
 

South America, the fourth-largest continent, extends from the Gulf of Darién in the northwest to 

the archipelago of Tierra del Fuego in the south.  

 

South America’s physical geography, environment and resources, and human geography can be 

considered separately. 

 

South America can be divided into three physical regions: mountains and highlands, river basins, 

and coastal plains. Mountains and coastal plains generally run in a north-south direction, while 

highlands and river basins generally run in an east-west direction.  

 

South America’s extreme geographic variation contributes to the continent’s large number of 

biomes. A biome is a community of animals and plants that spreads over an area with a relatively 

uniform climate.  

 

Within a few hundred kilometers, South America’s coastal plains’ dry desert biome rises to the 

rugged alpine biome of the Andes mountains. One of the continent’s river basins (the Amazon) is 

defined by dense, tropical rain forest, while the other (Paraná) is made up of vast grasslands.  

 

With an unparalleled number of plant and animal species, South America’s rich biodiversity is 

unique among the world’s continents. 

 

Mountains & Highlands 

 

South America’s primary mountain system, the Andes, is also the world’s longest. The range 

covers about 8,850 kilometers (5,500 miles). Situated on the far western edge of the continent, 

the Andes stretch from the southern tip to the northernmost coast of South America. There are 

hundreds of peaks more than 4,500 meters (15,000 feet) tall, many of which are volcanic.  

 

The highest peak in the Andes, Aconcagua, stands at 6,962 meters (22,841 feet) and straddles the 



Argentina-Chile border. Aconcagua is the tallest mountain outside Asia.  

 

High plateaus are also a feature of the Andes. The altiplano of Peru and Bolivia, for example, has 

an elevation of about 3,700 meters (12,300 feet). The Patagonia region of Argentina and Chile 

consists of lower-elevation plateaus and rugged glaciers. 

 

Most plants in the alpine biome are small, and their leaves are stiff and strong to protect them 

from frost and drought. The largest herb in the world, Puya raimondii, is known as the Queen of 

the Andes. A Puya raimondii can live for 100 years and can grow to more than 9 meters (30 feet) 

tall. The leaves of this endangered species all grow from one woody stem, allowing moisture to 

run down the leaves to the base of the plant.  

 

Outside the Andes, South America has two principal highland areas: the Brazilian Highlands and 

the Guiana Highlands. Located south of the Amazon River in Brazil, the Brazilian Highlands are 

made up of low mountains and plateaus that rise to an average elevation of 1,006 meters (3,300 

feet). The Guiana Highlands are located between the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers. The heavily 

forested plateau of the Guiana Highlands covers southern Venezuela, French Guiana, Guyana, 

northern Brazil, and a portion of southeastern Colombia.  

 

River Basins 

 

South America has three important river basins: the Amazon, Orinoco, and Paraguay/Paraná. 

 

The Amazon River basin has an area of almost 7 million square kilometers (2.7 million square 

miles), making it the largest watershed in the world. The basin, which covers most of northern 

South America, is fed by tributaries from the glaciers of the Andes. Every second, the Amazon 

River empties 209,000 cubic meters (7,381,000 cubic feet) of freshwater into the Atlantic Ocean. 

 

The Amazon River is the life force of the equally vast Amazon rain forest, which makes up about 

half of the rain forest of the entire planet. This tropical biome has as many as 100 different tree 

species on a single acre, including the rubber tree, silk cotton tree, and Brazil nut tree. Other 



important plant species include palms, ferns, and ropelike vines known as lianas that network 

throughout the rain forest’s dense canopy.  

 

The diversity of animal life in the Amazon rain forest is unsurpassed in the rest of the world. The 

rain forest is perfectly suited for arboreal, or tree-living, animals. More than 2 million species of 

insects are native to the region, including hundreds of spiders and butterflies. Primates are 

abundant—howler monkeys, spider monkeys, and capuchin monkeys—along with sloths, 

snakes, and iguanas. Thousands of native birds include brightly colored macaws, parrots, 

toucans, and parakeets. 

