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Cactus Quest: Mapping the Prickly Wonders
of the World

Did you know that not all deserts have cacti, and cacti don't grow wild in every desert? Today, we're
going on a quest to figure out the secrets behind where these fascinating plants live and why they
grow there. We'll explore geography, climate, and the unique connection between people and cacti.

Part 1: Desert Detectives

Cacti are masters of survival in dry environments. But what makes a place suitable for them?

1. Using your atlas or an online mapping tool, identify the world's major desert regions (e.qg.,
Sonoran, Chihuahuan, Atacama, Sahara, Kalahari).
2. For each major desert, research and note down key geographical features:
o Approximate latitude
o Typical annual rainfall
o Average temperature ranges (highs and lows)
o General soil type (sandy, rocky, etc.)
3. Think: Based on this initial research, which of these deserts do you *predict* are homes to
native cacti populations? Why? Write down your hypothesis.

Part 2: Cactus Cartography

Now, let's get specific! Choose at least three different types of cacti that interest you (some ideas:
Saguaro, Prickly Pear (Opuntia), Peyote, Barrel Cactus, Organ Pipe Cactus, Dragon Fruit Cactus
(Hylocereus)).

1. For each chosen cactus:
o Research its native range. Where in the world did it originally grow wild?
o Describe the specific climate and geographical conditions of its native habitat. How does
this compare to the general desert conditions you researched earlier?
o What are some unique adaptations this cactus has to survive in its environment? (Think
about spines, shape, water storage, root systems).
2. Using your blank world map and colored pencils/tools, carefully map the native distribution
areas for each of your chosen cacti. Create a key for your map.
3. Compare your map to your initial hypothesis from Part 1. Were you correct? Which deserts are
major cactus hotspots? Notice any large deserts where cacti *aren't* native (like the Sahara)?
Why might that be? (Hint: Think about continental drift and evolutionary history!)

Part 3: People and Prickles

Cacti aren't just fascinating plants; they have a rich history of interaction with humans.

1. Research the ways people have used (or currently use) cacti. Consider:
o Food sources (like prickly pear fruit or pads - nopales)
Medicinal uses
Building materials or tools
o Ceremonial or cultural significance (like Peyote)
Ornamental plants and landscaping
o Economic value (cactus farms, tourism)
2. Investigate the conservation status of one of your chosen cacti or cacti in a specific region. Are
they threatened? What are the main threats (e.g., habitat loss, climate change, poaching)?

[¢]

[¢]

o

November 13, 2023 - Page 1 of 2



Where Do Cacti Grow? Mapping the Global Distribution & Habitats of the World's Cacti / Lesson Planner /

LearningCorner.co

What efforts are being made to protect them?

Conclusion: Wrapping Up Your Quest

Review your notes and map. What are the most important geographical factors determining where
cacti grow? How have these plants adapted to their specific environments? Reflect on the complex
relationship between humans and cacti - from utilization to conservation. Consider writing a short

summary report or creating a brief presentation (digital or on paper) showcasing your map, research
findings, and reflections on the amazing geography of cacti!
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