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Lichens are rarely given the attention they deserve. As a group these organisms are small, quiet, motionless, and cryptic. There are few scientists, termed lichenologists, who dedicate a notable effort towards the study of lichens in Canada and Ontario, and only a small portion of this massive landmass has been assessed for lichen diversity in recorded history. When asked, most people might insist to me that they have never laid eyes on such a strange creature: part fungus, part algae, sometimes in partnership with cyanobacteria, forming every imaginable shape and producing a shocking spectrum of colours. However, these composite organisms are epiphytic and can grow on an incredible array of substrates and in nearly all habitats, forests and cities included. Lichens can be found growing happily on concrete parking blocks, old abandoned cars, roof shingles, and of course trees, rocks, and soil. Some species of lichen have specific habitat requirements and can be used effectively as indicators of air quality and forest continuity. Lichens provide vital forage for wildlife, such as the endangered woodland caribou, and have contributed greatly to the formation of forest soil since this region’s most recent glaciation event. Still, much of the province has not yet been surveyed for lichen biodiversity. 

My research in Ontario Parks has taken me to beautiful and remote locations in the northwest region of the province. Ouimet Canyon, the visually stunning gorge located near Dorion, houses regionally rare habitats where permafrost exists beneath large talus boulders. Visitor access to the canyon base and much of the park has been prohibited to protect the fragile, unique ecosystems and biotic communities that exist here. The talus slopes beneath the steep cliffs are home to hundreds of species of lichen, with a single boulder sometimes adorned with more than 30 species. A lack of soil and moisture inhibit most plant growth, except for some scraggly mosses, and the lack of competition allows lichens to thrive in dominance. This environmental stress, in combination with the cool air being released by permafrost pockets, create microclimates that are similar to arctic, alpine, or tundra habitats. Among the 170 different species collected from the various habitats within the park, 24 are provincially tracked and are considered rare, imperiled, or vulnerable within the province of Ontario. Additionally, 12 species collected from within the canyon occupy arctic or alpine habitats elsewhere in the province or country, making them notable finds this far south in Ontario. The arctic and alpine microclimates and biotic communities found within the canyon have persisted nearly 10,000 years, since the most recent deglaciation event, but are at risk of disappearance in the face of modern climate change. 

Sandbar Lake Provincial Park, situated north of Ignace, has been subjected to natural and anthropogenic disturbances in recent history, such as wildfire and industrial-scale timber harvesting. Forest management practices in this region of the province are shown to have indirect (e.g., changes in structural diversity, changes to available moisture, light exposure, tree species presence) and direct effects (e.g., herbicide contact, loss of microhabitats) on lichen community composition. These disturbances therefore have played a role in forming the current lichen biodiversity found at Sandbar Lake and other managed forests within the region. The inventory completed within this park boundary has revealed 139 species, 7 of which are provincially tracked, considered rare to imperiled, within this province. This park preserves important habitats in the area and will eventually house old growth forests, a habitat rare and disappearing within this region and important to lichen biodiversity. 

Globally, biodiversity is declining, but without an understanding of where species exist currently, we are unable to measure changes to the abundance and distribution of species over time. These studies of lichens in Ouimet Canyon and Sandbar Lake Provincial Parks are the first of their kind, adding hundreds of species to the list of known diversity from each protected area. The land managed by Ontario Parks protects an incredible range of habitats and rare species, and act as refuges for biodiversity otherwise threatened by urban expansion, resource extraction, and agriculture practices. 
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