The Orinoco River flows north of the Amazon. The Orinoco flows in a giant arc for more than 

2,736 kilometers (1,700 miles), originating in the Guiana Highlands of northern Brazil and 

discharging in the Atlantic Ocean in Venezuela. The Orinoco River basin covers an area of about 

948,000 square kilometers (366,000 square miles) and encompasses approximately 80 percent of 

Venezuela and 25 percent of Colombia. 

 

A vast savanna or grassland region, known as the Llanos, is the primary biome of the Orinoco 

River basin. The Llanos is primarily made up of grasses. Swamp grasses, sedges, and bunchgrass 

are found in wet, low-lying areas. Carpet grass is found in the higher and drier elevations.  

 

Like most grassland biomes, the Llanos is the perfect habitat for many bird species, including the 

scarlet ibis, bellbird, and umbrellabird. Important river species include the piranha, electric eel, 

and the Orinoco crocodile, which can reach a length of more than 6 meters (20 feet). 

 

The Paraguay/Paraná River basin covers almost 2.8 million square kilometers (1,081,000 square 

miles), which is much of southeastern Brazil and Bolivia, Paraguay, and northern Argentina. The 

Paraná River includes Iguazu Falls, a massive series of waterfalls that extend for 2.7 kilometers 

(1.7 miles).  

 

Along with the Uruguay River, the Paraná River empties into the Rio de la Plata estuary between 

Argentina and Uruguay. The Rio de la Plata is the most populated region of both countries. The 



capital cities of Buenos Aires, Argentina, and Montevideo, Uruguay, practically face each other 

across the estuary. 

 

The Paraguay/Paraná River basin supplies water to the plains biome, or Pampas, of South 

America. The Pampas have rich, fertile soil and predictable rainfall patterns. They are the most 

important grazing and cropland areas on the continent.  

 

Coastal Plains 

 

A coastal plain is an area of low, flat land next to a seacoast. South American coastal plains are 

found on the northeastern coast of Brazil, on the Atlantic Ocean, and the western, Pacific coast 

of Peru and Chile. The coastal plains of northeastern Brazil are extremely dry. The Brazilian 

Highlands act as a wedge that pushes moist sea winds away from the coastal plains.  

 

The western coastal plains are also extremely dry. They are trapped between the cold Peru 

Current to the west and the Andes Mountains to the east. The Peru Current brings cold water to 

the Pacific coast of Peru and Chile. This cold surface water results in thermal inversion: cold air 

at sea level and stable, warmer air higher up. Thermal inversion produces a thick layer of clouds 

at low altitudes. These low-lying clouds blanket much of the Pacific coast of South America. 

They do not allow precipitation to form.  

 

The Atacama Desert is part of the western coastal plain. The Atacama is considered the driest 

region in the world. The average rainfall is about 1 millimeter (0.04 inches) a year, and some 

parts of the Atacama have never had rain in recorded history.  

 

Very few plants grow in this desert. Even bacteria, insects, and fungi are scarce. Larger animal 

species are also rare, and include the grey fox, a type of deer called the huemul, and the 

viscacha—the largest member of the chinchilla family. Ocean birds, such as penguins, 

cormorants, and pelicans, are found on the desert coast. While Atacama lacks flora and fauna, it 

is a rich source of copper and a chief source of revenue for the Chilean economy. 



 

 

 

 

Factors influencing climate 

Three principal factors control the features of South america climate. The first and most 

important of them are the subtropical high-pressure air masses over the South Atlantic and South 

Pacific oceans and their seasonal shifts in position, which determine both large-scale patterns of 

wind circulation and the location of the rain-bearing interatropical convergent zone (ITCZ). The 

second is the presence of cold ocean currents along the continents western side, which affect 

both air temperatures and precipitation along the Pacific coast; on the Atlantic coast, warm 

currents are predominant. Finally, the orographic barrier of the Andes produces a vast rain 

shadow over much of the southern tier of the continent. 



The ITCZ is responsible for the seasonal character of precipitation in South America’s extensive 

tropical wet-dry climatic zone. The trade winds of both hemispheres converge between the 

subtropical anticyclones of the Northern and Southern hemispheres in that low-pressure region. 

A migrating zone of unstable atmospheric conditions results, bringing periods of prolonged, 

abundant precipitation. The ITCZ follows the annual migration of the Sun and reaches its most 

northerly position during the Southern Hemisphere’s winter, which is the driest period for most 

of tropical South America. 

