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line of cross-section

Cross-section from Monrovia, Liberia to Lamu, Kenya

Monrovia
Niger Delta Adamawa Highlands

Tibesti

Congo Basin

Lake Victoria 
(source of the Nile)

Great Rift 
Valley

Lamu

Africa is the world’s second largest continent with a 

total area of 11,712,434 sq miles (30,335,000 sq km). It 

has 54 separate countries, including Madagascar in the 

Indian Ocean. It straddles the equator and is the only 

continent to stretch from the northern to southern 

temperate zones.

FACTFILE

Most Northerly Point:  Jalta, Tunisia 37˚ 31‘ N 

Most Southerly Point:  Cape Agulhas, South Africa 34˚ 52‘ S 

Most Easterly Point:  Raas Xaafuun, Somalia 51˚ 24‘ E

Most Westerly Point:  Santo Antão, Cape Verde, 25˚ 11‘ W

Largest Lakes:
Lake Victoria, Kenya/Tanzania/Uganda 26,828 sq miles (69,484 sq km)
Lake Tanganyika, Dem. Rep. Congo/Tanzania 12,703 sq miles (32,900 sq km)
Lake Nyasa, Malawi/Mozambique/Tanzania 11,600 sq miles (30,044 sq km)
Lake Turkana, Ethiopia/Kenya 2473 sq miles (6405 sq km) 
Lake Albert, Dem. Rep. Congo/Uganda 2046 sq miles (5299 sq km)

Longest Rivers:
Nile, NE Africa 4160 miles (6695 km)
Congo, Angola/Congo/Dem. Rep. Congo 2900 miles (4667 km)
Niger, W Africa 2589 miles (4167 km)
Zambezi, Southern Africa 1673 miles (2693 km)
Ubangi-Uele, C Africa 1429 miles (2300 km)

Largest Islands:
Madagascar, 229,300 sq miles (594,000 sq km)
Réunion, 970 sq miles (2535 sq km)
Tenerife, Canary Islands 785 sq miles (2034 sq km)
Isla de Bioco, Equatorial Guinea 779 sq miles (2017 sq km)
Mauritius, 709 sq miles (1836 sq km)

Highest Points: 
Kilimanjaro, Tanzania 19,340 ft (5895 m)
Kirinyaga, Kenya 17,058 ft (5199 m)
Mount Stanley, Dem. Rep. Congo/Uganda 16,762 ft (5109 m)
Mount Speke, Uganda 16,043 ft (4890 m)
Mount Baker, Uganda 15,892 ft (4844 m)

Lowest Point:
Lac ‘Assal, Djibouti -512 ft (-156 m) below sea level

Highest recorded temperature:
Al’Aziziyah, Libya 136°F (58°C)

Lowest recorded temperature:
Ifrane, Morocco -11°F (-24°C)

Wettest Place:
Cape Debundsha, Cameroon 405 in (10,290 mm)

Driest Place:
Wadi Halfa, Sudan <0.1 in (<2.5 mm)
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Scale 1:30,500,000
(projection: Lambert Azimuthal Equal Area)

AFRICA – Political

Political
The political map of modern Africa only emerged following the end of World War II. Over the 
next half-century, all of the countries formerly controlled by European powers gained independence from 
their colonial rulers—only Liberia and Ethiopia were never colonized. The post-colonial era has not been 
an easy period for many countries, but there have been moves toward multi-party democracy across 
much of the continent. In South Africa, democratic elections replaced the internationally-condemned 
apartheid system only in 1994. Other countries have still to find political stability; corruption in 
government and ethnic tensions are serious problems. National infrastructures, based on the 
colonial transportation systems built to exploit 
Africa’s resources, are often 
inappropriate for independent 
economic development.
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Standard of living
Since the 1960s most countries 
in Africa have seen significant 
improvements in life 
expectancy, healthcare, and 
education. However, 28 of 
the 30 most deprived 
countries in the world are 
African, and the continent 
as a whole lies well behind 
the rest of the world in terms 
of meeting many basic 
human needs.
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Official African Languages

Transportation
African railroads were built to aid the exploitation 
of natural resources, and most offer passage only 
from the interior to the coastal cities, leaving 
large parts of the continent untouched—five 
land-locked countries have no railroads at all. 
The Congo, Nile, and Niger river networks 
offer limited access to land within the 
continental interior, but have a number of 
waterfalls and cataracts which prevent 
navigation from the sea. Many roads were 
developed in the 1960s and 1970s, but 
economic difficulties are making the 
maintenance and expansion of the 
networks difficult.

