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PURPOSE OF THIS HANDBOOK

Mountain caribou are a unique component of British
Columbia’s rich wildlife resource. These caribou spend
much of the year in high elevation forests and during
winter feed almost exclusively on arboreal lichen (lichen
growing on trees).

Increasingly, timber harvesting has advanced into
caribou habitat. The impact of this harvesting can be
substantial, since the removal of trees means the
removal of lichen; clearcutting eliminates all arboreal
lichen within a cutblock. Because lichen spreads and
grows slowly, a century or two may pass before a
clearcut will again supply lichen for caribou.

To facilitate the integrated management of timber
and caribou, forest and wildlife managers need to know
the abundance and distribution of forage lichen in
specific areas to help them decide:

1. whether logging should proceed and, if so,

2. where it should take place,

3. how much area should be logged, and

4. what type of logging would be appropriate.

This handbook describes a method to gather lichen
abundance information for forest and wildlife managers.
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HOW TO USE THE HANDBOOK

This handbook will help users estimate:

• proportions of the two main types of forage
lichen, and

• overall abundance of the forage lichen.

The first part of the handbook introduces the two
types of lichen. Photos showing various mixes of the two
types are provided for users who need to estimate
percentages.

The second, and major part, of the handbook is a
guide to rating overall lichen abundance. It includes two
sets of photo series, showing boundaries between lichen
classes:

1. illustrates individual trees with different amounts
of lichen, and

2. shows the same photos, but arranged to
facilitate comparison between different trees.

The final part of the handbook provides more
information on the zone within a tree in which to estimate
lichen abundance and explains how the classes relate to
actual lichen biomass. It also includes suggestions for
further reading.
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TYPES OF LICHEN

Many species of lichen grow on trees. Some are flat
and leaf-like, others are scaly and crust-like, while
still others are hair-like, resembling beards. In the
Engelmann spruce — subalpine fir forests of British
Columbia, the most abundant beard lichens are Alectoria
and Bryoria.* They are the main winter food of mountain
caribou.

Although Alectoria and Bryoria often grow together,
they may respond differently to forest management. It is
sometimes important to know how much of each is
present. The photos on the facing fold-out are a guide to
users who need to estimate percentages of each type.

ALECTORIA
(yellow-green)

BRYORIA
(brown, greyish, or almost black)

* In other areas or other forest types, users may
encounter different kinds of lichen that look similar to
Alectoria and Bryoria.
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CLASSIFYING LICHEN ABUNDANCE

The objective is to classify each tree into one of six
lichen abundance classes. These classes are based on
the actual weight of the lichens (all Alectoria and Bryoria
combined) on the trees.

Only lichens below 4.5 m high on the trees are
included in the rating. In the photos, the 4.5-m point is
indicated by the top of the height pole positioned against
the trunk. Lichens up to this height are available to
caribou when they are standing on a deep, settled
snowpack.

The general impression of lichen abundance in a
tree varies with the growth form and the vigour of the
tree. Three photo series are provided:

Series A: mostly living branches
Series B: mixed living and dead branches
Series C: mostly dead branches

Photos are provided for all the class boundaries,
except between Class 0 and Class 1. Class 0 is
reserved for trees with no noticeable lichen at all. Trees
having even a single wisp of lichen belong in Class 1.

For simplicity, the photos show only Alectoria. In
practice, however, Bryoria must also be included in the
estimates of overall abundance.
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HOW TO CLASSIFY A TREE

STEP 1 Decide which photo series (A, B, or C)
best matches the tree, and use it to
determine roughly into which class the
tree fits.

STEP 2 Turn to the photos that distinguish the
classes closest to your estimate and
confirm your classification.

Remember: All photos sho w boundaries between
classes. Only lic hen belo w 4.5 m
should be inc luded in y our estimate .
(see “Zone of Lichen Estimation,” p. 20).

Class 2
Class 1

Class 3 Class 4 Class 5
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