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1. RELIEF 

1.1. VOCABULARY 

- Plains are large areas of flat land with no hills or slopes. 

- Plateau is a plain at a high altitude. 

- Depressions are plains which are lower than the surrounding land. 

- Hill are small elevation in the ground. They have lower altitude than mountains. 

- Mountain is a big elevation in the ground. 

- Several mountains grouped together are called a mountain range. 

- A long line of mountain ranges is called a mountain chain. 

- Valleys are low areas between mountains. Rivers are often found in valleys. 

1.2. THE RELIEF OF SPAIN 

The Inner Plateau is in the center of Spain. There are two mountain ranges in the 

middle of the Inner Plateau. 

Surrounding the Inner Plateau there are four mountain ranges. 

Beyond the Inner Plateau there are five mountain ranges and two large river basins. 

In addition, there are two archipelagos and the territories of Ceuta and Melilla in North 

Africa. 

- THE INNER PLATEAU:  

A very extensive plain covers the centre of the Iberian Peninsula. It is called the Inner 

Plateau. It has an average height of 600 metres above sea level. 

The Inner Plateau covers the Autonomous Communities of Castile-Leon, Castile-La 

Mancha, Madrid and Extremadura. Extensive farmland dominates the Inner Plateau. 

The largest towns are near the main rivers. 

1.3. THE RELIEF IN SPAIN IS COMPOSED OF 

- The Central Plateau: It is a big plain in the Iberian Peninsula. 

- Central System (Sistema Central) divide the Plateau into two parts: 

o The North Subplateau. 

o The South Subplateau. 

- Toledo Mountains (Montes de Toledo) 

- The Mountains that go around the plateau are: 

o The Lion Mountains (Montes de Leon) with Teleno as one of its highest 

peaks. 

o The Cantabrian Range (Cordillera Cantabrica) where we find Picos de 

Europa and Torre Cerredo as one of the highest peaks. 

o The Iberian System (Sistema Iberico) – Moncayo is one of its highest 

peaks. 

o Sierra Morena – Bañuelas and Despeñaperros. 

- The Mountains that are far from the plateau are: 

o The Galizian Massif (Mazizo Galaico) – Cabeza de Manzaneda is one of 

the highest peaks. 
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o The Pyrenees, (Pirineos) that separate Spain from France and where we 

can find important peaks like Aneto and Monte Perdido. 

o The Basque Mountains (Montes Vascos) – Peña Gorbea 

o The Catalonian Range (Cordilleras Costeras Catalanas) where we can 

find Turó de L`Home. 

o The Betic Chain (Cordilleras Beticas) are divided into: 

▪ Cordillera Penibetica – The highest peak is Mulhacén. 

▪ Cordillera Subbetica – The highest peak is Sagra. 

- The most important depressions in the peninsula are: 

o The Ebro depression: located among the Pyrinees, The Iberian System, 

The Catalonian Coast and the Mediterranean Sea. 

o The Guadalquivir depression: located among Sierra Morena, The Betic 

Chain and the Atlantic Ocean. 

- The Meseta Central is a high wide plain divided by the Sistema Central. 

- Depressions or low areas are located between mountain ranges. The largest 

are the Ebro and Guadalquivir depressions. 

- Interior mountain ranges form a rim around the Meseta, with the exception of 

its western area. They include the Montes de León, the Cordillera Cantábrica, 

the Sistema Ibérico and the Sierra Morena. 

- Exterior mountain ranges are located at the extremes of the peninsula.  

They include the Macizo Galaico, the Montes Vascos, the Pyrenees, the 

Cordillera Costero-Catalana and the Sistema Bético. 

2. RIVERS 

Rivers are continuous currents of water. There are several different terms related to 

rivers: 

- A tributary is a minor river or stream that flows into a main river. 

- The course is the route that a river follows from its source to the mouth. 

- The channel is the river bed or space occupied by a river. 

- Volume is the amount of water that a river transports in a particular place 

- The watershed is the area covering all the different rivers that flow into the 

same sea. 
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2.1. SPANISH RIVERS 

- CANTABRIAN WATERSHED  

The rivers that flow into the Cantabrian Sea are short with abundant water volume.  

They include the Bidasoa, Nervión and Nalón rivers. 

- ATLANTIC WATERSHED  

The rivers that flow into the Atlantic Ocean are longer with variable water volume 

throughout the year. They include the Miño, Duero, Tajo, Guadiana and Guadalquivir 

rivers. 

- MEDITERRANEAN WATERSHED  

The rivers that flow into the Mediterranean Sea are short with low water volume, such 

as the Turia, Júcar and Segura rivers. An exception is the River Ebro, which runs 

through a long depression. 

 

3. THE CONTINENTAL WATERS AND SEAS OF SPAIN 

The continental waters of Spain are formed by river, lakes or underground aquifers. 

The bodies of water that surround Spain are the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean 

Sea. 

The presence of these waters and seas has played a crucial part in the distribution of 

human settlements, economic trade and historical moments in Spain. 

The characteristics of the coasts of Spain are different depending of which body of 

water borders them. 

The Atlantic Ocean and the Cantabrian Sea have very strong wells, currents and tides. 

Their coasts are characterised by step cliffs, deep flooded valleys and small beaches 

and bays. The one exception is the Atlantic coast bordering Andalucía, which has a long 

line of beaches. 

The tides of the Mediterranean Sea have a relatively low impact on the beaches. The 

characteristics of the coasts on this side of Spain are long lines of beaches with very 

few formations of high elevation. The exceptions to this are the Costa Brava, the 

Baleares and Cabo de San Antonio. 

