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Summary of South America’s Physical Features And Climate 
The physical features of South America can be divided into three regions: mountains and highlands, river basins, and coastal plains. The Andes is the South America’s primary mountain system and the world’s longest, covering about 5,500 miles (Kotkin, 2002). Located on the far western edge of the continent, the Andes stretch from the southern tip to the northernmost coast of South America with hundreds of peaks more than 15,000 feet tall, many of which are volcanic. Aconcagua (22,841 feet tall) is the highest peak in the Andes, straddling the Argentina-Chile border. The Andes also features high plateaus like the altiplano of Peru and Bolivia with 12,300 feet elevation. The Patagonia region of Argentina and Chile consists of lower-elevation plateaus and rugged glaciers (Kotkin, 2002).
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 western coastal plains and the coastal plains of northeastern Brazil are extremely dry. The Atacama Desert, the driest region in the world, is part of the western coastal plain and receives an average rainfall of about about 1 mm a year (Kotkin, 2002). South America has three important river basins: The Amazon, Orinoco, and Paraguay/Paraná. The Amazon River basin covers about 2.7 million square miles, making it the world’s largest watershed. The Orinoco River basin occupies an area of about 366,000 square miles, covering approximately 80 percent of Venezuela and 25 percent of Colombia. The Paraguay/Paraná River basin covers almost 1,081,000 square miles and includes Iguazu Falls, a massive series of waterfalls that extend for 1.7 miles (Kotkin, 2002).
The climate of the coastal belt west of the Andes shows violent contrasts, including two of the world's wettest regions in the Colombian Choco and southern Chile, and the world's driest desert, the Atacama (Garreaud, 2009). This dry area is cooled by the Humboldt Current and upwelling, giving rise to the largest fisheries in the world. There are two small transition zones between the per humid and per arid regions: around Guayaquil with summer rain, and the Mediterranean climate region of central Chile. Both these regions have highly erratic rainfall strongly influenced by El Nino events, which bring major floods. In contrast, the high plateaux of the Andes are drier than normal during El Nino episodes (Garreaud, 2009).
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