Languages
Three major world languages act as lingua 
francas across the African continent: Arabic in 
North Africa; English in southern and eastern 
Africa and Nigeria; and French in Central and 
West Africa, and in Madagascar. A huge number 
of African languages are spoken as well—over 
2000 have been recorded, with more than 400 
in Nigeria alone—reflecting the continuing 
importance of traditional cultures and values. 
In the north of the continent, the extensive use 
of Arabic reflects Middle Eastern influences 
while Bantu languages are widely-spoken across 
much of southern Africa.

Population
Africa has a rapidly-growing population of over 900 million people, yet over 
75% of the continent remains sparsely populated. Most Africans still pursue a 
traditional rural lifestyle, though urbanization is increasing as people move to 
the cities in search of employment. The greatest population densities occur 
where water is more readily available, such as in the Nile Valley, the coasts of 
North and West Africa, along the Niger, the eastern African highlands, and in 
South Africa. A
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Climate
The climates of Africa range from mediterranean to arid, dry savannah and humid 
equatorial. In East Africa, where snow settles at the summit of volcanoes such as 
Kilimanjaro, climate is also modified by altitude. The winds of the Sahara export 
millions of tons of dust a year both northward and eastward.

Land use 
Some of Africa’s most productive agricultural land is found in the 
eastern volcanic uplands, where fertile soils support a wide range of 
valuable export crops including vegetables, tea, and coffee. The most 
widely-grown grain is corn and peanuts (groundnuts) are particularly 
important in West Africa. Without intensive irrigation, cultivation is not 
possible in desert regions and unreliable rainfall in other areas limits 
crop production. Pastoral herding is most commonly found in these 
marginal lands. Substantial local fishing industries are found along 
coasts and in vast lakes such as Lake Nyasa and Lake Victoria.

Environmental issues
One of Africa’s most serious environmental 
problems occurs in marginal areas such as the 
Sahel where scrub and forest clearance, often 
for cooking fuel, combined with overgrazing, 
are causing desertification. Game reserves in 
southern and eastern Africa have helped to 
preserve many endangered animals, although 
the needs of growing populations have led to 
conflict over land use, and poaching is a 
serious problem.

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



LAKE FAGUIBINE, MALI
Part of the Niger river’s “inland delta,” a 
region of lakes, creeks and backwaters 

near Tombouctou.

9 TASSILI-N-AJJER , ALGERIA
These sand dunes, one of a variety found in the 
Sahara, overlie the darker sandstone bedrock of 

the Tassil i-n-Aj jer plateau.

10 NIGER DELTA, NIGERIA
At this point l ies the vast, low-lying region 
through which the waters of the Niger river 

drain into the Gulf of Guinea.

11 CONGO/UBANGI RIVERS, DR CONGO
The confluence of these two rivers l ies at the 

heart of the Congo Basin.

12

KHARTOUM, SUDAN
The capital of Sudan l ies at the junction of the 
Blue Nile, f lowing from the east, and the broad 

White Nile, f lowing from the south.

4ASWAN HIGH DAM, EGYPT
Completed in 1970 the dam controls f looding 

along the lower stretches of the Nile river.

3ERG DU DJOURAB, CHAD
Looking southwest, the pale area, just south of the 

darker Tibesti mountains on the right and the Ennedi 
plateau on the left, shows a desert sandstorm in motion.

2AL KHUFRAH, LIBYA
The circular irrigation patterns at this oasis have 

developed through the use of sprinkler units 
sweeping around a central point.
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BETSIBOKA RIVER, MADAGASCAR
The waters of Madagascar’s second longest river are 

red with sediment as it carries eroded topsoil from the 
interior and deposits it in the Indian Ocean.

8KILIMANJARO, TANZANIA
An extinct volcano, its great height modifies the local 

cl imate, forcing moist air streams from the Indian Ocean 
to rise, inducing rain and, higher up, snow.

7NYIRAGONGO AND NYAMURAGIRA VOLCANOES,
DR CONGO

These two volcanoes, lying to the west of the Great Rift 
Valley, last erupted in 2002 and 2001 respectively.

6AFAR DEPRESSION, DJIBOUTI
This low point is located at the junction of three 

tectonic plates—the Gulf of Aden to the east, the Red 
Sea to the north and the Great Rift Valley to the south.

5

CAPE TOWN, SOUTH AFRICA
South Africa’s third largest city with a 

population of 2 .9 mill ion, it is also the seat of 
the country’s parl iament.

16BEIRA, MOZAMBIQUE
This port and beach resort l ies on the north 

side of the mouth of the Pungoé river.

15ZAMBEZI RIVER, ZAMBIA
Seasonal f looding of the river and its tributaries turned 

the Mulonga and Liuwa plains on the Zambia-Angola 
border into a vast wetland in April  2004

14MALEBO POOL, CONGO/DR CONGO
A lake in the lower reaches of the Congo river, it hosts 

two capital cities on its banks, Brazzavil le, Congo to 
the north and Kinshasa, DR Congo to the south.
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