 

4. LAKES AND UNDERGROUNDS AQUIFERS 

There are no major lakes in Spain as its geology creates a pattern so that most of the 

water flows almost directly into the seas. The majority of the lakes are in the 

mountainous areas and in the coastal Mediterranean areas. 

The main type of lakes are: 
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- Glaciers. These include the Sanabria Lake in Zamora, the Black Lagoon in Soria, 

the lagoon of Gredos in Ávila and the lakes of Pyrenees. 

- Coastal. These include lagoons and wetlands. Important examples are the 

Albufera in Valencia, the Mar Menor in Murcia and the wetlands of 

Guadalquivir. 

Spain has many important underground aquifers. 

5. TYPES OF CLIMATE AND NATURAL LANDSCAPES IN SPAIN 

Climatic conditions are one of the most decisive factors in natural processes as they 

influence, amongst other things, the vegetation and human activities in a certain 

region. Therefore, they condition the landscape.  

In the case of the Iberian Peninsula, climatic characteristics, which are determined by 

factors like latitude, altitude and proximity to the sea, have created five distinct 

climate types in Spain. 

5.1. Types of climate 

Spain has four types of climates: oceanic, Mediterranean, alpine and subtropical 

- OCEANIC   

This climate is located in the strip of land along the Cantabrian coast and in Galicia. The 

temperatures are mild and there are no great contrasts from one season to another 

(cold winters and mild summers). There is abundant precipitation and very few dry 

months. The greatest influence on the climate is the sea. 

- MEDITERRANEAN 

This climate is found on the Mediterranean coast and in the interior of the Iberian 

Peninsula. The temperatures are warn and there are no great contrasts from one 

season to another, with moderate winters and hot summers. Precipitation is sparse 

and occurs in the spring and atumn. There are severe droughts in the summer. There 

are important variants of this climate in Spain: 

o Semi arid Mediterranean. There is very little precipitation. This is found 

in the southeast of the Peninsula (Murcia and Almería). 

o Interior Mediterranean. There is a greater contrast in temperatures with 

very cold winters and very hot summers. This is mostly found in the 

Inner Plateau, the Ebro basin and in Guadalquivir. 

- ALPINE 

This climate is located in the mountains in elevations higher than 1.500 m. it is 

characterised by low temperatures and abundant precipitation. The precipitation is 

usually in the form of winter snowfall. 

- SUBTROPICAL 
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This is a special climate due to the location of the Canary Islands at the lower 

latitudes, the proximity of the African continent and the Sahara Desert. The 

temperatures are high with mild winters, very hot summers and very little contrast 

in temperatures. The amount of precipitation varies from 100 mm in the eastern 

islands (Lanzarote and Fuerteventura) to more than 600mm in the western islands 

(La Palma and El Hierro). 

6. THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT OF SPAIN 

Despite the large human population an its impact on the Iberian Peninsula has one of 

the most varied and well conserved natural environments in Europe. 

6.1. Biogeography  

Is the study of the distribution of soil, vegetation and fauna. 

- SOIL  

Is what supports and feeds plants. The mixture of minerals, organic matter, gases, 

liquids and different organisms within soil creats different types of vegetation. There 

are different layers of soil (called horizons), which are usually distributed horizontally 

over a rock bed: 

Top soil (horizon A), the top layer, is composed of either live or decomposed organic 

matter called humus. It is a dark colour. 

Subsoil (horizon B) the middle layer, is the thickest, and has very little organic matter. 

It is composed mainly of clay, sand and other materials dragged down by, for example, 

rivers. 

Parent material (horizon C) is the lowest level and is made up of pieces of rocks and 

roots. 

- VEGETATION  

This category includes all types of plants that grow in the earth, trees, grass and 

anything else considered flora. What vegetation grows is connected to the climate as 

well as the soil and so we can distinguish between vegetation Maritime, 

Mediterranean, Alpine and Canary. 

- FAUNA 

There is a great variety of indigenous fauna in Spain because of the many different 

types of climate and habitats. Nevertheless, some species of fauna are in danger of 

extinction: the lynx, the golden eagle, the wolf… 
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7. PROTECTION AND CONSERVATION OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT   

The natural environmets in Spain, like the rest of the world have been badly affected 

by human activity. The main effects of this activity are the following. 

7.1. Pollution  

There is air pollution from toxic gas emissions (industrial waste, vehicles and heating 

systems), water pollution from runoff rubbish and industry,and noise pollution 

7.2. Deforestation  

Cutting down trees to use as building materials for homes or furniture, or to clear 

areas for agricultural use, destroys forests and has serious consequences on the 

environment 

7.3. Erosion  

This can be caused by wind, rain or ice on the ground. The negative effects become 

worse when vegetation is removed so that the land can be used for agricultural 

purposes or for construction (highways or developments). 

7.4. Desertification 

Areas that have lost their natural vegetation do not easily recover their natural 

environment and can become deserts. 

People have started to recognise the value of the natural environment and measures 

have been taken to conserve, protect and improve the natural environment in Spain. 

The main way to protect these areas is to have a respectful attitude towards them and 

the conviction that they are a valuable heritage which we must preserve for future 

generations. 

Several organisations have been created to protect and care for the natural 

environment. UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation), has created biosphere reserves, and in 1971 the Ramsar Convention 

was signed to protect wetlands, large regions of biodiversity. 

 

 

 

 


