
We revisit Ocotillo, California, the first habitat 
described in the book. This is not the driest part of 
the desert but it comes close. This is a common 
habitat in all of the deserts in Southern California, 
Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico and Mexico. 

The “just right” abiotic mix for the habitat is 
elevation of less than 4000 feet, porous soil, and 
slightly higher rainfall than the neighboring desert 
habitats. There are many ocotillo habitats in the 
deserts of the southwest United States. 

Ocotillo is not a cactus, but like cactus it uses 
several genetic adaptations for this type of habitat. 

Its roots have a layer of cork-like cells around them to retain moisture. It is able to quickly leaf and 
blossom any time there is enough water. It waits for moisture in a 
leafless and dry stage. The south facing side of the plant is tougher 
and more heat resistant than the north side. 

Several species of Cholla cactus also enjoy the abiotic mix of factors 
that makes this a hot and dry place. The Chollas and Ocotillo both 
can reproduce by seeds but do better with stem parts being moved 

Ocotillo & Cholla Desert 



Sun: Full sun with very little cloud cover makes this a hot, dry place.

Air: The air is dry and windy. Evaporation is almost instantaneous. No cloud cover at night 
allows for dramatic temperature drops. A very wide range of temperatures occurs within a day.

Earth: Old seabed, eroding mountains and a fan-shaped deposit of eroded earth made of 
decomposed granite alluvium, make large sedimentary areas. Monsoon rains wash down newly 
weathered granite in flash floods.
 
Water: Only 3 to 6 inches of rain falls on this habitat. In San Diego County, Ocotillo receives 
more rain and runoff than the badlands to the east. Like other dramatic weather in the desert, 
water often comes not in direct rain, but in flash floods like the one in 1978 that washed away 
half the town of Ocotillo.
 
Time: Most of the time it appears not much is happening. With rains and flash floods things 
speed up very quickly. Some of the cacti stands in this habitat have existed for a thousand years 
or more.

Gravity: Desert pavement is a term for places in the desert where pebbles and rocks are seen 
on flat ground. Gravity works with wind to make this desert pavement. Rocks on the surface 
are shaken in place while dust and fine grains of soil are blown away. 

Fire: Fire is extremely rare here. However, if non-native grasses have invaded the habitat a 
large fire may burn during a Santa Ana wind condition.

Goldilocks Ecology Factors



Visit the Habitat:  This habitat is located at the base of the Peninsular Mountain Range, 
where the mountains meet the desert edge. This type of habitat can be seen in all of the deserts 
of Southern California.

Fool-Ya: Single-leaf Pinon is in the transition zone on top of the mountains. The Pacific Tree 
Frog lives in wet habitats.

Bigelow Mimulus Brown-eyed

Primrose

Creosote Bush Desert Chicory Desert Iguana

Lacy PhaceliaJackrabbit Ocotillo Pacific Coast

Rattlesnake

Pacific

Tree Frog

Painted Lady

Butterfly

Single-leaf Pinon Teddy Bear Cholla White-winged

Dove

Fremont

Pincushion


	512habitats12ocotillo1
	512habitats12ocotillo2
	512habitats12ocotillo3

