
The Brazilian Highlands 

An enormous region of hills, plateaus, 

and mountain ranges, the Brazilian 

Highlands rise south and east of the 

Amazon to cover about half of Brazil. 

The highlands reach an average  
elevation of 3,300 feet (1,000 meters) 

above sea level, but local elevations vary from a few hundred feet high 

near the south banks of the Amazon to 9,482 feet (2,890 meters) at 

Pico da Bandeira, the second-highest point in Brazil, in the Southeast. 

The highlands extend over a wide range of climates and population 

groups, from the tropical forests of the North to the poverty- and 

drought-stricken Northeast and the great cities, industrial centers, and 

agricultural lands of the Southeast. 

Some of the chief mountain ranges included within the Brazilian High-

lands are the Serra Grande and Diamantina Upland in the Northeast; 

the Parecis Upland and iron-rich Serra dos Carajás in the North; the 

Mato Grosso Plateau and the Planalto Central (upon which Brasília, 

the national capital, sprawls) in the Center-West; and, in the Southeast, 
the Serra do Mar (called the Serra dos Orgãos at Rio de Janeiro), Ser-

ra do Espinhaço, and Serra da Mantiqueira ranges. The seaward ranges 

in the Southeast are varied in height and size, are covered in many 

places by trees or pastures, and are traversed by roads, railways, and 

multilane highways. 

Among the several rivers originating in the Brazilian Highlands are 

many of the south-bank tributaries of the Amazon River, including the 

Madeira and Xingu rivers; the Tocantins-Araguaia river system, which 

receives runoff water from nearly one tenth of the national territory; 

the Paraná River (with its tributaries in the Southeast); and the São 
Francisco River, which provides water and hydroelectricity to the 

Northeast. Along the border with Argentina, the Iguaçu River roars 

over several precipices to form the Iguaçu Falls. 
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The Pantanal 

The Pantanal is one of the world’s 

largest freshwater wetlands. A wet-

land is an area where the land does 

not drain well, so the ground is full of 

water. The Pantanal lies in south-
central Brazil and in parts 

of Paraguay and Bolivia. 

The Pantanal covers about 54,000 square miles (140,000 square kilo-

meters). It follows the upper Paraguay River and some of its branches 

for about 375 miles (600 kilometers). During the rainy season 

(October–March), the rivers overflow. The lands around the rivers 

flood. The floodwaters form lakes, swamps, and marshes. The Pantanal 

is much drier during the winter season (April–September). The rivers 

return to their normal courses. But the lowlands are still flooded. The 

floodwaters help make the soil fertile. 

Many different kinds of animals live in the Pantanal. Thousands of varie-

ties of butterflies and hundreds of species of fish and birds live there. 

Many rare or endangered species can be found there as well, includ-

ing jaguars, giant anteaters, and giant otters. Cattle graze on the thou-

sands of acres of ranch land in the Pantanal. The area is one of Brazil’s 

biggest sources of beef. 

By the late 1900s the activities of humans threatened the Panta-

nal ecosystem. One threat to the Pantanal is mining, which can pollute 

the water with mercury. Another problem is poaching, or illegal hunt-

ing, which is one of the reasons that at least 50 species have be-

come endangered or threatened. In 2000 the United Nations Educa-

tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declared a small 

portion of the Pantanal a World Heritage site. 
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The Amazon Basin 

The Amazon Basin is the part of South 

America drained by the Amazon River and 

its tributaries. The Amazon drainage ba-

sin covers an area of about 

6,300,000 km2 (2,400,000 sq mi), or about 

35.5 percent of the South American conti-

nent. It is located in the countries 

of Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, French Gui-

ana (France), Guyana, Peru, Suriname, and Venezuela.[1]Most of the basin is 

covered by the Amazon rainforest, also known as Amazonia. With a 

5.5 million km2 (2.1 million sq mi) area of dense tropical forest, this is the 

largest rainforest in the world. 

The Amazon River begins in the Andes Mountains at the west of the basin 

with its main tributary the Marañón River and Apurimac River in Peru. The 

highest point in the watershed of the Amazon is the second biggest peak 

of Yerupajá at 6,635 metres (21,768 ft).With a length of about 6,400 km 

(4,000 mi) before it drains into the Atlantic Ocean, it is one of the two 

longest rivers in the world. A team of scientists has claimed that the Ama-

zon is longer than the Nile,[2] but debate about its exact length continues. 

The Amazon system transports the largest volume of water of any river 

system, accounting for about 20% of the total water carried to the oceans 

by rivers.The Amazon basin formerly flowed west to the Pacific 

Ocean until the Andes formed, causing the basin to flow eastward towards 

the Atlantic Ocean.[4]Politically the basin is divided into the Peruvian Legal 

Amazonia, Brazilian Legal Amazônia, the Amazon region of Colombia and 

parts of Bolivia, Ecuador and the Venezuelan state of Amazonas. 

Plant growth is dense and its variety of animal inhabitants is comparatively 

high due to the heavy rainfall and the dense and exten-

sive evergreen and coniferous forests. Little sunlight reaches the ground 

due to the dense roof canopy by plants. The ground remains dark and 

damp and only shade-tolerant vegetation will grow 

here. Orchids and bromeliads exploit trees and other plants to get closer 

to the sunlight. They grow hanging onto the branches or tree trunks 

with aerial roots, not as parasites but as epiphytes. Species of tropical trees 

native to the Amazon include Brazil nut, rubber tree and Assai palm. 
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Question Prompts 

How does the temperature differ between 

these  

environments? 

Are they all examples of the same biome? 

Which biomes can you find evidence of? 

How might the plant life be similar  

between these regions? 

How might the animal life be different 

between these regions? 

Does each region provide the people of 

Brazil with the same natural resources? 

What is produced in each area? 

Which environment do we see the most 

of in Brazil? 

Do you think one area is of greater  

significance than another? Explain your 

answer. 
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