The Importance of
Rivers

What is a river? A river is freshwater flowing across the surface of the
land, usually to the sea. Rivers flow in channels. The bottom of the channel is called the bed and the sides of the channel are called banks.
Rivers begin at their source in higher ground such as mountains or hills.
Rain water or melting snow collects and forms tiny streams. When one
stream meets another and they merge together, the smaller stream is known
as a tributary. It takes many tributary streams to form a river. As the river
flows downstream, it gains more water from other streams, rivers, springs,
added rainfall and other water sources. The majority of rivers eventually
flow into a larger body of water such as an ocean, sea or large lake. The
end of a river is called the mouth.
There are some rivers that begin where a natural spring releases water
from underground. Another source of some rivers is a lake. For example,
the source of the River Nile is Lake Victoria in Burundi. Another example is
if rain water can’t sink into the ground because the ground is too wet already, the water then forms a bog. The water flows out of the bog to form
lakes and streams.
Here Are Some Reasons That Rivers Are Very Important To Us
• Water - Rivers carry water and nutrients to areas all around the earth.
They play an important part in the water cycle and act as drainage channels
for surface water. Rivers drain nearly 75% of the earth’s land surface.
• Habitat - Rivers provide excellent habitat and food for many of the earth’s
organisms. Ducks, voles, otters and beavers make their homes on the river
banks. Many rare plants and trees grow by the rivers such as reeds and bulrushes. Birds like kingfishers as well as bears eat small fish from the river.
In Africa, animals like antelopes, lions and elephants go to the rivers for
water to drink. The river deltas have many different species of insects,
mammals and birds that make it their home.
• Transportation - Rivers provide travel routes for exploration, commerce
and recreation.
• Farming - River valleys and plains provide fertile soils. Farmers in dry regions irrigate their cropland using water carried by irrigation ditches from
nearby rivers.
• Energy - Rivers are an energy source. During the early industrial era, mills,
shops and factories were built near fast flowing rivers where water could be
used to power machines. Today steep rivers are used to power hydroelectric plants and their water turbines.
Quick River Facts
• The term upriver (or upstream) refers to the direction of the river’s water
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source. Downriver (or downstream) refers to the direction in which the
water flows, towards the end of the river.
• The Ganges (Northern India), Yangtze (China) and Indus (Pakistan)
rivers are three of the most polluted on earth.
• The Colorado River travels through the south western United States
and north western Mexico. It is home to the famous Hoover Dam.
• The longest river in the United States is the Missouri River that
stretches to around 2,340 miles in length which is slightly longer than
the Mississippi River. These two combine to form the longest river
system in North America reaching 3,902 miles. It is also the fourth
longest in the world!
• The longest river in the world is the Nile River. The Nile River
reaches around 4,132 miles in length. Located in Africa, the Nile River
lies in the following countries: Kenya, Eritrea, Congo, Burundi,
Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia. It has a huge
significance in regards to Ancient Egypt.
Most of Ancient Egypt’s historical sites are located along the banks
of the Nile River including cities such as Luxor and Cairo. The Nile
Delta in Northern Egypt is where the Nile River drains to the Mediterranean Sea. It is around 100 miles in length and spreads out over 149
miles of coastline. It is rich in agriculture and has been farmed for
thousands of years. Around 40 million people, which is approximately
half of Egypt’s population, live in the Nile Delta region.
The Aswan High Dam was built in 1970 to help regulate the flooding
of the Nile River. Before the dam was built, years that had high levels
of water would flood out crops while years of low level water would
produce famine and drought. The dam helps control these levels.
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