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Rising temperatures threaten
saguaros, other native plants

ELLIE WILLARD
Cronkite News

PHOENIX - With July
being declared Earth’s
hottest month on record,
Arizonans faced the grim
reality of record-breaking
temperatures and extreme
arid conditions causing
residents to seek refuge
inside from the relentless
heat.

But how did the native
dwellers rooted into the
desert soil protect them-
selves?

Native Arizona plants
— most notably saguaro
cactuses, succulents, palo
verde trees and creosote
bushes — have adapted over
millennia to accommodate
the scorching summer
highs of the Sonoran Des-
ert, but growing climate
change concerns are raising
alarms for how well and at
what rate these plants will
continue to adapt. Experts
say cultivating genetic
diversity and mitigating
Phoenix’s urban heat is-
land must occur to protect
native plants.

Seemingly drought-re-
sistant deciduous plants
with sunburned or yellow-
ing leaves or those that are
dying have worried nurs-
eries, gardens and personal
plant collectors this sum-
mer.

The summer of 2023 was
undoubtedly hot for Phoe-
nix, breaking the city’s re-
cord of most days over 110
degrees, but above-average
summer temperatures are
notnew to a desert climate.
Summer temperatures in
the Sonoran Desert — which
ranges from central Arizona

toBaja California and Mex -
ico — routinely exceed 104
degrees and oftenreach 118
degrees, according to the
National Park Service.

Although hot tempera-
tures are expected, extreme
heat anomalies — like 31
days straight of 110-degree
highs — are becoming the
norm. Most of the warmest
years on record fall within
the past two decades, ac-
cording to data from the
National Weather Service.

Chris Martin, a horticul-
ture professor at Arizona
State University, said that
though Phoenix is located
in the Sonoran Desert, it
has its own metropolitan
ecosystem with streets,
buildings and parking lots
creating an urban heat-is-
land effect. Surfaces soak
up heat during the day,
which radiates back at night
and makes it harder for the
city to cool down.

“Phoenix’s urban heat
island is really interesting
in that it’s largely a night-
time phenomenon,’ Martin
said. “We're setting records
of nighttimes that have not
gotten below 90 degrees,
and that’s been the big is-
sue.”

These persistent scorch-
ing temperatures that give
no relief overnight contrib-
ute to a new environmental
effect that native plants have
not had time to adapt to.

Kimberlie McCue, chief
science officer at the Desert
Botanical Garden, echoed
the sentiment and said the
extreme temperatures cou-
pled with a significantly dry
monsoon this year is “way
beyond what these plants
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would have normally ex-
perienced”

One of native plants’
adaptations to help them
survive heat and dry con-
ditions is to do part of their
photosynthesis process at
night. They’ll store water
in their pores all day, and
when cool nightfall tem-
peratures hit, they will open
their pores to take in carbon
dioxide to give them suste-
nance. However, with high
overnight temperatures,
plants may be losing more
carbon and water than they
are able to take in, accord-
ing to McCue and Martin.

Please see SAGUAROS, Page C4

“The leaves are yellowing and
falling off, plants are dying, they
basically are starving to death,”
Martin said.

‘Not normal at all’: Native
plants show distress

In July, the Desert Botanical
Garden had two saguaro cac-
tuses collapse, one large and one
small. The emblem of the Ari-
zona desert, the well-adapted
and drought-resistant saguaro
cactus can live up to 200 years
and grow 40-60 feet tall.

Four large saguaros at the gar-
dens also dropped arms within
a two-week period.

“That is not normal at all; a
healthy saguaro is not going to
just drop an arm,” McCue said.
“That’s telling us these plants
are highly stressed or compro-
mised”

Trying to find an explanation,
McCue’s team looked back at
the summer of 2020, which was
also a record-breaking year for
heat.

“Some saguaros were already
compromised from the summer
of 2020, and then the summer
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of 2023 hit them, and it just
pushed them over the edge,’
McCue said.

She said the Desert Botanical
Garden has been getting reports
from people in the community
that arms on their cactuses are
falling off. Agave plants at the
garden are also “showing these
heightened levels of stress,”
which is seen by their yellowing
and bending toward the ground.

Kyla Daniel, a sales associ-
ate at Verde Valley Nursery in
Fountain Hills, said that multi-
ple mesquite trees, elm and oak
trees, agave and cactuses have
died, and that there were “alot
more deaths this summer than
last summer.”

As for the clientele, she said
most people are having issues
with sunburns on their plants.
Overwatering as a way to fix
them can harm or kill the plant.

“For most desert native
plants, they can get sunburned.
And then once they have alit-
tle bit of relief, they can start
just growing again normally,”
Daniel said. “The overwater-
ing is more of an issue than the : o i
sunburnis” ' 4

Daniel said she advises a sun-
shade instead of giving extra
water to distressed plants.

Looking to genetic diver-
sity, easing heat island

After thousands of years of
evolution, native plants are
now struggling under a new
wave of environmental condi-
tions, but there is hope that ge-
netic diversity and community
efforts can help.
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COURTESY OF DESERT BOTANICAL GARDEN VIA CRONKITE NEWS

A cactus at the Desert Botanical Garden lost a cluster of arms
in the peak of July’s heatwave.
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