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The Drainage Basin

Watershed: An area or ridge of land that separates 
waters flowing to different rivers
Source: Where the river begins
Confluence: Where two rivers or streams meet 
and join
Tributary: A smaller stream or river which joins 
with a bigger river, adding to the total volume of 
the river.
Meander: A winding part of a river
Mouth: The end of a river, where it joins the sea

River Processes

Erosion: Where rocks are worn away 
and the land is changed
Transportation: Where eroded 
material is carried downstream 
Deposition: Where transported 
material is dropped when the river 
loses its energy, such as when it enters 
the sea

The Upper Course of the River

Features 
Steep v-shaped valleys, interlocking spurs, rapids, waterfalls 
and gorges. 

When a river is near it’s source,
it often develops a v-shaped 
valley as the river erodes down 
(this is called vertical erosion). 
At the same time, weathering 
breaks up material on the 
valley slopes. Weathered 
material from the valleys gets 
deposited in the river. 

1. The soft rock 
erodes more 
quickly, 
undercutting the 
hard rock

2. The hard rock is 
left overhanging 
and eventually 
collapses 

3.    The fallen rock crashes into the plunge pool. They swirl   
around, causing more erosion. 
4. Over time the process is repeated and the waterfall moves 

upstream
5. A steep-sided gorge is formed as the waterfall retreats

Types of Erosion

Hydraulic action - the sheer force of the moving water against the banks can cause air to be 
trapped in cracks and crevices. The pressure weakens the banks and gradually wears it away.
Abrasion - rocks carried along by the river scrape, scour and rub along the bed and banks and 
wear down the river like sandpaper.
Attrition - rocks being carried by the river smash together and break into smaller, smoother and 
rounder particles.
Solution – minerals in the rocks are dissolved by weak acids in the river water. Particularly in 
rocks like chalk and limestone, soluble particles are dissolved into the river water.



The Middle Course

Features
Wider, shallow valleys, meanders and oxbow lakes

1. The formation of meanders is due 
to both deposition and erosion. 
Meanders gradually move down 
stream. 

2. The force of the water erodes and 
undercuts the river bank on the 
outside of the bend where the river 
flow has most energy 

3. On the inside of the bend, where 
the river flow is slower, material is 
deposited, as there is more friction 

4. Overtime, the horse shoe becomes 
tighter, until the ends become very 
close together. As the river breaks 
through the ends join, the loop is 
cut-off from the main channel 

5. The cut-off loop is called an oxbow 
lake 

Causes of Flooding

Human Causes 
Deforestation: Rain is no longer 
intercepted (caught) by leaves, or soaked 
up by roots, so there are more floods
Urbanisation:  More concreate means that 
soil cannot absorb the water, so no more 
water runs-off the surface into the river

Physical Causes
Impermeable Rock: Water can’t travel 
through this rock, so water can’t soak 
through
Hard, dry soil: Soil is made hard by dry 
weather. Water can’t soak through it, so it 
runs over dry land instead
Very wet soil: If soil is saturated, no more 
rain can soak through
Steep slopes: Rain will run down quickly, 
before it has the chance to soak into the 
ground
Intensive Rainfall: Rain will fall quicker and 
heavier than soil and rocks can absorb it

Case Study: Somerset floods 2013/14

Towards the end of December 2013, Southwest Britain was battered by severe storms; this was followed by the 
wettest January on record. The rivers Parrett and Tone broke their banks and caused large areas to become 
flooded

Effects
• Railways disrupted 
• Yeovil was cut off due to roads flooding 
• 600 homes were flooded
• 6,900 ha of agricultural land were under water 
• It cost farmers £10 million

Responses
• Rescue boats brought supplies to people
• Increased crime rates
• Farmers were forced to sell their livestock 
• Pumps were brought from the Netherlands 
• The Government pledged £30 million to help with 

efforts 


