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Scottish Deserts
Did you know that not all deserts are hot? 
Deserts are grouped together based on 
dryness, not temperature, so there are 
cold deserts too!  In fact, the largest desert 
in the world is in Antarctica!

Deserts typically have less than 25cm of 
rain per year. In comparison, Scotland 
today usually gets over 150cm of rain (and 
if you live in the Western Highlands it can 
be over 450cm!).
Scotland wasn’t always the soggy country 
that we know and love. Around 260 million 
years ago, a lot of the land was hot and 
dry…

Ancient Deserts
About 260 million years ago, during the late Permian geological period, the land that is 
now Scotland was much closer to 
the equator at about 30°N. Some of 
it, particularly what is now northern 
Scotland, was covered by hot desert 
dune fields, similar to what you can find 
today in the Sahara Desert in northern 
Africa or in the Namib in Southern 
Africa. The sand grains that formed 
these ancient dunes were gradually 
and naturally cemented together and 
transformed into distinctive layers of 
sandstone that underlie some of the 
landscapes of Scotland today.

Some of the largest outcrops of these 
sandstones are found around Elgin in 
Morayshire. They usually don’t contain 
many fossils, but occasionally fossilized 
footprints of ancient reptiles and early 
dinosaurs are found, animals that would 
have roamed the deserts making desert 
oases their home.

Fossilized 
footprints

Approx. 10cm across

The impressions on this sandstone rock are fossilized 
footprints of an ancient reptile that lived about 260 million 
years ago in what is now northern Scotland. The creature 
left behind these behind by walking across damp sand 

dunes that were eventually turned to stone.
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Scottish sandstones made from fossilized 
ancient sand dunes have been quarried 
for many years as they make very good 
building stones. Some famous landmark 
buildings include the National Museum 
of Scotland are clad in these distinctive 
hardwearing stones. 

More information:
Geological Time Scale
Scotland’s Fossils

Journey Through Time
If you are nearby, you can visit our 
amphitheater and take a “Journey Through 
Time” back to the Permian and even deeper in to the past by examining the rocks that line 
the ramp up to Dynamic Earth. These rocks tell the story of Scotland’s geological past – see if 
you can spot the one formed from ancient desert sand dunes…

Find out more about geology 
where you live and how it 
provides clues about the past.

Here is a wonderful resources 
with places to explore all over 
Scotland:
The 51 Best Places to see 
Scotland’s Geology

Nature Scot also have plenty of 
information about nation-wide 
geology trails:
Geology Trails

Your local geological society or 
geo-conservation group is also a great way to find out more about the geology of where you 
live – whether that in the building stones of your city or town, or out in the landscape.

The National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh’s Old Town

https://www.scottishgeology.com/geo/geological-time-scale/permian/
https://www.scottishgeology.com/geo/scotlands-fossils/triassic-reptiles/
https://www.scottishgeology.com/best-places/
https://www.scottishgeology.com/best-places/
https://www.nature.scot/enjoying-outdoors/routes-explore/geology-trails

