
What’s a lichen? 
Lichens are called ‘lower plants’ but they are not really 
plants at all… they are a partnership between a fungus 
and either an alga or cyanobacteria. They can be 
crusty, bushy or leafy.

When you are in the woods, look for these lichens on tree 
trunks, branches and fallen twigs – they can tell us if the 
air is clean or polluted.
If you find one, take a photo (turn on the location tag  
on your camera) and post it on our Facebook page  
www.facebook.com/BuildingResiliencePlantlife/  
telling us where you found it. This will help us create an 
air quality map of the south west’s rainforests to work out 
which are more likely to be home to rare lichens.

A lichen that shows the air is polluted 

Lichens that show the air is clean 

Witches’ whiskers Usnea florida
Growing upright on tree twigs, this bushy 
lichen has fine round branches. Its 
‘fruits’ are large discs encircled by fine 
hairs and are reminiscent of a witch’s 
whiskery wart! Horrible as that sounds, 
this is one of the most beautiful lichens.

Yellow wall lichen  
Xanthoria parietina
This leafy lichen needs air pollution. 
Depending on how much light it gets, it 
might be bright orange (in the sunshine) 
or grey-green (in the shade). Its ‘fruits’ are 

round like orange curd-filled jam tarts. 

Crusty lichen Bushy lichen Leafy lichen

String-of-sausages Usnea articulata
This bushy lichen hangs down from trees in 
sunlit places. Some of its long grey-green 
branches have inflated sections which  
are pinched along the length, making  
them look like old-fashioned strings of 
butchers’ sausages. 
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Want to do more? 
Plantlife and the partner organisations listed below want 
to learn more about these rainforests; where they are, 
what condition they are in and the threats they face so 
that they can take action to conserve them. You can carry 
out a Rapid Woodland Assessment to help us to build 
a picture of the south west’s temperate rainforest. Visit 
http://www.bit.ly/PlantlifeRWA to find out more. Send 
in photographs and videos from your woodland walks to 
woodlands@plantlife.org.uk so that we can share them 
with others.

Want to learn more? 
Join us at one of our events. Search for  
Building Resilience Plantlife on Facebook  
or visit www.plantlife.org.uk/events

Request our family-friendly Branching Out guides 
which will help you to explore woods, their lichens, 
mosses and ferns. Email woodlands@plantlife.org.uk 
to request your copies. 

    Uncover 
                    the rainforests
    of          the           south 
           west 

Where you can find them, 
what makes them special 

and what you can do to help 
with their conservation
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400 years or so... it takes 
a long time for conditions 
in a woodland to become 

hospitable for a diverse range 
of plants and animals

  

Lots of light reaching the 
forest floor to help plants 

and lichens grow

Clean, warm air 
brought in by 

the Gulf Stream

Native deciduous trees, such 
as oak and ash, of varying ages 
including young saplings and 

old, veteran trees

Streams, rivers and areas 
of boggy ground that keep 
the forest damp and create 

microhabitats within the forest

Lush growth of mosses, 
liverworts, lichens and ferns 

(including some rare species) 
on tree trunks, branches, boulders 

and on the forest floor 

Damp conditions 
caused by high 

levels of rainfall and 
high humidity

A scattered understorey of 
smaller trees, such as holly, 
hazel, hawthorn and rowan

Healthy woodland has trees 
of different ages. This creates 
a variety of microhabitats 
that lichens and other plants 
and animals need. Over time, 
the way woods are managed 
has changed – they are often 
even-aged and there are fewer 
different microhabitats

Air pollution from farming and 
industry makes it impossible for 
clean air-loving lichens to thrive

Invasive non-native plants 
like laurel and rhododendron 
block out the sunlight 
needed by native trees, 
lichens and mosses

Woods have become 
smaller and quite 
spaced out, making 
it hard for lichens 
and other plants to 
spread between them. 
This makes them 
vulnerable to change  

Tree diseases like ash dieback 
threaten entire species of tree and 
the lichens, plants and animals that 
depend on them for survival 

The word ‘rainforest’ conjures up images of tropical 
climates and lush, tangled forests teeming with 
life. Yet rainforests aren’t just found in the Earth’s 
tropical zone surrounding the Equator. Here in 
the UK, in the temperate zone, we have rainforest 
too. It is sometimes called Atlantic woodland, 
as it is found close to our Atlantic coastline.
  
In the south west, temperate rainforests are found 
in Cornwall, Devon and west Somerset and, like their 
tropical cousins, are spectacular and full of life. The 
influence of the Gulf Stream on our climate makes 
them wet and mild, creating perfect conditions for the 
luxurious growth of lichens, mosses, liverworts and ferns. 
Some parts of the region are Important Plant Areas 
because they are home to a variety of rare lichens, some 
of which don’t grow anywhere else in the world.

Temperate rainforests are rarer globally than tropical 
rainforests and, like tropical rainforest, they are also 

under threat. You can help our 
conservation work by looking 
for some key lichens that will 
tell us about the health of our 

temperate rainforests 
in the south west.

Why are they under threat?
The healthiest woodlands are 
in places where the air is clean. 
Some rare and fascinating lichens 
only grow where the air is free of 
pollution, while others are pollution-
loving. Help us find these lichens, so 
that we can understand how healthy 
our rainforests are. Turn the page 
to find out more about lichens and 
what you can do.

What can I do?

Atlantic woodland lichens, mosses and 
liverworts depend on a mild and wet climate 
year round. Climate change is causing more 
extreme weather events including droughts, 
which threaten the survival of rare species