The southern tier of the continent is unaffected by the ITCZ and falls instead under the influence 

of cold fronts and the mid-latitude westerlies, which are particularly strong in the Southern 

Hemisphere because of the large extent of ocean area there and the unimpeded air flow that 

expanse allows.. 

Climatic regions 

South America can be divided into four major climatic regions—tropical, temperate, arid, and 

cold—their parameters determined by the elements described above. 

Tropical climates 

Among the tropical climates, the tropical rainy, or rainforest, type occurs on the Pacific coast of 

Colombia, in the Amazon basin, on the coast of the Guianas, and on part of the coast of Brazil. 

The average daily temperature is about 86 °F (30 °C), with monthly and annual variations of less 

than about 5 °F (3 °C). Heavy rainfall, well-distributed throughout the year, averages about 100 

inches (2,500 mm) annually in Belém (Brazil), about 110 inches (2,800 mm) in Iquitos (Peru), 

and 70 inches (1,800 mm) in Manaus (Brazil). The Chocó region of Colombia—one of the 

wettest areas in the world—receives in excess of 400 inches (10,200 mm), and it rains more than 

300 days per year. In the Amazon region, rains do not fall evenly over the basin. The southern 

part receives most of its rainfall during the Southern Hemisphere summer (October to April), 

while the northern part has its rainy season during the Northern Hemisphere summer (May to 

September). The “dry” season is neither lengthy nor noticeable; humidity is always high. 

Temperate climate 



The temperate climates have a greater range of temperatures than the tropical climates and may 

include extreme climatic variations. Those climates, characterized by lower winter temperatures, 

are south of the Tropic of Capricorn (in Paraguay, parts of Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina, and Chile) 

and in the mid-level elevations of the Andes. On the Atlantic side, temperatures in the warmest 

month average 77 °F (25 °C), but cold-month averages vary from 63 °F (17 °C) in the north 

(Asunción, Paraguay) to 50 °F (10 °C) in Buenos Aires. Rainfall exceeds 1.5 inches (40 mm) 

each month in the east but decreases to the west. In central Chile, between latitudes 32° and 38° 

S, the climatic features are similar to those of the lands adjacent to the Mediterranean Sea, with 

mild winters and winter rains; summers, however, are cooler (69 °F, or 21 °C, in Santiago, Chile, 

in January—9 °F, or 5 °C, cooler than in Mediterranean locations). In southern Chile, winter 

temperatures are lower but not as low as the latitudes would indicate. 

Arid climates: 

Warm and cold deserts and certain coastal and interior regions are classified as arid climates. 

Patagonia and northwestern Argentina constitute the largest of the interior arid regions. Rainfall 

is low, only about 4 inches (100 mm) in San Juan in the north and about 7 inches (180 mm) 

farther south in Neuquén. The annual range in average monthly temperatures in Patagonia—the 

greatest in South America—is more than 36 °F (20 °C), the result of warm summers and cold 

winters. The Atacama Desert, a narrow strip along the Pacific coast between latitudes 5° and 31° 

S, is a coastal desert. The cold seas associated with the Peru Current and the proximity of the 

high Andes produce an inversion of normal atmospheric temperatures, as air in contact with the 

water cools more rapidly than the upper strata of air. 

Cold climates 

Areas where average annual temperatures are less than 50 °F (10 °C) are characterized as cold 

climates. Those occur in the southernmost parts of Argentina and Chile and in the high Andes 

above about 11,500 feet (3,500 metres). Mean temperatures are relatively low throughout the 

year, but daily variations are wide. There is a marked difference in humidity between the 

northern and southern parts of the upper Andean zone. In Colombia and Ecuador the climate at 

such elevations is cool and damp. Temperatures, always low, may on the average vary daily from 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/constitute
https://www.britannica.com/place/Peru-Current


54 °F (12 °C) during the daytime to 28 °F (−2 °C) at night. Precipitation generally is high and 

well distributed throughout much of the year, although most of the Ecuadorian Andes have a dry 

period from June to August. Clouds and mist are dense in much of the region, and sunlight 

penetrates only for short periods.  

 

 

 

 


