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Western mountains- Andes

The Andes ranges -
– Run from northwestern Venezuela to 
the
southern tip of Tierra del Fuego.
Mountain chain is formed by the 
subduction of the Pacific plate beneath 
South America.
– Approximately 30 peaks that are over 
20,000 feet high
The Andes are divided into three sub-

regions-

•Northern – Venezuela, Columbia, and 

Ecuador

•Central – Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia –

high altitude plateaus (Altiplano)

•Southern – defines the border between 

Chile & Argentina – South of Santiago 

the mountains are lower.



Plateaus 

Brazilian Plateau
•Largest and more important in terms of 
natural resources and
settlement
•Runs from the southern edge of the 
Amazon Basin to the Rio de la Plata
•Major population centers of Brazil are 
located along the coastal
fringe of the Brazilian plateau.

Patagonian Plateau
Much of this area is steppe (dry 

grasslands)

Guiana Plateau
 A sparsely settled region



River basins and Lowlands
Within the major river basins there are vast 
interior lowlands
Most of these lowlands are sparsely settled and 
offer little agricultural activity, with the exception 
of grazing livestock

Major Rivers:-
1. Amazon
– Drains an area of approx.
2.4 million sq. miles – the
largest river in the world
2. Rio de La Plata
– S. America’s second largest
watershed
3. Orinoco River
– Third largest river basin in
South America



Factors influencing climate of 
South America

1. Triangular shape of the 
continent – broad at the 
equator and narrow in the 
south.

2. High mountains along western 
border Andes- absence of high 
mountains along the Atlantic 
coast

3. Cold ocean current off the 
Pacific coast

Source: https://etc.usf.edu/maps
Source: Shanahan, E.W.; South 
America: An Economic and 
Regional Geography; Methuen, 
London, 1974



Temperature- horizontal distribution

• South America  is bounded by 
mean annual isotherms of 40C 
and 270C.

• North and north east (upto Rio de 
Janeiro)is surrounded by 270C 
isotherm.

• In the western coast, cold 
Humboldt Current causes the 
isotherm to curve towards 
equator. Thus the coast has a very 
low temperature.

• But over land, isotherms curve 
towards the south pole

• Annual temperatures along the 
Atlantic coast is upto 150C higher 
than Pacific coastal areas along 
the same latitudes

• Seasonal  changes in temperature  
distribution also occur

• In January, thermal equator 
moves to 150S latitude in Brazil, 
and in July it migrates northward 
beyond the northern boundary of 
South America.

• The January isotherm of 100C  
crosses the southern tip, and the 
highest temperatures of over 
250C occur in northern and 
northeastern part of the 
continent. Lowest July isotherm 
of -10C is located south of Cape 
Horn, while northern and 
northeastern parts experience 
highs of around 300C



Isotherm Patterns

Source: Shanahan, E.W.; South 
America: An Economic and 
Regional Geography; Methuen, 
London, 1974



Temperature- vertical distribution

As elevation increases,
temperature decreases
Five  vertical climate zones 
exist:
1. Caliente (hot)- below 900 

m-coastal plains and 
foothils

2. Templada (warm)- 900-
1800m – intermediate 
slopes

3. Fria (cold)-1800-3600m-
mountain slopes

4. Helada (frozen)- 3600m-
highest mountain peaks

5. Paramos (about 
snowline)-4600m

Source:https://personal.utdallas.edu



Pressure and Winds

• Central part is covered by tropical high pressure belt, 
the pressure decreasing towards south pole. In 
January, this belt locates on 300S in the Atlantic 
Ocean and 350S in the Pacific Ocean

• ITCZ (Inter Tropical Convergence Zone) migrates 
seasonally. In January , it is located at about 150S in 
Brazil.

• In July, the ITCZ moves north along the north ern
coast, as also the Tropical High Pressure Belt.



Prevailing winds

• The pressure system influences the prevailing winds. 
Trade winds dominate east of the Andes and north of 
the tropical HP Zone. The trades are replaced by the 
doldrums in this region when the sun is overhead twice 
a year.

• The southern part of the continent is unaffected by the 
ITCZ and comes under the influence of cold fronts and 
the mid-latitude Westerlies.

• “The latitudes occupied by the southerly winds are 
extended in summer, and those occupied by the 
northerly and northwesterly winds are extended in 
winter.” (Ward, 1903) 



Rainfall

• In westerlies wind belt, western slopes of the Andes receive 
adequate rainfall , and the eastern slopes fall in the rain 
shadow area

• On the northern coasts of Guiana and Brazil 130-150 cm of 
rain is received through the trade winds.

• The eastern slopes of Andes in the trade wind belt receives 
very little rain

• The cold Peruvian/Humboldt current flowing northward 
along the coast from southern Chileto the Equator, further 
stabilizes the Pacific air that drifts over the continent. One 
of the world’s driest regions, the Atacama Desert along the 
northern coast of Chile, results from those conditions.



Rainfall types and distribution

• Source: Shanahan, E.W.; South 
America: An Economic and 
Regional Geography; 
Methuen, London, 1974



Climatic Regions

South America can be divided into six major climatic regions—
1. Tropical Cordilleran type in northwestern part – mild climateat

high altitudes, high temperatures and tropical rain near sea level.
2. South American Tropical Climate in northern and northeastern 

areas east of the Andes. Mean temperature is around 300C. Both 
Equatorial and Trades winds bring rainfall.

3. Peruvian type, occuring along the Pacific coast up to 300S. Cool 
temperature and low rainfall.

4. North Chile Sub-Tropical Type,  having winter rains
5. South Chile Rainy type with equable temperatures throughout the 

year.
6. Pampas type, with large temperature range and insufficient 

rainfall
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