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Reynosa
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South America reaches from the humid tropics down 

into the cold South Atlantic, with a total area of 

6,886,000 sq miles (17,835,000 sq km). It comprises 12 

separate countries, with the largest, Brazil, covering 

almost half the continent.

Most Northerly Point:  Punta Gallinas, Colombia 12˚ 28‘ N 

Most Southerly Point:  Cape Horn, Chile 55˚ 59‘ S 

Most Easterly Point:  Ilhas Martin Vaz, Brazil 28˚ 51‘ W

Most Westerly Point:  Galapagos Islands, Ecuador 92˚ 00‘ W

Largest Lakes:
Lake Titicaca, Bolivia/Peru 3141 sq miles (8135 sq km)
Mirim Lagoon, Brazil/Uruguay 1158 sq miles (3000 sq km)
Lago Poopó, Bolivia 976 sq miles (2530 sq km)
Lago Buenos Aires, Argentina/Chile 864 sq miles (2240 sq km)
Laguna Mar Chiquita, Argentina 695 sq miles (1800 sq km)

Longest Rivers:
Amazon, Brazil/Colombia/Peru 4049 miles (6516 km)
Paraná, Argentina/Brazil/Paraguay 2920 miles (4700 km)
Madeira, Bolivia/Brazil 2100 miles (3379 km)
Purus, Brazil/Peru 2013 miles (3239 km)
São Francisco, Brazil 1802 miles (2900 km)

Largest Islands:
Tierra del Fuego, Argentina/Chile 18,302 sq miles (47,401 sq km) 
Ilha de Marajo, Brazil 15,483 sq miles (40,100 sq km)
Isla de Chiloé, Chile 3241 sq miles (8394 sq km)
East Falkland, Falkland Islands 2550 sq miles (6605 sq km)
Isla Wellington, Chile 2145 sq miles (5556 sq km)

Highest Points: 
Cerro Aconcagua, Argentina 22,831 ft (6959 m)
Cerro Ojos del Salado, Argentina/Chile 22,572 ft (6880 m)
Cerro Bonete, Argentina 22,546 ft (6872 m)
Monte Pissis, Argentina 22,224 ft (6774 m)
Cerro Mercedario, Argentina 22,211 ft (6768 m)

Lowest Point:
Laguna del Carbón, Argentina -344 ft (-105 m) below sea level

Highest recorded temperature:
Rivadavia, Argentina 120°F (49°C)

Lowest recorded temperature:
Sarmiento, Argentina -27°F (-33°C)

Wettest Place:
Quibdó, Colombia 354 in (8990 mm)

Driest Place:
Arica, Chile 0.03 in (0.8 mm)

Andes

line of cross-section

Cross-section from Antofagasta, Chile to São Paulo, Brazil

Antofagasta,
Chile

São Paulo, BrazilAtacama Desert Paraguay river Planalto de Mato Grosso 
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Political
Modern South America’s political boundaries have their 
origins in the territorial endeavors of explorers during the 
16th century, who claimed almost the entire continent for 
Portugal and Spain. The Portuguese land in the east later 
evolved into the federal states of Brazil, while the Spanish 
vice-royalties eventually emerged as separate independent 
nation-states in the early 19th century. South America’s 
growing population has become increasingly urbanized, 
with the expansion of coastal cities into large conurbations 
like Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires. In Brazil, Argentina, 
Chile, and Uruguay, a succession of military dictatorships 
has given way to fragile, but strengthening, democracies.



97

Transportation
 Most major road and rail routes are 

confined to the coastal regions by the 
forbidding natural barriers of the Andes 

mountains and the Amazon Basin. Few major 
cross-continental routes exist, although Buenos 
Aires serves as a transport center for the main 
rail links to La Paz and Valparaíso, while the 
construction of the Trans-Amazon and 
Pan-American Highways have made direct road 
travel possible from Recife to Lima and from 
Puerto Montt up the coast into central 
America. A new waterway project is proposed 
to transform the Paraguay river into a major 
shipping route, although it involves 
considerable wetland destruction.

Languages
Prior to European exploration in the 16th century, a diverse range of indigenous 
languages were spoken across the continent. With the arrival of Iberian settlers, 
Spanish became the dominant language, with Portuguese spoken in Brazil, and 
Native American languages, such as Quechua and Guaraní, becoming concentrated 
in the continental interior. Today this pattern persists, although successive 
European colonization has led to Dutch being spoken in Suriname, English in 

Guyana, and French in French Guiana, while in 
large urban areas, Japanese and Chinese 

are increasingly common.

Standard of living
Wealth disparities throughout the continent create a wide gulf 
between affluent landowners and those afflicted by chronic poverty 
in inner-city slums. The illicit production of cocaine, and the hugely 
influential drug barons who control its distribution, contribute to the 
violent disorder and corruption which affect northwestern South 
America, destabilizing local governments and economies.

Population
Almost half of South America’s population lives in Brazil but, 
due to the large uninhabited expanses of the Amazon Basin, 
its overall population density is much lower than in other 
countries. During the 20th century the most important 
population trend was the movement from rural to urban 
areas, giving rise to great population concentrations in cities 
like São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Caracas, Lima, Bogotá, and 

Buenos Aires.
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Climate
The climate of South America is influenced by three principal factors:  
the seasonal shift of high pressure air masses over the tropics, cold ocean currents 
along the western coast, affecting temperature and precipitation, and the mountain 
barrier produced by by the Andes, which creates a rain shadow over much of the south.

