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Name   _________________________________________________________________  Class  _________  

This is the glossary of key terms and definitions for Chapter 11: River landscapes.  

Key Term Definition 

Abrasion rocks carried along a river wear down the river bed and banks 

Aerial photo 

an image taken from above ground-level looking down on a 

landscape, they can either be (1) Vertical – looking directly down to 

the ground or, (2) Oblique – looking sideways 

Alluvium a sediment deposited by a river when it floods 

Attrition 
rocks being carried by the river smash together and break into 

smaller, smoother and rounder particles 

Benefits 
financial savings made by preventing flooding, along with any 

environmental improvements 

Channel the main water course 

Channel straightening removing meanders from a river to make it straighter 

Confluence where a tributary joins a larger river 

Costs 
the financial cost of a scheme, and any negative impacts on the 

environment and on people’s lives 

Course the path of the river from its source to mouth 

Cross profile a cross section of a river channel or its valley 

Dam a barrier built across a valley to interrupt river flow 
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Deposition 
occurs when material being transported by the sea is dropped due 

to the sea losing energy 

Discharge 
quantity of water that passes a given point on a stream or 

riverbank within a given period of time 

Drainage basin an area of land drained by a river and its tributaries 

Embankment artificially raised river banks often using concrete walls 

Estuary 
tidal mouth of a river where it meets the sea – wide banks of 

deposited mud are exposed at low tide 

Flash flood a very sudden flood event resulting from a torrential rainstorm 

Flood 
where river discharge exceeds river channel capacity and water 

spills onto the floodplain 

Flood relief channel 

artificial channels that are used when a river is close to maximum 

discharge; they take the pressure off the main channels when 

floods are likely 

Flood risk the likelihood of a flood event occurring in a certain area 

Flood storage areas 
water is deliberately allowed to flood wetlands to reduce the risk of 

flooding further downstream 

Flood warnings providing reliable advance information about possible flooding 

Floodplain 
relatively flat area forming the valley floor either side of a river 

channel that is sometimes flooded 

Floodplain zoning identifying how a floodplain can be developed for human uses 

Flow control 

specially designed aperture (opening) in a river channel which 

controls the rate of flow downstream. Excess water is stored 

behind the structure in a reservoir 
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Gorge 
a narrow steep-sided valley – often formed as a waterfall retreats 

upstream 

Gradient the height and angle of a slope 

Hydraulic action power of the water eroding the bed and banks of a river 

Hydrograph 
a graph which shows the discharge of a river, related to rainfall, 

over a period of time 

Interlocking spurs outcrops of land along the river course in a valley 

Knick point a step or drop in a river’s bed which often cause waterfalls 

Lateral erosion 
erosion of river banks rather than the bed – helps to form the 

floodplain 

Levee 

raised bank found on either side of a river, formed naturally by 

regular flooding or built up by people to protect the area against 

flooding 

Load material transported by a river 

Long profile the gradient of a river, from its source to its mouth 

Meander a wide bend in a river 

Mouth the end of a river, usually where a river joins the sea 

Mudflats 
areas of fine sediment deposits which over time can develop in 

saltmarshes 

Ox-bow lake an arc-shaped lake on a floodplain formed by a cut-off meander 
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Plunge pool 
a deep and turbulent area of water where the river ‘plunges’ over a 

waterfall 

Pools and riffles 

alternating sequence in the course of a river or stream that carry 

coarse sediment, where shallow fast-flowing sections are called 

riffles and deeper slower-moving sections are called pools 

Precipitation moisture falling from the atmosphere – rain, sleet or snow 

Prediction 
using historical evidence and monitoring, scientists can make 

predictions about when and where a hazard may happen 

Reservoir A large natural or artificial lake used as a source of water supply 

River restoration modifying the course of a river to return it to its natural state 

Saltation hopping movement of pebbles along a river or sea bed 

Saltmarshes 
important natural habitats often found in sheltered river estuaries 

behind spits where there is very little flow of water 

Solution dissolved rocks and minerals often derived from limestone or chalk  

Source the start of a river 

Suspension 
small particles carried in river flow or sea water, i.e. sands, silts 

and clays 

Thalweg the course of the fastest flow (velocity) within a river 

Time lag 
the time in hours between the highest rainfall and the highest 

(peak) discharge 

Traction where material is rolled along a river bed or by waves 
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Transportation the movement of eroded material 

Tributary a small stream that joins a larger river 

Velocity rate of the river flow 

Vertical erosion downward erosion of the river bed 

V-shaped valley steep-sided valley 

Waterfall 
a step in the long profile of a river usually formed when a river 

crosses over a hard (resistant) band of rock 

Watershed the edge of the river basin 

Wetlands saturated areas of land, often found on river floodplains 

 

 

Keep this glossary for revision time! 

Using geographical terminology in your exam will 

help you to improve your grade. 
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