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63Student Guide

The Antarctic and the 
Patagonian (Argentina) 
cold deserts are situated 
in the southern hemi-
sphere.  They receive 
abundant rainfall in win-
ter, and have fairly warm, 
short summers, with 
occasional rain.

Most plants found in 
cold deserts are decidu-
ous with spiny leaves 
to protect themselves 
from extreme tempera-
tures. Some lichen has 
been found in Torgerson 
island, Antarctica.

The most common ani-
mals found in cold deserts 
are jack rabbits, kangaroo rats, 

kangaroo mice, grass-
hopper mice, and ante-
lope ground squirrels.

INFORMATION SHEET 1

COLD DESERTS

Kangaroo Rat Lichen on Torgerson Island

Satellite image of Patagonia

Satellite image of Antarctica

1a

1b

2

Patagonian Desert

Location: Argen-
tina.

Area: 673 000 
square kilometres.

Precipitation: 
26mm /yr.

Climate: Cold 

Antarctica Desert

Location: Antarctic.

Area: 14 245 000 
square kilometres.

Precipitation: 
15mm./yr.

Climate: Cold
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INFORMATION SHEET 2

THE SAHARA 
DESERT
SAHARA MEANS 
DESERT IN ARABIC

The Sahara is the sec-
ond largest desert after 
Antarctica. It is believed 
to be 2.5 million years 
old. Located in North 
Africa, it has one of the 
harshest climates in 
the world and yet, it is 
inhabited by some 2.5 
million people, mostly 
from Egypt, Mauritania, 
Morocco, and Algeria. 
Because they move 
from region to region in 
search for better condi-
tions, they are known 
as nomads.  Daytime 
temperatures can reach 
58 °C while at night it 
can plummet to –6 °C. 

The largest city in the 
Sahara is the Egyptian 
city of Cairo, in the Nile 
Valley. 

1

2

Satellite image of the Sahara 
Desert.

Location: North 
Africa.

Area: 9 million 
square kilometres.

Precipitation: 
250mm/yr.

Climate: Hot
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The Gobi is the largest 
desert in Asia and the 
third largest in the world. 
Within 24 hours, the 
temperatures can vary 
from a freezing  -32 °C to 
a sizzling 58 °C. It is one 
of the few deserts that 
can boast of having frost 
and even snow capping 
its dunes at times.

The Gobi desert is world 
renowned for its fossil 
fi nds, as well as dinosaur 
eggs. Historically, it was 
the birth place of the fa-
mous Mongolian empire 
(1206-1405), founded by 
Genghis Khan.

INFORMATION SHEET 3

THE GOBI DESERT
GOBI MEANS VERY LARGE 
AND DRY IN MONGOLIAN

Bactrian camels by the sand dunes of Khongoryn Els, in Mongolia.                 

Satellite image of a dust storm in the Gobi Desert

1
2

3

Location: Mongo-
lia.

Area: 1 295 000 
square kilometres. 

Precipitation: 
194mm./yr.

Climate: Cold and 
Hot
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INFORMATION SHEET 4

THE TAKLAMAKAN 
DESERT

TAKLAMAKAN 
MEANS THAT “IF 
YOU GO IN, YOU 
WON’T COME OUT”.
The Taklamakan is the 
largest “sand only” des-
ert  in the world situated 
in Central Asia, in the 
Western region of China. 
Formerly a fertile region 
due to lack of rainfall, it 
has become a barren, 
bleak, uninhabited 900 

kilometer stretch of drift-
ing sand dunes where 
very little vegetation 
thrives. It is extremely 
hot during the day and 
very cold at night.  

Four thousand years 
old mummies of various 
ethnic origins including 
European have been 
found in this area.

A Tarim Basin mummy photo-
graphed by Aurel Stein circa 
1910.

Dust Storm in Taklamakan from space, June 25, 2005.

1

2

Location: Cen-
tral Asia-Western  
China.

Area: 270 000 
square kilometers.

