
Y8 Deserts
KS3 Geography: Extreme Planet 16 Subject Specific Key Terms

Adaptation
The process of change by which an organism or 

species becomes better suited to its environment.
Las Vegas

Las Vegas, in Nevada’s Mojave Desert, is a resort city 

famed for its vibrant nightlife. Citizens have had to 

adapt their lifestyles to cope with the arid climate.

Arid
Having little or no rain; too dry or barren to support 

vegetation.  Can refer either to the land or the climate.
Latitude

The angular distance of a place north or south of the 

earth's equator, usually expressed in degrees.

Biome

a large naturally occurring community of flora and 

fauna occupying a major habitat, e.g. desert, forest or 

tundra.

Mojave Desert

The Mojave Desert is an arid rain-shadow desert and the 

driest desert in North America. It is located in the SW 

USA, primarily within SE California and S Nevada.

Desertification

The process by which land becomes drier and 

degraded, as a result of climate change or human 

activities, Also known as soil degradation.

Oasis A fertile area in a desert, due to the presence of water

Erg An area of windswept sand (sand dunes) Precipitation

Moisture falling from the atmosphere - as rain, hail, 

sleet or snow. Rates of precipitation are very low in hot 

deserts; typically less than 250mm per year.

Evaporation
Water lost from the ground’s surface. Rates of 

evaporation are high in hot deserts.
Reg A vast stony plain.

Hot desert
Parts of the world that have high average 

temperatures and very low precipitation.
Sahara Desert

The largest hot desert in the world. The desert 
comprises much of North Africa.

Indicator species
Any biological species that defines a trait or 
characteristic of the environment.  It is also an 
indication of how healthy that ecosystem is.

Transpiration
Water lost through pores in trees and plants. Rates of 
transpiration are high in hot deserts and plants have to 
adapt to cope with this.
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Where are the Deserts?

Many deserts are found in bands along 30 degrees latitude 
north and 30 degrees latitude south 

 The desert biome is an 
ecosystem that forms 
due to the low level of 
rainfall it receives each 
year. Deserts cover 
about 20% of the Earth. 

 There are four major 
types of desert in this 
biome - hot and dry, 
semiarid, coastal, and 
cold. They are all able to 
inhabit plant and animal 
life that are able to 
survive there.

Some deserts located by mountains and are 
caused by the ‘rain shadow’ effect. As air 
moves up over a mountain range, it gets 
cold and loses the ability to hold moisture 
so it rains or snows. When the air moves 
down the other side of the mountain, it gets 
warmer. Warm air can hold lots of 
moisture, so it doesn't rain as much, and a 
desert is formed.

Crucial Command Word

Describe
Set out characteristics.

‘Use a case study of a hot desert area in the 
USA to describe how people use the area’.

The desert biome can be found on every 
continent except Europe. 

Only 15% of the Sahara Desert is covered in 
sand. 

Desert Study

Hot deserts, such as the Sahara (the largest), are very hot during the day and have cold nights.
There are also deserts such as the Atacama in South America. These remain frozen day and night 
and are cold deserts .

In this topic we will focus on hot deserts and look in detail at the Sahara Desert in northern Africa 
and the Mojave Desert in south western USA.  You could pick another desert from this top 10 list 
and complete some of your own research as an ILO.



Life in the Sahara Desert

Sahara Desert Fact File
 Covers more than 9,400,000 square km.
 Takes up 8% of the world's land area.
 Contains 11 countries
 Population  2 million
 Snow has fallen, yet the all-time record temperature of +57.8°C was also 

here!

The Mojave Desert

The Joshua Tree is an indicator species  of the Mojave Desert.  An 
indicator species  is any biological species that defines a trait or 
characteristic of the environment.  It is also an indication of how 

healthy that ecosystem is.

The Mojave Desert is in south west USA

Opportunities
 The Hoover Dam, on the Colorado River, was completed in 1936.  

