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Think back to the hottest summer day
youw've ever experienced. Remember how the
sweltering Sun beat down on you? Remember
how thirsty you were? Now imagine that every
day is like that—only you have to wait and
wait and wait before getting a nice, cold drink.
Perhaps you'd have to wait days, weeks, or even
months. Such is the life of some desert plants.

Deserts, which make up five percent of Earth’s
surface, can be hot, cold, sandy, or rocky. Lack of
precipitation makes an area a desert. By definition,
deserts get less than 250 mm of rain each year.
Every desert is different. For example, the
Chihuahuan Desert in New Mexico has two rainy
seasons each year, while the Atacama Desert in
Chile is one of the driest places on the planet.

Plant Adaptation

Each desert is home to some kind of plant
population. In fact, up to ten percent of desert
land can be covered by plantlife. Desert plants
can survive long periods without water because
they’ve adapted to the very dry conditions. The
kinds of plants vary by desert, but most desert
plants are low-growing; thorny, leafless, or small-
leaved; and are light green or gray in color. These
typically include cacti, yuccas, creosote or other
shrubs, and short grasses.

Some desert plants have very short life cycles,
living only days or weeks. Plants with fine, shallow
root systems, like most cacti, efficiently and
quickly absorb large amounts of surface water.

Desert Plants

Surface water comes from the rainfall that the
desert receives each year or from permanent
rivers that can flow down from mountain areas
that may be nearby.

Plants with long, deep roots draw upon sub-
surface water; the mesquite, for example, has been
documented to have roots as long as 24 m! Sub-
surface water comes from seepage that collects
underground over a long period of time.

Ways to Preserve Water

Desert plants’ leaves, or lack of them, also
help in preserving water. Small leaves and
thorny spines are adaptations that help desert
plants maximize water conservation. Larger
leaves can cause a plant to overheat and lose
water through their “pores” (a process known
as transpiration). Since desert plants have small
leaves, spines, or no leaves at all, they lose less
water through transpiration. The ocotillo will
drop its small leaves when necessary, just to
prevent even more water loss.

Succulent plants like the saguaro hold water
in the tissues of their leaves and stems. Others
go dormant or “sleep” during the dry season
and thrive only when water is plentiful. These
plants, known as ephemerals, grow fast,
bloom, produce seeds, and then are quickly
gone. (Ephemeral means “to last just a short
time.”) The desert lily is an ephemeral that can
stay dormant for years, waiting for the right
amount of water before it blooms.

1. Which abiotic factor affects all desert plants? Explain.

2. How are the spiny needles on a cactus an adaptation to desert conditions?

3. Which type of desert plant stores water in the tissues of its leaves and stems? Which type
remains dormant until the rainy season? Give an example of each.
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