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The air detectives 
Students hunt for lichen to record, measure and compare the air quality in a particular area  

� Published: 21/02/2010 at 12:00 AM 
� Newspaper section: Brunch 

Imagine that we are extremely allergic to pollution; once we breathe it in we become pale, sick of food, weak, 
then finally kick the bucket in a few months. And then the townsfolk gradually get ill and die because the 
world's air quality has become more and more unbearable. 

Well, this might seem an exaggeration since humans have been 
producing and living with pollution for a long time now. But for 
one particular living organism called lichen, the aforementioned 
supposition is a reality. And that is why the Nak Sueb Sai Loem, 
or "Air Detectives", use the nature of these lichens - they die off 
when the air is polluted - as a biotic indicator of the level of air 
pollution. 

The thing is, Air Detective teams are not scientists or pollution-
busters. They are boys and girls aged nine to 15 equipped with 
air detective tools - a small hand-held lens to help them look for 

evidence on the trunks of trees. 

"We have already gathered volunteer students from 50 schools. And right now it is their turn to go and 
examine the air quality around Bangkok," said Sira Leepipatnavit, amicably called "Phi Sub" by the young 
detectives. 

For those who have an interest in environmental activities, you 
might be familiar with the Environmental Detectives Project. 
Launched by Green World Foundation, in collaboration with the 
Thailand Research Fund and energy corporate PTT, names such 
as Nak Sueb Sai Nam ("Stream Detectives") or Nak Sueb Chai 
Had ("Beach Detectives") are quite popular among school 
students as they are programmes that use fun-filled activities to 
indicate the air quality of the environment. 

In these activities, the children have to hunt for the respective 
biotic index and learn its relation to the ecology. For instance, 

the Stream Detectives observe plants and animals in a natural water source to assess the ecology level. 

So for Air Detectives, the biotic index is, indeed, lichens. 

"Lichens are neither moss nor fungus even though they look pretty similar. The lichens we are looking for 
today is the half blood offshoot of fungi and algae," Sira Leepipatnavit, a member of the organising team, told 
a group of students from Plearnpattana School, who joined the activity held at a park on Suan Pak Road, 
Taling Chan district. So far, 50 schools, including Plearnpattana, have joined the project, which was held at 
various parks throughout the city - the most recent at Lumphini Park. 
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"If you don't know whether they are really lichens, you can 
slightly prick them with your nails. 

"If it is lichen, there will be green coloured algae inside. But I 
don't want you to do this too often because my friend will get 
hurt," said Mr Sira, who tries to make the young detectives 
see lichens as lively little friends. 

The students learn more about lichens and their relation to air 
quality, plus find out the level of air pollution in the area 
where lichens exist. 

The goal of this adventure is to gather statistics on lichens in the school area. Each group's task is to choose 
three to four trees, measure the circumference of the trunk, find the lichens and record the types and numbers. 

Students look for lichens using a hand-held lens and try to match them with recorded photos of lichens found 
in Bangkok. Then the students record what they find such as the different varieties of lichens in a draft 
handbook; the more species there are, the better the air quality will be. 

The purpose of the project, however, is not only to collect data on Bangkok's air quality. The Nak Sueb Sai 
Loem have also designed these fun-filled projects to spread the message of love and understanding towards 
nature amongst youths - a green way of thinking. 

Still, it is difficult to tell whether the students will become more "green" or not. The only certainty for these 
young detectives - city children who are rather detached from nature - are jumping up and down, and laughing 
as they compete against each other to find lichens. 

"Haven't you seen the Dirinaria yet? Right here there's a big, big one!" said one of the detectives to his 
teacher. The activity ended with smiles and a legion of lichens-information uncovered that shows the quality 
of air of that specific park. 

"From all the trees that were examined we found 10 lichens in the 'durable' group and 29 in the 'very durable' 
group. The difference in numbers between durable lichens and the very durable lichens is more than double. 
In short, the air quality is 'fair'," said Suthathip Kedkaew, a member of the team. 

All the locations the air detectives examined will become a marker on the lichens map that shows the 
diffusion and diversity of lichens in Bangkok. The map will also be compared with Bangkok's air quality from 
the Pollution Control Department as a communication tool to raise public awareness. The lichens map-making 
activity will be ongoing this year and open to all schools and those who are interested. 

Check out http://www.greenworld.or.th/environment/wind/118. 

��	�
��)��)� �������)
#����4���  
http://www.bangkokpost.com/feature/environment/33274/the-air-detectives 
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