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Yr8 Geography Homework – HT2 – Literacy 

The world’s 10 largest deserts 
23 August 2022 
https://geographical.co.uk/science-environment/the-worlds-largest-deserts 

Did you know? 
Deserts are found on every continent and cover about one-fifth of the Earth’s land area. They are 
home to around a billion people — one-sixth of the global population. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Deserts are arid ecosystems that receive less than 250 millimetres of precipitation a year on 
average. As the amount of evaporation in a desert often greatly exceeds the annual rainfall, 
there’s little water available for plants and other organisms, although many still find a way to 
survive. 
While the common perception of a desert is a sandy expanse, sand dunes cover only about ten 
per cent of the world’s deserts, which can be divided into four types: hot and dry (also known as 
arid or subtropical), semi-arid, coastal and cold. Here we depict the world’s ten biggest deserts.  
 
1.Antarctic – 14.2m sq. km 
Antarctica is, on average, the coldest, windiest and driest of all the world’s continents. With an 

average annual precipitation of just 166 millimetres along the coastal regions and even less farther 

inland, it qualifies as a desert. What snow does fall doesn’t melt, instead building up over many 

years to create large, thick sheets of ice. The continent has no trees or shrubs; the only plants that 

can live in a region so cold and dry are mosses and algae. 

 

2.Arctic Tundra (Canada, Russia, Denmark (Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Sweden, Norway, 

USA – 13.9m sq. km 

The Arctic tundra, where the average temperature is -30 to 20 degrees Fahrenheit (-34 to -6 

degrees Celsius), supports a variety of animal species, including Arctic foxes, polar bears, grey 

wolves, caribou, snow geese, and musk oxen. The summer growing season is just 50 to 60 days, 

when the sun shines up to 24 hours a day. The relatively few species of plants and animals that 

live in the harsh conditions of the tundra are essentially clinging to life. They are highly 

vulnerable to environmental stresses like reduced snow cover and warmer temperatures brought 

on by global warming. 

 
3.Sahara (Western Sahara, Mauritania, Algeria, Mali, Niger, Libya, Egypt, Sudan) – 9.2m sq. 
km 
The Sahara is the world’s biggest producer of dust, which can be blown far and wide, especially in 
spring when seasonal winds rake the desert. In fact, clouds of the dust can be swept across the 
Atlantic on the trade winds, and more than 20m tonnes reach the Amazon each year. That dust is 
a precious fertiliser that nourishes the rainforest with much-needed iron and phosphorus minerals. 
In fact, by a strange symmetry, the Saharan dust adds about the same amount of phosphorus to 
the Amazon each year that is flushed out to sea by flood waters. 
 
4.Australian Desert – 2.7m sq. km 
The Australian desert is really ten interlinked smaller (although by no means small) deserts, 
including the Great Victoria Desert (348,750 sq km) and the Great Sandy Desert (267,250 sq km). 
Together, they cover 18 per cent of the mainland and contribute to making Australia the world’s 
driest inhabited continent (only Antarctica is drier). Seventy per cent of the mainland receives less 
than 500 millimetres of rain annually, which classifies most of Australia as arid or semi-arid. The 
deserts are far from deserted, populated by bilbies (long-eared marsupials also known as rabbit-
eared bandicoots), dunnarts (mouse-sized marsupials), kangaroos, bats, dingos, numerous native 
rodents and myriad reptiles. 
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5.Arabian Desert (Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, UAE, Oman, Yemen) – 2.3m sq. 
km 
The Arabian Desert encompasses almost the entire Arabian Peninsula, blanketing the area in 

sandy terrain and seasonal winds. It contains the Rub’ al-Khali (the Empty Quarter), one of the 

world’s largest continuous bodies of sand. Despite the name, Bedouin tribes have crossed these 

sands for centuries, herding animals (camels, sheep, goats or cattle) into the desert during the 

rainy winter season and moving back toward cultivated land during the dry summer months. 

Today, however, only an estimated five per cent of the Bedouin people still live as pastoral 

(semi)nomads. 

 
6.Gobi Desert (Mongolia, China) – 1.3m sq. km 
The Gobi Desert is a vast desert spanning parts of Southern Mongolia and Northern China. The 
word "Gobi" itself means “very large and dry” in the Mongolian language. Rocky outcrops and 
barren gravel plains constitute the landscape of the Gobi Desert. The summer temperatures of the 
desert rise as high as 40°C and winters might experience temperature falls as low as -40°C (-
40°F). The Gobi Desert area was once home to dinosaurs and now hosts several dinosaur fossil 
sites of great value to palaeontologists. 
 

7.Kalahari Desert (Botswana, Namibia, South Africa) – 0.93m sq. km 
Strictly speaking, the Kalahari doesn’t fit the definition of a desert as its wettest regions can 

receive more than 500 millimetres of rain in very wet years. However, it remains extremely dry. 

Rain filters rapidly through the vast expanses of sand, leaving nothing on the surface. In fact, the 

name ‘Kalahari’ is derived from the Tswana word kgala, meaning ‘the great thirst’, or kgalagadi, 

meaning ‘a waterless place’. Some people favour a definition of a desert as a region in which the 

evaporation rate is twice as great as the precipitation, which is true for the southwestern half of the 

Kalahari. The desert is home to several important national parks and reserves, providing 

sanctuary for antelope, elephants, giraffes, many bird species and various predators 

 
8.Patagonian (Argentina, Chile) – 0.67m sq. km 
At the northern tip of Patagonia’s desert coast in Argentina, the skies above El Cóndor are 
filled with shifting clouds of chatty, colourful parrots. The mountain’s crumbling sandstone 
cliffs are home to the largest parrot colony in the world, containing 37,000 nests. The 
burrowing parrots are so named because they tunnel into the sandy cliffsides to build their 
nests. These tunnels can be up to 9.8 feet (about 3 meters) deep. 
 
9.Great Basin (USA) – 0.49m sq. km 
The Great Basin is considered a "cold" desert. Much of its minimal precipitation falls in the form of 
snow. This is because of the relatively high latitude and high altitude (3,000 - 6,500-feet above sea 
level). It is an overall temperate desert with hot summers. The extremely arid climate is formed 
due to the ‘rain shadow effect’ created by the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Mountains. 
 
10.Syrian Desert (Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Saudi Arabia) – 0.46m sq. km 
The Syrian Desert, covering a total area of 500,000 square kilometres in southwestern Asia, 

extends from the northern parts of Saudi Arabia into southern Syria (covering an area of 130,000 

square kilometres in Syria, roughly two-thirds of the country), and also stretches across parts of 

western Iraq and eastern Jordan. Damascus, the capital city of Syria and a UNESCO World 

Heritage Centre, is located on an oasis in the Syrian Desert. The natural boundaries of the Syrian 

Desert are formed by the Euphrates River in the east, the Orontes Valley in the west, and the 

deserts of the Arabian Peninsula to the south. 


