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CHAPTER 1
THE
ENVIRONMENT
AND ITS EFFECTS
ON PERSONNEL
AND EQUIPMENT

This chapter describes the desert environment and how it affects personnel and
equipment.
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Section I. The Environment

Successful desert operations require adaptation to the environment and to the
limitations its terrain and climate impose. Equipment and tactics must be
modified and adapted to a dusty and rugged landscape where temperatures vary
from extreme highs down to freezing and where visibility may change from 30
miles to 30 feet in a matter of minutes. Deserts are arid, barren regions of the
earth incapable of supporting normal life due to lack of water. See Figure 1-1 for
arid regions of the world. Temperatures vary according to latitude and season,
from over 136 degrees Fahrenheit in the deserts of Mexico and Libya to the bitter
cold of winter in the Gobi (East Asia). In some deserts, day-to-night temperature
fluctuation exceeds 70 degrees Fahrenheit. Some species of animal and plant life
have adapted successfully to desert conditions where annual rainfall may vary
from O to 10 inches.

Desert terrain also varies considerably from place to place, the sole common
denominator being lack of water with its consequent environmental effects, such
as sparse, if any, vegetation. The basic land forms are similar to those in other
parts of the world, but the topsoil has been eroded due to a combination of lack
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of  water, heat, and  wind to give deserts  their characteristic barren appearance.
The bedrock may be covered by a flat layer of sand, or gravel, or may have been
exposed by erosion. Other common features are sand dunes, escarpments, wadis,
and  depressions. This  environment can profoundly affect military operations.
See Figure 1-2  for locations  of  major deserts of the world, and Appendix A for
additional  information  on  desert  countries  of the world.

It is important to realize that deserts are affected by seasons. Those in the
Southern Hemisphere have summer between 21 December and 21 March. This
6-month difference from the United States is important when considering
equipping and training nonacclimatized soldiers/marines for desert operations
south of the equator.

TERRAIN
Key terrain in the desert is largely dependent on the restrictions to movement that
are present. If  the desert floor will  not  support  wheeled  vehicle  traffic, the few
roads and desert  tracks  become key terrain. Crossroads are vital as they control
military operations in a large area. Desert  warfare is often  a  battle for  control of
the lines of communication (LOC). The side that can protect its own LOC while
interdicting those of the enemy will prevail. Water sources are vital, especially if
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