
Plant Adaptations 
 
In the Desert 
 
Adapting means changing the way something is formed, to help it survive, where 
it lives. Plants adapt to their environment because they have to. Plants may 
adapt in the desert, by growing low and close to the ground, to protect 
themselves from wind and extremely cold night-time temperatures. In the 
desert, plants may change in some of the following ways in order to help them 
survive: 
 

1. Thick fleshy leaves to store water. 
2. Thick protective layer around the leaves to prevent water loss. 
3. Shallow roots to collect small amounts of surface water. 
4. Extremely deep roots to collect underground water.  
5. Light coloured leaves or tiny hairs to reflect the light and heat. 
6. Very small leaf size, thorns or spikes to lower the amount of water lost 

through the leaves. 
7. Thorns or spikes to prevent predators eating them. 
8. Possibly poisonous sap to prevent insects eating them.  
9. Flowers of pale or light colours and producing much more nectar as most 

pollination from insects happens here at night, when the flowers cannot 
be seen.  

 
 

    
 

 
 
 
 



In the Mediterranean  
 
in the Mediterranean area, plants cope with long hot dry summers and short cool 
wet winters. Plants must be tough and be able to survive without water for 
periods of time. A bit like desert plants, this helps the plant to save food, 
energy and water and still be able to reproduce well.  
 

1. Leaves can be thick and waxy to avoid water loss. 
2. They may have fragrant oils for example olive, Rosemary or lavender. 
3. They can have small, silvery or light coloured leaves to reflect light and 

heat. 
4. They can have hairy leaves, to reflect the sun. 
5. The plants can change the position of their leaves to avoid too much 

sunlight reaching them.  
 
 

    
 
 
 
In the Rainforest  
 
Plants have a huge struggle to survive in this environment as they need to find 
sunlight through thick layers of overhead leaves, with extreme heat and 
humidity (misty, hot air).  
 

1. Tree bark can often be thick as it helps to keep moisture inside the tree. 
As this is not a problem in the rainforest, tree bark is usually thin and 
very smooth. The smoothness of the bark may also make it difficult for 
other plants to grow on its surface. 

2. Climbing, woody vines hang from rainforest trees. They have adapted to 
the rainforest by having their roots in the ground and climbing high to 
the tops of the trees, to reach the available light. 



3. The leaves of rainforest plants have drip tips. These are specially shaped 
endings to leaves that allow water to run off quickly. Plants must shed 
surface water to avoid the growth of bacteria in the warm, wet, tropical 
rainforest. 

4. Buttresses. Many large trees have massive ridges near the base that can 
rise 30 feet high before blending into the trunk. These provide extra 
stability for the trees that grow too huge heights.  

5. Some plants have adapted to grow and live on the surface of other plants, 
especially taller trees, so they can reach the sunlight more easily. 

6. Along tropical ocean edges and riverbanks, trees have adapted to living in 
the wet, marshy mud lands. These trees are called mangroves and have 
wide spreading roots that grip the mud and support the trees as the tides 
move in and out.  

7. Some plants have special leaves that form the shape of a container, even 
with a lid. Sweet smelling liquid inside the container attracts insects, 
especially ants and flies, that slip on the sticky sides and fall into the 
liquid. Downward pointing hairs inside the containers stop the insects 
from escaping. The insects are digested by the plants and provide the 
plant with nutrients.  

 
 
 

   
 

 