Precipitation: 10-
38mm./yr

Climate: Extremely 
hot and cold.
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INFORMATION SHEET 5

THE NAMIB 
DESERT
The Namib Desert is 
considered to be one 
of the oldest and dri-
est deserts on Earth. 
Formed approximately 
80 million yeas ago, it 
runs along the Atlantic 
Ocean coast of Namibia 
for 1600 kilometers - a 
barren, almost uninhab-
ited coast often covered 
by fog. It is the habitat 
of the welwitschia plant 
that survives by absorb-
ing the moisture from 
the fog that rolls from 
the sea and it can live up 
to 2000 years !!  

Its sand dunes reach 
the height of 340 meters 

Satellite image of the Namib Desert

Below is an image 
of the Dune Sea of 
the Namib Desert. 
Note the irregular and 
complex patterns. 
These patterns are 
poorly understood by 
 geologists.

Location: Along the 
Namibian coast.

Area: 500 000 
square kilometres.

Precipitation: less 
than 10mm.

Climate: Hot, dry.

(±100 meters higher than 
Mount Royal in Mon-
treal), considered among 
the highest in the world. 

1

2

3
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INFORMATION SHEET 6

THE SIMPSON 
DESERT
The vast Simpson Des-
ert is situated in Cen-
tral Australia. It has the 
world’s longest parallel 
sand dunes, running in 
a  north-south direction. 
While the vegetation 
holds the dune in posi-
tion, the dune system 
protects the wide variety 
of desert fl ora and fauna 
from the harsh terrain 
that surrounds it. 

The Simpson Desert 
Regional Reserve Park 
was created to protect 
the local desert wildlife. 
The landscape consists 
not only of dunes but 
also of lakes , grassland 
and woodlands. The 
trees soak up water from 
underground water.

1

3
Satellite image of a dust storm in the Simpson Desert

Location: Central 
Australia

Area: Approximate-
ly 170,000 square 
kilometres.

Precipitation: Less 
than 200 mm / year.

Climate: Hot.

2
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1
Satellite image of the Kalahari Desert.

KALAHARI MEANS 
THE GREAT THIRST.
The Kalahari  Desert is a 
large semi-arid desert of 
red sand covering much 
of Botswana, part of 
eastern Namibia, and the 
northern part of the Cape 
Province. It offers excel-
lent grazing for animals 
after a rainfall. Its wildlife 
consists of baboons, 
elephants, antelopes, gi-
raffes, zebras, and lions. 
Its Animal Reserves act 
as a sanctuary to animals 
and vegetation. It is also 
the ancestral land of the 
Bushmen. 

The temperatures of 
this semi-arid desert are 
more amenable than 
those found in a true 
desert. Summer temper-
atures range from 20°C 
to 40 °C and winter ones 
do not go much below 
0 °C.

INFORMATION SHEET 7

THE KALAHARI 
DESERT

2

3

Location: 
Botswana

Area: 9 000 000 
square kilometres.

Precipitation: 175 
- 250mm./yr.

Climate: Semi arid, 
hot, cold.

Fairy Wren

Meerkat
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The Mojave Desert is the 
smallest desert in North 
America. It is located in 
the south eastern part of 
California. On the east-
ern side of the desert 
the Colorado River runs 
through it and on the 
Western side are the 
 Sierra Nevada Moun-
tains. It is known as the 
high desert due to its 
high elevation. In the 
north, it is a cold desert 
and in the south a hot 
desert. 

The Mojave Desert 
contains some interest-
ing features; for example 
The Kelso Dunes are the 
largest of the Mojave 
dune fi elds, reaching 152 
to 182 meters in height. 
When you run down 
these dunes you can 
hear an unusual “bark-
ing” sound. This phe-
nomenon is not entirely 

understood. 
Rain occurs 
mostly in the winter 
season from October to 
March.

INFORMATION SHEET 8

THE  MOJAVE 
DESERT

1

2

3

Location: South 
Eastern California.
Area: 65 000 
square kilometers.
Precipitation: 
150mm/yr.
Climate:  
Cold desert–north
Hot desert–south.

Satellite image of the Mojave Desert and Los Angeles
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24 Student Guide

WHERE IN THE WORLD ARE THEY?

MONTREAL CAIRO

Hemisphere1.

Continent1.

Country1.

Province/State1.

The river that fl ows 
through

1.

Neighboring bodies  
of water

1.

Neighboring 
countries 
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