
Human Processes disrupt the drainage basin cycle- Amazon Case Study 

In tropical rainforests, such as those found in the Amazonia, the dense and multiple canopies of 

vegetation mean that rates of interception and evapotranspiration are high. This causes high 

humidity and heavy local convectional rainfall and is an example of a self-sustaining cycle where 

water is effectively recycled within the tropical forest system.  

Evaporation from the forest is also important in sustaining regional rainfall in areas around the 

periphery of the tropical rainforest, which is important to key agricultural regions of Brazil and other 

countries. In a forest environment 75% of intercepted water is returned by EVT to the atmosphere, 

which reduces to around 25% when the forest is cleared.  

The environmental impacts are likely to be severe because of the sheer scale of the deforestation in 

Amazonia. Over 20% of the forest has been destroyed, at an accelerating rate over the last 50 years, 

by a combining of cattle ranching, large scale commercial agriculture for biofuels and soya beans, 

urbanisation as well as legal and illegal logging.  

As the Amazon forests contain 60% of the world’s rainforests, the environmental impact on global 

life support systems is bound to be highly significant.  

The trees act as ‘green lungs’ by removing CO2 as they photosynthesise and act as carbon sinks. 

Destruction of forests reduces this capacity, so adding to the global greenhouse gas emissions, 

especially in times of drought.  

Ultimately the drier climate can lead to desiccation and further rainforest degradation. The El Nino-

Southern Oscillation (ENSO) can lead to significant occurrence of droughts in Amazonia, which can 

exacerbate forest fires and further destruction.  

The sheer scale of Amazonia destruction can have a very significant impact on the water cycle. As 

more water runs off into the Amazon drainage system, not only does this exacerbate the possibility 

of severe flooding and mudslides, it also leads to aquifer depletion, as less water infiltrates to 

recharge them. Overland flow also increases the amount of soil erosion and degradation as nutrients 

are washed away.  

 


