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What lives What lives What lives What lives What lives What lives What lives What lives 
in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?in a desert?

How do plants cope in a desert?

How do desert creatures survive?

Deserts look very bare but some plants and animals Deserts look very bare but some plants and animals Deserts look very bare but some plants and animals Deserts look very bare but some plants and animals 
have found a way of living in them. Humans have have found a way of living in them. Humans have have found a way of living in them. Humans have have found a way of living in them. Humans have 
also made their homes in deserts.also made their homes in deserts.also made their homes in deserts.also made their homes in deserts.

This is Death Valley in America. It is one of the This is Death Valley in America. It is one of the This is Death Valley in America. It is one of the This is Death Valley in America. It is one of the 
hottest places on earth and is now a National Park hottest places on earth and is now a National Park hottest places on earth and is now a National Park hottest places on earth and is now a National Park 
where tourists visit.where tourists visit.where tourists visit.where tourists visit.
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It’s called Death Valley because hardly anything can It’s called Death Valley because hardly anything can It’s called Death Valley because hardly anything can It’s called Death Valley because hardly anything can 
survive there. This is a cactus plant that grows in survive there. This is a cactus plant that grows in survive there. This is a cactus plant that grows in survive there. This is a cactus plant that grows in 
Death Valley.Death Valley.Death Valley.Death Valley.
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Cactus plants grow 
mostly in the deserts of 
North and South 
America.

Most have swollen 
stems that have a 
waxy covering. 
The waxy covering 
helps them to store 
water for a long 
time.

Sa
mp

le S
lide

Cactus stems are shaped so that, when water 
does flow, it goes straight down the plant to the 
roots at the bottom. 

A cactus plant has many 
roots that spread out just 
below the surface in search 
of any water in the 
ground. The roots can 
absorb water from even 
the smallest shower of rain.
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Some cacti have sharp spines which are in fact Some cacti have sharp spines which are in fact Some cacti have sharp spines which are in fact Some cacti have sharp spines which are in fact 
their leaves. Their spiky shape helps to stop the their leaves. Their spiky shape helps to stop the their leaves. Their spiky shape helps to stop the their leaves. Their spiky shape helps to stop the 
sun and heat from drying them out. It also stops sun and heat from drying them out. It also stops sun and heat from drying them out. It also stops sun and heat from drying them out. It also stops 
animals from eating the cactus!animals from eating the cactus!animals from eating the cactus!animals from eating the cactus!
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Some cacti have beautiful 
flowers and soft, fleshy fruit.
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This is an opuntia cactus. 
It is better known as ‘prickly 
pear’ because of its delicious, 
pear shaped fruit.

It comes from Central America 
but it grows in many dry areas 
of the world.

In Australia it grows so well, 
it’s like a weed and people 
try to get rid of it.
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In the desert, plants have to cope without very 
much water and with rapid changes of temperature. 
Some plants, like the cactus plant, have adapted to 
survive. Other plants only come to life when rain 
finally falls on the bare rocks and sand. 

In hot deserts, dry seeds 
can lie for years near 
the desert surface until 
rain finally comes and 
they begin to germinate.Sa
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Then there is a carpet of flowers covering the Then there is a carpet of flowers covering the Then there is a carpet of flowers covering the Then there is a carpet of flowers covering the 
ground.ground.ground.ground.
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Small trees, found near the edges of some 
deserts, have long roots that grow deep into the 
ground to reach any underground water.
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In the In the In the In the Namib Namib Namib Namib Desert, there is a giant Desert, there is a giant Desert, there is a giant Desert, there is a giant welwitschia welwitschia welwitschia welwitschia 
plant which gets its water from the fog that drifts plant which gets its water from the fog that drifts plant which gets its water from the fog that drifts plant which gets its water from the fog that drifts 
in from the coast.in from the coast.in from the coast.in from the coast.
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The leaves absorb 
tiny droplets of 
moisture from the 
fog and that is 
how the plant 
survives in the 
hot desert.

Some years it doesn’t rain at 
all in the Namib Desert so 
the fog is very important!
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Antarctica is such a cold desert that there are no 
flowering plants at all. In the summer, tiny 
mosses, fungi and lichens cling to small patches 
of bare rock.

