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While you have been out wandering around Port Fairy, probably doing one of the U3A self-

guided walks, you may have noticed the striking olive-green colouration on the trunks of some 

of the more mature Norfolk Island Pine trees. The trees along Gipps Street south of Regent 

Street, and particularly those opposite Merrijig, have a good coating of green. The colouration 

seems to coincide with areas shaded by branches and be confined to areas some distance 

above ground level. Intriguingly, it also seems to be concentrated on the northern side of the 

trunk. 

 

 

 Close-up of the olive-green areas. 

 

 

 

Olive-green colouration on the trunk of a Norfolk Island Pine tree opposite the Merrijig. 

The bark of the Norfolk Island Pines sheds by peeling off in small curly more or less horizontal 

segments rather than in large chunks or ribbons. The shedding of the bark in this way seems to 

limit the number and type of other organisms that can grow there such as mosses and larger 

lichens, which are both notably absent.  

Closer inspection with my trusty hand lens did not provide me with much information other than 

to confirm that it is definitely not a moss and, due primarily to the lack of little black or coloured 

fruiting bodies (apothecia) that I associate with lichens, I did not think it was a lichen. A mystery 

to be solved, but beyond my expertise! 
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So, naturally, I sent a small sample off the Joan, our algal expert, who provided the following 

information: 

The olive-green growth is an aerial epiphytic green alga.  

(An epiphyte is an organism that grows on the surface of a plant and derives its moisture and 

nutrients from the air, rain, or from debris accumulating around it. Some of you may recall 

Sandra and Rod talking about epiphytic orchids in Science…naturally! last year – same deal, 

just a different organisms).  

While not definitive, Joan thought the closest match is the chlorophyte (green alga), in the 

genus Desmococcus. Desmococcus is cosmopolitan (world-wide) on soil-free sub-aerial 

surfaces including walls and bark of trees in both shaded and polluted habitats where lichens 

are uncommon. It can withstand desiccation in dry conditions and is dependent on rainwater for 

its water supply. 

My subsequent Googling indicates that Desmococcus olivaceaous (which may or may not be 

“our” species) is regarded as the most common green alga in the world! A largely useless but 

nevertheless interesting fact. 

And, if you have the right equipment, and know what you are doing with a microscope like Joan 

does, this is what it looks like close up. 

 

 

So, next time you walk past one of our lovely old Norfolk Island Pine trees, take a moment to get 

acquainted with the Desmococcus – you will not be disappointed. 

 

Another mystery solved. 


