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Subtropical deserts are centered on the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. Deserts
are frequently located on the downwind or lee side of mountain ranges, which create a rain
shadow after prevailing winds drop their water content on the mountains. This is typical of the
North American deserts, such as the Mohave and Sonoran deserts. Deserts in other regions,
such as the Sahara Desert in northern Africa or the Namib Desert in southwestern Africa are
dry because of the high-pressure, dry air descending at those latitudes.
Subtropical deserts are very dry; evaporation typically exceeds precipitation. Subtropical hot
deserts can have daytime soil surface temperatures above 60oC or 140oF and night-time
temperatures approaching 0oC or 32oF. This dramatic change in temperature is because
there is little water vapor in the air to prevent radiative cooling of the land surface. Subtropical
deserts are characterized by low annual precipitation of fewer than 30 cm or 12 inches, with
little monthly variation and lack of predictability in rainfall. Some years may receive tiny
amounts of rainfall, while others receive more. In some cases, the annual rainfall can be as
low as 2 cm or 0.8 inches in subtropical deserts located in central Australia (“the Outback”)
and northern Africa.

The low species diversity of this biome is closely related to its low and unpredictable
precipitation. Despite the relatively low diversity, desert species exhibit fascinating
adaptations to the harshness of their environment. Very dry deserts lack perennial vegetation
that live from one year to the next. Instead, many plants are annuals that grow quickly and
reproduce when rainfall does occur, dying shortly after. Perennial plants in deserts are
characterized by adaptations that conserve water, such as deep roots, reduced foliage, and
water-storing stems. Seed plants in the desert produce seeds that can lie dormant for
extended periods between rains. Most animal life in subtropical deserts has adapted to a
nocturnal life, spending the hot daytime hours beneath the ground. The Namib Desert is the
oldest on the planet, and has probably been dry for more than 55 million years. It supports a
number of endemic species (species found only there) because of this great age. For
example, the unusual gymnosperm Welwitschia mirabilis is the only extant species of an
entire order of plants. There are also five species of reptiles considered endemic to the
Namib.
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