SECTION

What You Will Leam. ..

1. West Africa’s key physical
features include plains and
the Niger River.

2. West Africa has distinct
climata and vegetation zonas
that go from arid n the north
to tropical in the south

3. West Africa has good agricul
tural and mineral resources
that may ona day help the

economies in tha region.
. »
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West Africa, which is mostly a
region of plains, has cimates
ranging from and to tropical and

has important resources,
\ y

Key Terms and Places
Niger River, p. 222

zonal, p 74

Sahel, p. 2%
desertification, p 74
savanna, p. 4

As youread, use a

chartlike the ona
below to help you organiza your
notes onthe physical geograply of
West Africa.

Fhyscal oetures

Jimate and
veguiaion

Rescures
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If YOU lived there...

Your family grows crops on the banks of the Niger River. Last year,
your father let you go with him to sell the crops in a city down the
river. This year you get to go with him again. As you paddle your
boat, everything looks the same as last year—until suddenly the
river appears to grow! It looks as big as the sea, and there are
many islands all aund. The river wasn't like ths last year.

What do you think caused the change
in the river?

.
BUILDING BACKGROUND The Niger River is one of West Africa’
most important physical features, It brings precious water to the
region’s dry plains. Much of the interior of West Africa experiences
desertlike conditions, but the region’s rivers and lakes help to support
lifethere.

Physical Features

The region we call West Africa stretches from the Sahara in the
north to the coasts of the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Guinea
in the west and south. While West Africa’s climate changes quite
a bit from north to south, theregion does not have a wide varlety
of landforms. Its main physical features are platns and rivers.

Plains and Highlands

Plains, flat areas of land, cover most of West Africa. The coastal

plain is home to most of the region’s dties. The interior plains

provide land where people can raise a few crops or animals.
West Africa’s plains are vast, interrupted only by a few high-

land areas. One area In the southwest has plateaus and cliffs.

People have bullt houses directly into the sides of these cliffs for

many hundreds of years. The region’s only high mountains are
the Tibesti Mountains in the northeast.
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The Niger River

As you can see on the map below, many
rivers flow across West Africa’s plains. The
most Important rver Is the Niger (NY-
juhr). The Niger River starts In some low
mountains not too far from the Atlantic
Ocean. From there, it flows 2,600 miles
(4,185 km) into the Interior of the region
before emptying into the Gulf of Guinea.

The Niger brings life-giving water to
West Africa. Many people farm along its
banks or fish in its waters. It is also an

important transportation route, especially
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West Africa: Physical

during the rainy season. At that time, the
river floods and water flows smoothly over
its rapids.

Part of the way along its route the
river divides Into a network of channds,
swamps, and lakes. This watery network 1s
called the inland delta. Although it looks
much like the ddta where a river flows
into the sea, this one Is actually hundreds
of miles from the coast in MalL.

Summarizing Why s the

Niger River important to West Africa?

Focus on
READING
Theword
afthough signals
contrast in this
paragraph.

What

contrastad?
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Regions Four climate types stretch across West Africa in horizontal

bands.

1. Identify What countries have desert climates?
2. Make Inferences What areas do you think get the most rainfall?
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Climate and Vegetation

West Africa has four different climate
reglons. As you can see on the map above,
these climate regions stretch from east to
west in bands or zones. Because of this,
geographers say the region’s dimates are
zonal, which means “organized by zone.”

The northernmost zone of the region
lies within the Sahara, the world's largest
desert. Hardly any vegetation grows In the
desert, and large areas of this dry climate
zone have few or no people.

South of the Sahara Is the semiarld
Sahel (SAH-hel), a strip of land that divides

the desert from wetter areas. It has a steppe
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Sahel In the semilarid Sahel Is

limfted, but it does support some grazing
animak.

dimate. Rainfall there varies greatly from
year to year. In some years It never rains.
Although the Sahel Is quite dry, it does
have enough vegetation to support hardy
grazing animals.

However, the Sahel is becoming more
like the Sahara. Animals have overgrazed
the land In some areas. Also, people have
ait down trees for firewood. Without
these plants to anchor the soll, wind blows
soil away. These conditions, along with
drought, are causing desertification In
the Sahel. Desertification Is the spread of
desertlike conditions.

To the south of the Sahel is a savanna

zone. A savanna is an area of tall grasses
and scattered trees and shrubs. When rains
fall regularly, farmers can do well in this
region of West Africa.

The fourth climate zone lies along
the coasts of the Atlantic and the Gulf of
Guinea. This zone has a humid tropical
dimate. Plentiful rain supports tropical
forests. However, many trees have been cut
from these forests to make room for the

region’s growing populations.
LT categorizing What are the

region’s four climate zones?




Savanna Grasses and scattered trees grow Tropical Forest Thick forests are found
on the savanna. This region can be good for along the coasts of West Afrka. The tall trees

farming. provide homes for many animails.
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Resources i Onfine Quiz
Section 1 Assessment
West Africa has a varlety of resources. These
resources include agjcultmal pr(xluct_s’ oﬂ’ MMng 'd..’, TOIIIS, Il'ld Ph(“
and minerals. 1. a. Describe What is the inland delta on the Niger River
like?

The climate in parts of West Africa is . .
good for agriculture, For ple, G :.ms;ultiza?rize What is the physical geography of West
Is the world’s leading producer of cacao, <. Elaborate Why do you think most of West Africa's cities
which 1s used to make chocolate. Coffee, are located on the coastal plain?
coconuts, and peanuts are also among the 2. a. Recall why do geographers say West Africa’s climates
region’s matn exports. are zonal?

Ol which is found off the coast of b. Compare and Contrast What s one similarity and one

difference between the Sahel and the savanna?

Nigerla, s the reglons most valuable c. Evaluate How do you think desertification affects

resource. Nigeria Is a major exporter of ofl. people’s lives in West Africa?

West Africa also has mineral riches, such 3. a. identify What is the most valuable resource in West

as diamonds, gold, tron ore, and bauxite. Africa?

Bauxite is the main source of alumtnum. b. make Inferences Where do you think most of the
aops in West Africa are grown?

Summarizing Whatare critical Thinking

some of the region’s resources? 4. 1dentifying C and Effect

Review your notes on dimate. Using a graphic orga-

nizer like the one here, identify the causes and effects of
SUMMARY AND PREVEW West Africa is desertification.
mostly covered with plains. Aqoss these
plains stretch four different climate
zones, most of which are dry. In spite of m
il [N T S S ——
FRAMVAS FESCUIER, FEEL, JTI Wil o0 describe will live or have lived in this region. How might

] egion. How mig

about West Africa’s history and culture. the physical geography have affected his or her life?
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