
2.2 Rivers and River Management 
 

Key Word Definition 

Weathering 
Breaking up of rocks by the action of weather, plants, 
animals and chemical processes 

Freeze thaw weathering 
 

The continued freezing and thawing of moisture in rocks 
that will eventually cause them to break 

Onion skin weathering 
The continued expansion and contraction of rock which 
causes small layers of rock to fall away. 

Chemical weathering The breaking down of rocks by chemical reactions e.g. acid 
rain, salt in sea water 

Erosion 
 

The wearing away and removal of rocks by the action of 
wind, water or ice 

Hydraulic Action 
 

Erosion caused when water and air are forced into gaps in 
rock or soil 

Abrasion 
 

Erosion caused by friction. When rivers carry 
pebbles/sand, the water uses these to wear away the 
bed/banks of the river 

Solution/ Corrosion The wearing away of the landscape by chemical processes 
e.g. acids in the water 

Attrition 
 

A type of erosion where rocks smash against each other 
making them smaller and more rounded  

Transportation 
 

When rivers transport material to another location  

Traction 
 

The transporting of material by a rolling motion, along the 
river bed 

Saltation 
 

When sediment skips/bounces along the river bed 

Suspension 
 

When material is transported in suspension (not in 
contact with the river bed) 

Solution 
 

Materials are dissolved from soil or rock and carried along 
in the river flow 

Mass movement 
 

When soil/rocks/stones slip, slide or slump down a slope 

Annual Regime 
 

The way in which a river’s discharge varies throughout a 
year 

Hydrological cycle The continuous process by which water is circulated 
throughout the Earth and its atmosphere 

Climate 
 

Atmospheric conditions: temperatures and precipitation  

 
Geology 

The nature and structure of rocks 

Flows 
 

Where water flows through the hydrological cycle e.g. 
precipitation  

Stores 
 

When water is stored in the hydrological cycle e.g. a lake 

Interception 
 

When vegetation stops precipitation falling directly on to 
the surface 

The Hydrological Cycle 

The hydrological cycle is the process by which water  
travels from the Earth's surface to the atmosphere and  
then back to the ground again. Water can be stored or  
flow around the cycle. Stores include rock, lakes, the sea  
and glaciers (ice). Flows include condensation, evaporation,  
infiltration and surface run off. 

The hydrological cycle can be influenced by: 

• Building urban areas (decreases infiltration) 

• Cutting down trees (decreases interception) 

• Heavy rainfall (increases precipitation) 

• Geology (increases/decreases infiltration and percolation) 

• Climate (influences condensation, precipitation and evaporation) 

 
The Drainage Basin 

The drainage basin is the area of land from which rainwater drains 
into the river. The diagram below shows the key components of the 
drainage basin. Check out these words in your key words list (left). 

 

Flood (Storm) Hydrographs 

Hydrographs are extremely useful in visualizing how a river is affected 
by a storm event. The bars show rainfall and the line shows the 
discharge of the river. There are also other key words on the 
hydrograph: 

 

The discharge line will vary in shape depending on how the river behaves. A 
steep rising limb will indicate a ‘flashy’ hydrograph, a gradual rising limb will 
indicate a ‘delayed’ hydrograph. 

Other factors which will influence the shape of the hydrograph include: 

• Size of drainage basin (influences how large the area is that is 
drained by the river) 

• Steep/gentle slopes (influences the speed of the water getting into 
the river) 

• Permeable/impermeable rock type (influences whether rainwater 
will be infiltrated or be as surface run off into the river) 

• Trees present (influenced whether water will be intercepted or not) 

Erosion 

There are four main erosional processes: 

• Hydraulic action 

• Solution 

• Attrition 

• Abrasion 

 

http://www.juicygeography.co.uk/downloads/flash/erosion.swf


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Word Definition 
Transpiration 

 
Moisture lost to the atmosphere through the leaves of 
plants. 

Infiltration 
 

Where water gradually seeps into the soil from the 
surface. 

Surface run-off 
 

Where water runs across the surface. 

Throughflow 
 

The downhill flow of water through the soil 

Vegetation 
 

Plant life 

Urbanisation 
 

The physical and human growth of towns and cities 

Discharge 
 

The amount of water flowing in a river. Measured in cubic 
metres per second (cumecs) 

Flood Hydrograph 
 

Shows the discharge of a river over the period of a 
flood/storm event (also called storm hydrographs) 

 
Lag Time 

 

Precipitation 
 

Any water falling on the earth as rain, sleet, snow, hail etc. 

Dredging 
 

Removing the sediment at the bottom of 
the river bed. Dredging increases the depth of the 
channel, which increases its capacity to carry water, thus 
reducing the risk of flooding 

Flash flood 
 

A sudden, local flood usually caused by heavy rain 

Hard engineering Making physical, man-made alterations to the river. 
Artificially controlling the course of the river. 

Soft Engineering 
 

Using natural river processes and features to reduce flood 
risk 

Drainage Basin 
 

The area a river collects its water from (also called a 
catchment area) 

Stakeholder 
 

A person or group of people with an interest or concern in 
something 

Stage Main activity Main features 

Upper course 
(steep 
gradient) 

Vertical 
(downward) 
erosion 

Source, tributaries, V-shaped 
valley, interlocking spurs, 
waterfalls, rapids, gorges 

Middle course 
(gentle 
gradient) 

Lateral (sideways) 
erosion starts, 
transportation 

River beaches (slip-off slopes), 
meanders, river cliffs, oxbow 
lakes 

Lower course 
(very low 
gradient) 

Deposition Floodplains, oxbow lakes, levées, 
delta, estuary 

River management can be categorised 
into hard and soft engineering 

Hard engineering Soft engineering 

• Dams 
• River 

straightening 
• Dredging 
• Embankments 
• Demountable 

defences 
• Flood relief 

channels 

• Flood warnings 
and preparation 

• Land use zoning 
• Afforestation 
• Returning rivers 

to their natural 
state 

Case study Good example of… 

High Force, River Tees A waterfall in the UK 

Barnard Castle, River Tees Meanders in the UK 
Boscastle, Cornwall 2004 A flash flood in the UK 

Somerset Levels, 2013/14 A long-term flood in the UK 

3 main stages (courses) of a river 

In your revision, make sure you understand how the 
underlined features in the table above form 

Case Studies 


