is when Kelly 

Riddenhour, an ecology graduate researcher 

at the UGA Odum School of Ecology, is 

asking people living in metro Atlanta to 

spend a few minutes over four evenings 

counting fireflies at their homes and 

reporting the data to the Atlanta Firefly 

Project. Everyone can participate, whether 

your landscape is an acre of forest or an 

apartment patio. Our collective observations, 

entered into the data collection app, will be 

paired with aerial images of vegetation and 

light pollution to help researchers 

understand the type of habitat that fireflies 

live in. Other information about our home 

landscapes may help the researchers develop 

correlations between firefly populations and 

land management practices. Researchers 

will share the findings in the spring of 2022. 

 

Protecting Pollinators One Count at a 

Time 

Mark you calendars for the 3rd Annual Great 

Georgia Pollinator Census, happening on 

August 20 and 21 this year. The assignment 

isn’t hard; simply select a flower at a park, 

school garden, or home landscape and watch 

it for 15 minutes while counting the types of 

insects that visit it. Then enter your data at 

the website.  

 

Over the past two years, community 

participants counted over 100,000 

pollinators – bumble bees, carpenter bees, 

small bees, wasps, butterflies, moths, flies, 

and other insects. Through this project, 

we’re all learning about insect conservation, 

pollinator habitats, and Georgia’s pollinator 

populations. To get involved, download data 

Watching fireflies this summer can help UGA 
researchers understand habitats. Photo by 
Jessica Louque on Bugwood.org 

https://www.atlantafireflyproject.org/
https://www.atlantafireflyproject.org/
https://ggapc.org/
https://ggapc.org/
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collection sheets and identification 

instructions or sign-up for the newsletter at 

https://ggapc.org/. Check out the 

“Educators” page for STEAM and school 

activity resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

Summer Weather Safety 
By Heather N. Kolich 

Agriculture Nd Natural Resources Agent 

UGA Extension Forsyth County 

 

While warmer weather invites outdoor work 

and fun, Georgia’s changeable weather must 

always be considered a participating player. 

On any given day, the weather can throw 

curve balls – like heat, humidity, and pop-up 

storms – that can strike us out. Here are 

signs to look for, and actions to take, to 

avoid weather-related illness and injuries. 

 

Heat Stress and Stroke 

Heat stress can affect people, animals, and 

plants. The interaction of heat and humidity 

creates a heat sensation beyond air 

temperature alone. A calculation of this 

interaction gives us the Heat Index – an 

estimate of how hot we really feel under the 

temperature and humidity conditions if 

we’re standing in the shade. For example, if 

the outdoor temperature is 86 degrees 

Fahrenheit and the humidity is 60 percent, 

we feel like the temperature is 91 degrees, or 

five degree warmer. That’s because the high 

humidity reduces evaporation of our sweat, 

reducing the ability of our bodies to cool off. 

If we’re in the sun or the winds are strong 

and dry, the heat index is higher. 

 

 

The National Weather Service Heat Index Chart 
shows when the combination of temperature and 
humidity makes it dangerous to work and play 
outdoors. 

https://ggapc.org/
https://www.weather.gov/safety/heat-index
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When we heat up faster than we can cool 

down, we’re at risk of heat stress or heat 

stroke, a more severe, life-threatening, heat-

related illness. According to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), over 

650 people die each year from heat-related 

illness. The highest fatality rate occurs 

among men (69%), followed by adults age 

65 and older (36%). Most heat-related 

deaths happen between May and September. 

Below are the warning signs of heat stress 

and heat stroke include: 

• Heavy sweating 

• Paleness 

• Muscle cramps 

• Tiredness 

• Weakness 

• Dizziness 

• Headache 

• Nausea or vomiting 

• Fainting 

 

People showing signs of heat stress should 

move to the shade or air-conditioned space, 

drink cool water, and rest.  

 

The following signs may indicate heat stress 

in animals: 

• Rapid or open mouth breathing 

• Excess panting 

• Increased heart rate 

• Drooling or foaming at the mouth 

• Difficulty breathing 

• Collapse or seizure 

 

To prevent heat stress in animals, increase 

availability of water during summer, limit 

physical activity to the cooler morning and 

evening hours, provide shade, and increase 

air circulation where possible. 

 

Storms and Lightning 

Rain can bring welcome relief from summer 

heat, but Georgia storms can produce 

dangerous straight-line winds, lightning, and 

flash floods. With speeds over 58 miles per 

hour, straight-line winds can cause damage 

similar to tornadoes.  

 

Lightning is a frequent feature of 

thunderstorms. June 20-27 is National 

Lightning Safety Awareness Week.  

If you can hear thunder, you are within 

striking distance for lightning. If a storm is 

approaching, move indoors. 

 

Prevention 

We can’t control the weather, but we can 

monitor it. The best way to prevent summer 

weather-related injuries is to be weather-

aware and take precautions when working 

and playing outdoors The National Weather 

Service stays on top of approaching storms 

and issues warnings. There’s also a free 

OSHA-NIOSH Heat Safety Tool app 

to calculate heat index based on your 

location and current weather conditions. 

 

 

Spotlight on Invasive Species: 

Asian Longhorned Tick 

 

A new, invasive tick poses risks for livestock 
in U.S. Photo courtesy of CDC. 

http://www.lightningsafetycouncil.org/LSC-LSAW.html
http://www.lightningsafetycouncil.org/LSC-LSAW.html
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/heatstress/heatapp.html
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There’s a new tick in town – well, almost. 

The Asian longhorned tick (Haemaphysalis 

longicornis) was identified in New Jersey in 

2017 and has been moving down the eastern 

seaboard, reaching South Carolina and 

eastern Tennessee last fall. It’s just a matter 

of time before it gets to Georgia.  

 

This parthenogenic tick species can cluster 

thickly enough on livestock to cause anemia 

or death from blood loss. Fortunately, 

standard tick prevention medications should 

be effective against Asian longhorned ticks.  

 

The Northeast Center for Vector-Borne 

Diseases has several excellent resources for 

livestock and pet owners, including this 

video on checking cattle for ticks. 

 

Please bring suspect tics in a jar to the 

Extension office for identification and 

tracking. 

 

Upcoming Extension Programs 
Summer Gardening Series 
Join Forsyth County Extension Agriculture 

and Natural Resources experts for a series of 

Lunch & Learn webinars on gardening. 

Each 1-hour webinar begins at noon. 

Register at https://tinyurl.com/9rb7kva7  

 

Integrated Pest Management, July 15. 

Learn about the many strategies and tools 

for preventing and controlling garden pests. 

 

Harvest Tips and Techniques, July 22. 

Learn when and how to harvest garden 

produce to get the best quality, flavor, and 

continued productivity. 

 

Seed Saving, July 29.  

Learn how to collect seeds from your 

favorite garden plants and prepare them for 

storage until the next growing season. 

 

https://www.neregionalvectorcenter.com/asian-longhorned-tick.php
https://www.neregionalvectorcenter.com/asian-longhorned-tick.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0jmuDB_8bA
https://tinyurl.com/9rb7kva7

