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DESERT PLANTS OF

ARIZONA

Arizona 's southern desert is part of the
Sonoran. .desert. which exiends from Mexico.
This area of the United States is arid due {0 the
fow annual precipitation, high mean solar radi-
ation, and the isolated geographical location.
However, the Sonoran desert is perhaps one of
the greenest deserts in the world. It is‘abundant in
plant life adapted to the arid environment where the
rain comes mainly during the Monsoon season
between “July and August each vear. Rains
enable plants: 1o germinate; .grow, and survive
in -this harsh environment. The adaptation of
these deseri plants include the reduction of leaf
area to decrease the transpiration rate.-Some
plants produce no apparent leaves but have
chlorophylli-containing green stems. for pho-
tosynthesis. "Most ~plants  produce thorns or
prickles which ‘are important to their survival.
The thorny parts help deter desert animals who
would otherwise feed heavily on the plants since
food sources are scarce. Some plants produce
resinous materials which' deter insects, preda-
tors, and plant pathogens in addition to their
roles in ‘preventing moisture loss. from plant
tissues.

The most recognized desert plants are
perhaps cacti. There are several-members of
this single family Cactaceae in the Sonoran
desert. In Arizona, there are 68 species and 55
varieties of cacti. They may be recognized by
the fleshy, usually leafless stems having spines
developed in .clusters within spirally arranged

HUNSA PUNNAPAYAK, PH. D *

arecles. The flowers have numerous petals and
sepals. The pistil consists of an inferior ovary
with parietal placentae. There are 11 genera of
cacti growing in Arizona ; namely Opuntia, Ce-
reus, - Echinocereus, Mammillaria, Ferocactus,
Echinocactus, Sclerocactus, Pediocactus, Epit-
helantha, Neolloydia, and Coryphantha. Only
some genera widely seen in the Sonoran desert
will be further discussed here. The genus Opu-
ntia is very widely spread with 28 species in
Arizona. It is divided into the subgenus Cylin-
dropuntia -and- subgenus -Opuntia. The -Cylin-
dropuntia -are commonly called *‘cholla” {figure
. The cholla stem is cylindroid. Subgenus
Opuntia are called “‘prickly pears”. They have
flattened stems (figure 2). Some have red, juicy
edible fruits.

Figure |. Subgenus Cylindropuntia or “Cholla”

- * Bioresources Research Facility Office of Arid Lands Studies, College of Agriculture, University of Arizona,

Tucson, Arizona, USA.
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Figure 2. Subgenus Opuntiz or “Prickly psars”

Figure 3. Cereusvgiganteus

The genus Cereus is perhaps the most
important.. It is a symbol of the state of Arizona
and frequently seen in many western movies.
The State flower is form Cereus giganteus or
saguaro cactus {figure 3). The trunk of a saguaro
cactus may reach up to 50 feet high and 1 or
2 feetin diameter. Up 10 20 branches can occur
on the main trunk. Flowers are usually white
and. 2 inches in diameter. Fruits are- reddish
green and edible. Indians harvest them 1o make
ceremonial wine, juice, preserve and candies.
Seeds are rich:in fal content and may be used
as chicken feed. Cereus thurberi or organ-pipe
cactus is.smaller but still unigue (figure 4). There

<
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is no main trunk. i produces a beautiful flower
with a floral tube. It's fruit is also edible.

The genus Ferocactus (barrel cactus) has
an unbranched stem and indeed looks like a
barrel (figure 5). It is between 0.5 1o 10 feet high
and 0.2 1o 2 feet in diameter. Flowers are usually
yellow “or 'orange, between 1.5t0"8 inches in
diameter.

Aside from cacti, the Sonoran desert
teems with a variety of other desert plants.
Creosotes or Larrea sp. are abundant, and have
recently been reported to be the oldest plant
life in the world. Simmondsia sp. or jojobais a
shrub that produces waxy substances of similar

Figure 4. Cereus thurberi

Figure 5. Ferocactus or “barrel cactus”.
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quality to those of 4 sperm whale. The jojoba
wax has been used:in cosmetics, and superior
quality tubricants. In spring, the desert will turn
yellow from the bloom of several plants including
Cercidium or paloverde trees.

The desert plants. of Arizona are. very
versatile. Many are- beautiful and ornamental,
while -some produce compounds with-usefu!
applications. They are definitely very important
to the survival of lives in this Scnoran desert.
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ABSTRACT

Trend 1o increase protein content in
water hyacinth as animal feed was studied by
cultivating hing protein yeast Candida utilis on
three hours sundry pieces of water hyacinth. C.
utilis with specific growth rate of 1.1 hr'l showed
rapid growth on-water hyacinth when added 2.2
percent .of molasses as carbon source. The

results corresponded to the increment of portien

in the process. The cultivation with dry water
hyacinth showed better result than the freéh
one. When using water hyacinth stalk (with less
protein content than leaf) in the process, the
percentage of protein increment was higher than
its leaf. The process also ran well in the non
sterile system but there were still some problems

to be studied furthermore.
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