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- r1e life of the N amib Desert 
is built likf a puzzle out of . 
n1any little pieces which 

· combine to form an overall picture. 
Each puzzle piece is i1nportant to 
the whole, however s1nall in itself. 

For many years the Desert 
Research Foundation of Namibia 
(DRFN) has worked piece by piece 
to s cJ lve the Namib puzzle. 
Gradually, the ecological picture is 
becon1ing n1ore complete. 

Some of the key pieces in the 
N an1ib' s desert ecology are lichens 
- symbiotic organisms made up of 
fungi and algae. Together the fungi 
and algae carry out the functions 
necessary for the existence of the 
lichen, each giving to the other 
according to its abilities . 

The fungus portion of the 
organism provides physical 
support through its stabilizing root 
systen1, which is also involved in 
essential nutrient uptake from the 
soil or stony substrate. Its surface 
area is covered by a fungal cu tide 
which protects the fragile organism 
from desiccation and the 
aggressive rays of the desert sun. 

In partnership, the algae carries 
out photosynthesis, providing 
energy in the form of carbohydrates 
by transforming light n.nd carbon 
dioxide, an ability particular to 
green plants and some bacteria . 

The frame of the con1plicated 
Namib picture puzzle comprises 
the fascinating occurrence of fog in 
a desert, an alternative source of 
water for organis1ns living in this 
harsh environment. Numerous 
investigations by DRFN 
researchers have explored the 
Nan1ib's unique weather 
conditions and the adaptations of 
organis1ns to survive and, in some 
cases, benefit fro1n them . For 
example, lichens have the ability to 
absorb and use fog water and the 
nutrients dissolved in it through 
their leaves and fine root system. 

If no water is available, the 
lichens dry out and sink into a state 
of "suspended animation", where 
they do not carry out any cos tly 
metabolic activities, thus surviving 
stressful times of extreme dryness. 
In fact, for many lichens, the wet 
and drying cycle is an essential part 
of their e xistence : effective 
photosynthesis depends on thi s. 
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On fog gy morning5 the coastal 
plains appee1r a lu sh blue, green or 
brilliant orange . \tVha t looked ash 
grey the pre\·ious afternoon turn s 
to v iv id colours , indi cCl tin g life 
proc esses . This is b ecC'l use th e 
fungi'll lClyer of the lichen becom.es 
tri'lnsparent " ·hen wet, crea tin g Cl 

'vindow for the photosynth eti cCl ll y 
active green or orange pigments of 
the algae . The algae is then C'lble to 
use the low light co nditions of a 
fogg y morning to mak e it s 
contribution to the life of th e lichen. 

Along the Namib's coast lie some 
of the richest lichen fields in the 
world. A great variety of species 
gro"..- there , many of them 
endemic. Most are restricted to the 
fog-belt and gypsun1 crusts, the 
combination of ·which provides the 
hClbitat most suited to their growth. 
ln these areas lichens play an 
important role EIS part of the food-
chain . Researchers from Gobabeb 
have found that man y small 
cmimal s and micro-organisms feed 
on the nutritious leaves Elnd obtain 
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water, as well as nutrients, from 
then1. Ani1nals such as beetles may 
even find s helte r und er lichens, 
protected there from the sun' s ra ys 
and frmn the wind . 

Since lichens are n o t the m os t 
ob vious and extravagant looking 
organisms, their importan ce and 
beauty are often overlooked . Lack 
of knowledge can re s ult in 
thoughtless human action, w hich 
threatens and destroys the delicate 
organisms. The numerous vehicle 
tracks v isible o n N amib lich e n 

Lichens have amazing survival 
techniques. If no water is available they 
dry out and sink into a state of 
suspended animation. A few drops of 
moisture will revive them, and 
immediately aff fife processes start again. 

field s cu e on e ex ampl e. Ev er y 
track la id o n th e pia in s lea \'ef; 
a long-la s ting sca r . Research has 
sho w n that so m e liche n s n ee d 
up to 40 years to rege n e re1 te 
after being d riven m·er. And where 
th e pro tec t in g li ch en cover 

is. d es tr oyed , e r osio n \vo rk s 
unchecked : the vehicle track is then 
blown out thoroughly by the wind, 
d eep ening th e sca r . Iviu ch of our 
knowled ge about vehicle d ama ge 
to lich en s co m es fro m a pro jec t 
recently completed at Gobabeb. g 
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