
   In El Paso County there is a wonderful place to visit 
called Hueco Tanks State Park. The park is located in 
far East El Paso off of Montana Avenue. Inside the park 
you will find everything from ancient pictographs that 
are hundreds of years old to pottery shards from the 
times when the area was inhabited by small tribes of 
hunter gatherers. 
   Formed about 34 million years ago, Hueco Tanks 
was created when surrounding ground eroded away 
forming the PLUTON that we see today. (In geology, 
a pluton happens when igneous rock pushes up from 
under the surface of the ground.
   This large igneous pluton makes up the main part 
of the park and on the surface of these rocks, contain 
small depressions or “huecos”. Hueco Tanks is famous 
for its huecos because it allows rock climbers to climb 
the rocks easily. 
   Rock climbers from all over the world visit the park 
to climb its interesting surface, but the surface of the 
rock is also famous with scientists because of the hue-
co’s ability to collect water during passing desert rains. 
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Across
3. the living things in an environment

 a community of living and non-living
7. things that interact in a system
8. the number of one species in an

environment

Down
1. has species that are only found at

Hueco Tanks State Park
2. a state in which life is suspended

until revived
4. a formation of rocks sticking out of

the earth that are formed by magma
5. different types of animals living in

one environment
6. a small depression in the rocks that

collect water
10. living thing the non-living things in

an environment

biotic
rotifer
pluton
ecosystem
population

hueco
dormant
organism
abiotic
community
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The “tanks” in Hueco Tanks

While walking within the park you find sparse vegetation to an oasis of trees, 
bushes, and flowers. How can these plants survive the harsh desert?

    The huecos are neces-
sary factors because they 
help collect water. The 
water found at Hueco 
Tanks helps to sustain 
life, from microscop-
ic (that which cannot 
be seen by the human 
eye) to the macroscop-
ic, which can be seen by 
the human eye. You are 
most familiar with the big 
macroscopic living  

organisms, like trees, and coyotes however even the small huecos hold se-
cret environments when they collect the rain. Can you think of some abiotic 
factors that are needed for life to exist?

   The huecos can also host a variety of life called a community which are 
living things that rely on each other inside an environment. A single hue-
co can grow bacteria, fungi, algae, rotifers and tiny shrimp called “fairy 
shrimp.” They are called “fairy shrimp” because they are translucent. If you 
have ever raised a colony of Sea Monkeys, you might have actually raised 
Fairy Shrimp. Fairy Shrimp are not the only type of shrimp found in the 
huecos. Tadpole shrimp (Genus: Notostracans) are also found within these 
microenvironments. Much like animals and humans feed on larger ocean

shrimp, the freshwater 
shrimp of the hueco eco-
system become food for 
passing lizards climbing 
on the rock and those 
lizards become food for 
larger animals like birds. 
For the short period of 
time it becomes an 
important supply of food 
for creatures living in 
the park.

Shrimp in the desert? Don’t 
set up the grill just yet.
   Each hueco forms a temporary aquatic envi-
ronment as they fill with water, because inside 
the hueco is also a small amount of dirt and the 
dormant eggs of small animals which provide the 
ingredients for a microenvironment. While the

   The “tanks” in Hueco Tanks were once large enclosed formations that could 
contain up to a year’s supply of water, collected from rainwater and from 
several natural springs that exist in the area. Humans, both pre-historic and 
modern man have been using the this area to store water for thousands of 
years. Both the huecos and the water stored within them are abiotic fac-
tors. Abiotic factors are the things within the environment that are not living 
but are necessary for the system to work. 

hueco, water and dirt may be considered abiotic factors of this environ-
ment, the eggs and dormant animals are considered biotic factors. Biotic 
factors are all of the living things inside an environment.

 a microscopic creature that is considered more animal than bacteria.
   Since the water in the small depressions only lasts a short period of time 
before it evaporates, the life span of the rotifers, shrimp and all the other 
organisms in the bowls is very short. By the time the water dries up, the 
organisms must hatch from eggs, grow to adulthood, and lay eggs for the 
next generation. This might happen in the span of just a few days. Life in 
the desert can be very quick for some organisms.

      She has discovered that there 
are certain species of rotifers that 
only live at Hueco Tanks Park and 
can only be found within the hueco 
depressions after a rain. A rotifer is 
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   Surprisingly enough, there are 
some organisms that live ONLY in 
the Hueco Mountain State Park and 
nowhere else on earth. UTEP’s Pro-
fessor of Biological Sciences. Dr. Liz 
Walsh has been studying popula-
tions of rotifers for over 20 years. 
A population is a group of animals 
of the same species. 
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