Plants in frozen places 
can’t suck up water 
through their roots like 
plants in a hot desert 
can. The reason why 
they can’t suck up water 
is because the water is 
frozen into ice.
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A lot of desert creatures shelter from the heat 
of the day. They are nocturnal, which means 
they only come out of their burrows at night 
when it is cooler. Most desert snakes are 
nocturnal but lizards are active during the day.
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Reptiles like this lizard are probably the best Reptiles like this lizard are probably the best Reptiles like this lizard are probably the best Reptiles like this lizard are probably the best 
adapted for life in a desert.adapted for life in a desert.adapted for life in a desert.adapted for life in a desert.

They need very little water and their thick skin They need very little water and their thick skin They need very little water and their thick skin They need very little water and their thick skin 
stops them losing water from their bodies.stops them losing water from their bodies.stops them losing water from their bodies.stops them losing water from their bodies.
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Other animals like the 
horned toad, can cool 
their bodies by 
controlling their 
heartbeat, making it 
pump more slowly.

The horned toad isn’t 
really a toad at all –
it’s a lizard!Sa
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Reptiles are small and can burrow easily or hide in 
the shade of a rock or stone.

Many kinds of 
gecko have 
webbed toes like 
frogs that help 
them not only 
to move on top 
of the fine sand, 
but also to bury 
themselves in sand dunes. This one has caught a 
dune cricket.
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Some small animals like the Some small animals like the Some small animals like the Some small animals like the 
North American kangaroo rat North American kangaroo rat North American kangaroo rat North American kangaroo rat 
and the African gerbil can hold and the African gerbil can hold and the African gerbil can hold and the African gerbil can hold 
water in their bodies and reuse water in their bodies and reuse water in their bodies and reuse water in their bodies and reuse 
it. They survive in the desert it. They survive in the desert it. They survive in the desert it. They survive in the desert 
by eating dry seeds.by eating dry seeds.by eating dry seeds.by eating dry seeds.
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This gerbil is resting on the sand in an African desert.This gerbil is resting on the sand in an African desert.This gerbil is resting on the sand in an African desert.This gerbil is resting on the sand in an African desert.
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Some animals like the spadefoot toad bury 
themselves in the earth until it rains. Then they 
scramble to the surface and quickly lay their 
spawn in the puddles that have formed.

The puddles soon 
dry out but the 
young toads 
grow very quickly 
and then they too 
bury themselves 
underground, just 
like their parents.
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A A A A spadefoot spadefoot spadefoot spadefoot toad.toad.toad.toad.
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In Arizona, USA, the roadrunner is a bird that 
sprints across the dry landscape to catch its prey 
of snakes and lizards. These give the roadrunner 
enough food and liquid to survive in the desert.
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There are no animals in the freezing Antarctic –
apart from some tiny flies. But the coasts (the land 
around the seas) have lots of tiny plants and sea 
creatures including fish, seals and sea birds such as 
penguins.

Their bodies have 
layers of fat to 
help them to cope 
with the energy 
they lose in the 
freezing cold.
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Camels are found in both hot and cold deserts but 
not where the land is frozen. The one humped 
dromedary camel comes from hot Arabia. This 
camel is feeding its baby.
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The two humped Bactrian camel comes from cool The two humped Bactrian camel comes from cool The two humped Bactrian camel comes from cool The two humped Bactrian camel comes from cool 
central Asia. It has lots of hair!central Asia. It has lots of hair!central Asia. It has lots of hair!central Asia. It has lots of hair!
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Camels can travel long distances without food or 
water so, for hundreds of years, people have used 
camels to carry them, their goods and even their 
homes.
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The camel’s hump stores fat which it’s body uses 
when food is scarce. A camel drinks a huge 
amount of water whenever it can but, it can 
survive for many days without taking any more 
water.

Water is stored in 
stomach pouches 
and released into 
the camel’s body 
whenever it’s 
needed.
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Hard cloven feet help the Bactrian 
camel to grip the rocks of central 
Asia’s deserts and it’s long hair 
keeps out the cold.
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Although the conditions in any desert are harsh, 
it’s surprising how many plants and animals are 
able to live there.

All of them have special 
ways of surviving the 
heat or the cold.

There are very few 
parts of the world 
where water is so scarce 
that nothing at all can 
survive.
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