Land use
Many foods now common worldwide originated in South America. 
These include the potato, tomato, squash, and cassava. Today, large 
herds of beef cattle roam the temperate grasslands of the Pampas, 
supporting an extensive meat-packing trade in Argentina, Uruguay and 
Paraguay. Corn (maize) is grown as a staple crop across the continent 

and coffee is grown as a cash crop in Brazil and 
Colombia. Coca plants grown in Bolivia, Peru and 

Colombia provide most of the western world’s 
cocaine. Fish and shellfish are caught off 

the western coast, especially 
anchovies off Peru, shrimps off 

Ecuador and sardines 
off Chile. 

Environmental Issues
The Amazon Basin is one of the last great wilderness areas 
left on Earth. The tropical rainforests which grow there are a 
valuable genetic resource, containing innumerable unique 
plants and animals. The forests are increasingly under threat 
from new and expanding settlements and “slash and burn” 
farming techniques, which clear land for the raising of beef 
cattle, causing land degradation and soil erosion.
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Porto Alegre

Antofagasta

La Quiaca

Santiago

Concepción

Asunción

Montevideo

Buenos Aires

Santa Cruz

Cordoba

Stanley

Pa
m

pe
ro

s

Climate

Temperature

below -22°F (-30°C)
-22 to -4°F (-30 to -20°C)
-4 to 14°F (-20 to -10°C)
14 to 32°F (-10 to 0°C)
32 to 50°F (0 to 10°C)
50 to 68°F (10 to 20°C)
68 to 86°F (20 to 30°C)
above 86°F (30°C)

0–1 in (0–25 mm)
1–2 in (25–50 mm)
2–4 in (50–100 mm)
4–8 in (100–200 mm)
8–12 in (200–300 mm)
12–16 in (300–400 mm)
16–20 in (400–500 mm)
more than 20 in (500 mm)

Rainfall



RIVER PLATE, ARGENTINA/URUGUAY
Fed by the Paraná and Uruguay rivers, this 
Atlantic Ocean inlet separates Argentina 

and Uruguay.

ROSARIO, ARGENTINA
Located on the west bank of the Paraná river, 

Rosario l ies at that heart of Argentina’s industrial 
corridor, centered on the river.

11LOS LAGOS, CHILE
A region of many lakes at the foothil ls of the 

Andes in south-central Chile, this area is an 
attraction for many tourists.

10LAGO VIEDMA, ARGENTINA
Lago Viedma enjoys a milky-blue 

appearance due to the glacial sediment 
suspended in its waters.

9

MACHU PICCHU, PERU
Perched precariously above the Urubamba valley, 
the lost Inca retreat was rediscovered in 1911 by 

Hiram Bingham, an American archaeologist .

4SALAR DE UYUNI, BOLIVIA
Occupying a depression high up on the Altiplano between 
the volcanoes of the western Andes and the fold belts of 

the eastern Andes, this is the world’s largest salt f lat .

3GALAPAGOS ISLANDS, ECUADOR
These islands are a collection of volcanoes 

rising from the ocean f loor 621 miles ( 1000 km) 
west of the South American mainland.

2SANTIAGO, CHILE
Chile’s capital city was founded in 1541 by Pedro 

de Valdivia who chose the location because it had 
a Mediterranean climate and was easy to defend.
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EMBALSE DE GURI, VENEZUELA
This enormous reservoir,  on the Caroni river, was 

completed in 1986 and its hydroelectric plant was the 
first to produce more than 10 gigawatts of electricity.

8AMAZON RIVER/RIO NEGRO, BRAZIL
The dark, plant debris-stained waters of 

the Rio Negro join the beige Amazon near 
the city of Manaus.

7MARACAIBO, VENEZUELA
Maracaibo is the center of Venezuela’s oil 
industry and its second largest city with a 

population of 1 .6 mil l ion.

6RONDÔNIA, BRAZIL
Pale strips of forest clearance can be 

seen along perpendicular tracks in this 
region of the Amazon Basin.

5

POINT BALEIA, BRAZIL
This headland has built up through steady 

accumulation of si lt and sediment, shaped by 
tides and ocean currents. 

16ITAIPU DAM, BRAZIL/PARAGUAY
With an installed capacity of 14 gigawatts this is the world’s 

largest hydroelectric power scheme, delivering 95% of 
Paraguay’s energy needs and 24% of Brazil ’s .

15LAGOA DOS PATOS AND MIRIM LAGOON,
BRAZIL/URUGUAY

These two lagoons are separated from the Atlantic 
Ocean by 248 miles (400 km) of sandbar.

14FOREST CLEARANCE IN SANTA CRUZ STATE, BOLIVIA
This infrared image shows the distinctive radial 

clearance patterns of original tropical dry forest 
with a small settlement at each center.
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MAGDALENA

V I C H A DA

CAQUETÁ

CAUCA

APURE
ARAUCA

PANAMA
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