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The Amazon
Rainforest



		
The Amazon rainforest is one of Earth’s most iconic environments. Its dense jungles are home to towering trees, mysterious animals and tribal groups who have only limited contact with the developed world. The Amazon basin covers an area of around 6.7 million square kilometres. In fact, the Amazon rainforest contains around 10% of all species on Earth. These include mammals such as monkeys and jaguars, reptiles such as the green anaconda and amazing tropical birds such as the toucan.
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Over 30 million people live in the Amazon, of whom around three million are indigenous people. Some of these people still live traditional lives in isolation from the rest of the world. Such lifestyles are becoming more difficult in the Amazon. Demand for wood and space to grow crops is leading to mass clearances of the forest and loss of the original environment.



		The Amazon basin is twice the size of India!
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		The Atacama Desert



		
The Atacama Desert lies in the north of Chile, between the Andes Mountains and the Pacific Ocean. It is the driest place in the world. Much of the desert consists of barren, stony land and the only lakes are salt pans. The Atacama has been hyperarid, which means that the rate at which water evaporates is far higher than the rate at which is falls, for three million years. While some areas receive a few millimetres of rain annually, others have had no rainfall at all since scientists began keeping records.
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Like the Namib Desert in Africa, the Atacama borders a large ocean. However, because the moisture from the ocean is much colder than the air from the land, it is mostly trapped offshore as marine fog. Sometimes this fog comes far enough onto the land to allow small plants such as mosses and cacti to grow.



		As the Atacama Desert is the driest environment on Earth that life can cope with, it is often used as a comparison site for scientists investigating life on Mars.
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		The Pampas



		
The Pampas, which are grassy plains lying in the south of Brazil and the north of Argentina, are the South American equivalent of the African savannah. They run from the Atlantic coast of Argentina all the way to the eastern side of the Andes Mountains. The word Pampas is taken from the local Guarani language and means ‘level plain’, describing these wide, flat lowlands. Like the African savannah, the region has both a wet and a dry season. The dry season falls in December, which is in the summer as the Pampas are in the Southern Hemisphere.
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Originally, the Pampas area was home to numerous cowboys who herded animals across the plains. However, due to the good soil and a healthy climate for growing crops, much of the Pampas area is now used for commercial agriculture. This puts the original environment at risk of disappearing.



		The Pampas is home to the burrowing owl, which lives underground.
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The Galápagos
Islands



		The Galápagos Islands are the westernmost point of South America, lying 1,000 km off the coast of Ecuador. They are also one of the most important places in scientific history. The islands are formed from hot spot volcanoes. These occur when a hot plume of liquid rock from inside the Earth rises up and breaks through the surface, causing a volcanic eruption. As the layers of lava build up, islands are created. The Galápagos still have active volcanoes today.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
A huge part of the now native plant and animal species, have accidentally made their way to the Galápagos Islands, some being blown by the wind, others flying or clinging to driftwood across hundreds of kilometres of ocean. The islands therefore don’t have a lot of animal species, but those that live there have evolved in isolation. This makes the islands a natural laboratory, and it was a trip to this region that helped Charles Darwin work out his theory of evolution and natural selection.



		The oldest ever giant Galápagos tortoise lived to be 152 years old.
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Tierra del Fuego



		Tierra del Fuego is a group of islands known as an archipelago. The islands are divided between Chile and Argentina, and form the very southernmost tip of South America. Lying so far south, and largely surrounded by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, the islands have a cold, wet climate. They are also extremely windy, with gusts regularly reaching over 100 km per hour.
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You might think that such a harsh place would be inhospitable to life. However, the islands have a rich animal and bird life, and are home to species including foxes, parakeets and condors. They have also been home to humans for a surprisingly long time, with the first settlers arriving around 8,000 years ago. Tierra del Fuego is Spanish for ‘Land of Fire’. The archipelago is so named because the first Spaniards to spot the land saw it covered in fires from the encampments of the indigenous people.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		

Cape Horn



		Five hundred years ago, European explorers wanted to sail to Indonesia by travelling west past the Americas in order to gain advantages in trade. There was just one problem: finding a way through the violent seas around Tierra del Fuego. Two passages were found. The first was the Straits of Magellan, which sits between Tierra del Fuego and mainland South America, and the second was the Drake Passage, which lies south of Cape Horn.
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To round Cape Horn was the most dangerous trip a sailor could attempt. The ocean here had rough waters, complex currents, violent winds and even icebergs. Over the last 400 years, more than 10,000 men have died in the waters here. Most modern ships use the Panama Canal to travel between the Atlantic and Pacific, but for those who have the stomach for it, there are still cruises that go round Cape Horn.



		On the first voyage through the Magellan Straits, one ship’s captain refused to even attempt the crossing, preferring to return to Spain and be put in prison!
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