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1. South Africa’s high and low areas (relief) 

South Africa has low and high areas.  We can divide South Africa into three main 

areas. Each area is a different height above sea level. Remember sea level is the 

level of the sea at the coast. All of South Africa lies above sea level, but a few places in 

the world lie below sea level. 

South Africa’s three main physical 

areas area:  

1. The coastal plain 

2. The escarpment 

3. The plateau 

 

Coastal plain 

This is the area near or next to the sea. The land is quite 

flat and not very high above sea level. The word “plain” 
means flat land. Some of South Africa’s largest cities are on 
the coastal plain. 

 

The escarpment 

The escarpment is an area of steep slopes. The escarpment  

divides the coastal plain from the plateau. There are high  

mountains along or near to the escarpment. In South Africa,  

the escarpment is at its highest in the east where it is between  

2000m and 3300m above sea level. This edge of the plateau, forms a  

very high, steep escarpment known as the Drakensberg Mountains 

 

The plateau 

A plateau is a fairly large flat area of high ground with steep sides. The steep sides 

are the escarpment. Most of South Africa lies on a plateau, which is highest in the 

east and slopes down gently towards the west. The plateau is between 1 000 m and 

2 000 m above sea level.  

 

.  

In geography “relief “ 
means the highest and 

the lowest places in an 

area. Mountains are 

usually the highest point 

and valleys and other 

low-lying areas the 

lowest 

 

The lowest point on dry land is 

the shore of the Dead Sea, 

shared by Israel, the West 

Bank, and Jordan, 418m below 

sea level.  

The highest point above sea 

level is Mount Everest, which is 

8848m above sea level 

The highest point above sea 

level in South Africa is Mafadi, 

at 3450m above sea level.  It is 

in the Drakensberg, on the 

border with Lesotho. 
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Figure 2: SA high and low areas 

 

ACTIVITY 1 

A. Match the concepts with the correct answer. 

 

Escarpment:       plateau;      coastal plain;       relief;        sea-level 

 

B. Fill in the missing answer. 

1. The highest mountain in the world is  ____________________at _________m 

above sea-level. 

2. The lowest point on earth is _____________________ shared by 

_______________, Jordan and the West Bank. 

3. The highest point in South Africa is ___________________   in the 

______________________ mountains on the border of Lesotho 

4. The east coast of South Africa lies on the ____________________Ocean. 

5. The west coast of South Africa Lies on the _____________________Ocean 

a. This is the area near or next to the sea 

b. The highest and the lowest places in an area. 

c. A plateau is a fairly large flat area of high ground 

with steep sides. 

d. This is an area of steep slopes that divides the 

coastal plain from the plateau 

e. The level of the sea at the coast 

 

a. ……….…….…………………… 

b. …………………………………… 

c. ………………………..………… 

d. …………………………………… 

e. …………………………………… 
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2. Physical areas in South Africa 

The map below divides South Africa into the following smaller physical areas: 

1. Highveld 4. Great Karoo 
2. Lowveld 5. Little Karoo 

3. Kalahari 6. Namaqualand 

 

The Highveld 

The wettest and most fertile portion of the plateau is the Highveld, which occupies the 

central eastern portion of the plateau. It is generally between 1500 - 2100m above sea 

level, highest on the edge of the escarpment to the east (the Drakensberg), and sloping 

downwards to the south and west. Much of the plateau is Highveld. 

 

The Lowveld  

The South African portion of the coastal strip between the Limpopo and  

Mpumalanga Drakensberg and the ocean, together with the Limpopo River Valley, is called 

the Lowveld. These lowlands, less than 500m above sea level, form South Africa’s northern 
border with Botswana and Zimbabwe.  This southern part of the Lowveld is bound by South 

Africa’s border with Mozambique to the east, and the north-eastern part of the Drakensberg 

to the west.  Kruger National Park lies within the Lowveld. 

 

 

 

The Great Karoo  

The western section of South Africa, on the inland side of the  

Cape Fold Mountains, is dominated by the Great Karoo, a  

semi-desert region that lies north of the escarpment.   

It is an area of flat plains and steep mountains.  Separated 

 from the Great Karoo by the Swartberg mountain range 

is the Little Karoo 

 

 

The Little Karoo 

The Little Karoo is separated from the Great Karoo by 

the Swartberg mountain range. It lies in a 300km long, 

narrow (50km wide) valley in the Cape Fold Mountains, 

with the Swartberg range to the north and the 

Langeberg-Outeniqua range to the south. It is as arid 

as the Great Karoo, except along the foothills of the 

Swartberg, which are well-watered by streams that 

cascade down the mountains. 

Things that make the physical areas 

different are: 

Height, size and rainfall 

Figure 3: A Lowveld scene on the 

Letaba River in the Kruger National 

Park. 

Figure 4: The Little Karoo with the 

Swartberg mountains in the background 
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The Kalahari 

 

The Kalahari, nearly one million square kilometers, covers much of Botswana, parts of 
Namibia and South Africa. It is a semi-desert, with large amounts of excellent grazing 

after good rains. The Kalahari supports more animals and plants than a true desert, 
such as the Namib Desert to the west.  

 
                                                                                                                       

      

 

 

 

 

Namaqualand 
 

This is the dry region along the north-western 
coastline of South Africa, partly above and partly 

below the Great Escarpment. The region extends 
into Namibia, north of the Orange River, where it 

is known as “Great Namaqualand”, or 
“Namaland”. The South African portion of 

Namaqualand is known as “Little Namaqualand”, 
and falls within the Northern Cape Province. It 

includes the dry Namib desert.  In September, 
Namaqualand is world famous for it’s beautiful 
displays of wild flowers    
 

Figure 5: The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park in 

the Kalahari. 

Fig 6: Spring wild flowers in Namqualand 
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ACTIVITY 2: LOOK AT THE MAP (Fig. 7) ABOVE AND ANSWER THE QUESTIONS THAT FOLLOW. 

  

     

  

 

  

  

 
 

  

 

   

 

  

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lowveld 