The dam is capable of generating 1.5 million kilowatts of power & 
provides electricity to Nevada, Arizona and southern California.

 In the past, gold, silver, copper, lead and salts were mined.  Most 
of these mines are now closed, although there are a few borax 
mines still working in California.

 There is commercial farming in the area.  There have been cattle
ranches in the region for over 100 years.

 The Mojave has long been a centre for alfalfa production, 
especially in Antelope Valley, California. This is fed by irrigation 
from groundwater and aqueducts.

Death Valley National Park gets about 1 million visitors every 
year.  Tourists are attracted by the wildlife and geology.  Popular 
activities include camping, hiking, horse riding and off-road driving.

 The region has lots of tourist destinations including Las Vegas, 
Death Valley and The Grand Canyon. 

 The Mojave has numerous mountain ranges.  These mountains 
create valleys, basins and salt pans.

Challenges
× Rapid population growth in an around Las Vegas, along with the 

increasing popularity of tourism has depleted water resources.  
In 2010 Lake Mead behind the Hoover Dam was just 39% full.

× At 85 metres below sea level and with temperatures regularly 
exceeding 50°C, Death Valley is both the lowest and hottest 
place in North America.

× The highest peak in the Mojave desert is Charleston Peak at 
3,633m above sea level, while the lowest point is Badwater
Basin in Death Valley at 85m below sea level

× The Mojave is a desert of temperature extremes and 2 distinct 
seasons.  Winter months can see temperatures fall below 0°C.  
In the summer, temperatures can easily soar to 50°C.

× Several military installations, such as Area 51, prohibit or restrict 
travel to these areas.

× The western Mojave region is virtually uninhabited.  The desert 
has several highways, although many roads are gravel or dirt 
track, making these areas accessible only by 4X4 off-road 
vehicles.

Spiny upwards turned 
needle-like leaves 
coated with a waxy 
resin. Traps any 
moisture in the air 
and reduce water-loss 
by transpiration.

Deep roots and bulbs 
buried 30 feet below 
the ground. Reaches 
groundwater stored 
deep below.

Shallow roots 2-3 feet 
below the ground. 

Quickly catches 
rainfall before it 

evaporates.

Thick trunk and 
limbs. Stores water.

2 sets of root systems. 
Shallow roots & deep roots.

Las Vegas

Thirsty City: Developing the Desert

Timeline of Las Vegas’ development How is this house designed for the desert?

Las Vegas is founded as a 
city on 15 May 1905 
after 110 acres of land 
next to the railway line 
were auctioned off by 
the Union Pacific 
Railroad Company.

The population in 1930 
was 5,165.  The following 
year gambling was 
legalised.

The Hoover Dam was 
constructed 1931-1936. 
This will become 
essential to the city’s 
main water supply as a 
city in a desert.

The Golden Nugget and 
Flamingo Hotel opened 
in 1946.

The Bellagio Hotel and 
Casino opens for 
business on the Las 
Vegas Strip in 1998.

2010 Population: 583,756

1960 Population: 64, 405.
1980 Population: 164,674

1956 Las Vegas Air Force 
station becomes fully 
operational for the US 
Air Force.

The famous ‘Welcome to 
Fabulous Las Vegas’ sign 
was constructed in 1956.

Defining the Desert

A desert is an arid region which receives less than 250mm of precipitation per 
year 

This is a climate graph for an area in the Sahara Desert.

 The temperature typically ranges from 12°C to 35°C
 Most months receive a small amount of rain - usually less than 5mm.
 There is 0mm of rainfall in June, July & September

Erg
An area of windswept sand (sand 

dunes)

Reg
A vast stony plain

Oasis
A fertile area in a desert, due to the 

presence of water

Other Desert Dwellers
Desert Tortoise
Desert Toad
Gila Monster
 Jackrabbit
Bobcat
Rattlesnake
 Fennec Fox
Ocotillo
Prickly Pear Cactus
 Saguaro Cactus


