
This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

What are river deltas, and why are they
important?

The delta of the Dvina River, which flows into the White Sea in Russia. Photo by: NASA.

When rivers end in an ocean or a lake, they might form a delta. Deltas are wide wetlands at the

mouth of the river.

Rivers carry little bits of solid material, like sand, gravel and tiny rocks. This is called sediment.

When the river meets the ocean or lake, the sediment falls to the river bottom.

Over time, the sediment builds up and forms extra

land. This land splits the river into many smaller ones.

From above, these smaller rivers look like tree

branches reaching toward the sea.

The lighter sediment is carried ouside of the mouth of

the river. This sediment is called silt. Silt is rich in

nutrients that help plants grow. As silt builds up, new

land is formed. This is the delta. 
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Like most wetlands, deltas have many different plants and animals. Plants such as lilies and

hibiscus grow in deltas. Herbs used in traditional medicines grow here too. Many animals live in

the shallow delta waters. Fish, oysters, birds, insects, and sometimes even tigers and bears can be

found there.

Rivers Without Deltas

Not all rivers form deltas. For a delta to form, the flow

of a river must be slow and steady. That way, the silt

can fall to the bottom and not get carried away. 

A river will also not form a delta if it is hit by strong

waves. The Columbia River in Canada and the United

States is an example of this. It leaves enormous

amounts of sediment in the Pacific Ocean. But strong

waves and currents sweep the silt away before it can

settle.

Tides also stop deltas from forming. The Amazon, the

largest river in the world, does not have a delta because of this. It is in South America. The tides of

the Atlantic Ocean are too strong to let silt create a delta there.

How Deltas Are Formed

A delta can be formed in different ways. Strong waves

can form a delta. The Nile delta in Egypt is one

example. It is shaped by waves from the

Mediterranean Sea.

Tide-dominated deltas usually form in areas between

high tide and low tide. This is when the water in an

ocean or lake is higher or lower. The massive Ganges-

Brahmaputra delta, in the countries of India and

Bangladesh, is a tide-dominated delta. It is shaped by

the rise and fall of tides in the Bay of Bengal in the

Indian Ocean.

Another type of delta is the Gilbert delta. This is formed when rivers leave large, rough sediments.

Gilbert deltas are usually found in rivers that empty into freshwater lakes. They are often steeper

than the other deltas. 

Shape

The word "delta" comes from the Greek letter delta (Δ), which is shaped like a triangle. Some

deltas are also pointed and tooth-shaped. The Tiber River forms a tooth-like delta as it empties

into the Tyrrhenian Sea near Rome, Italy.

Not all deltas are triangle-shaped. A bird-foot delta has few, widely spaced smaller rivers, making

it look like a bird's foot. The Mississippi River forms a bird-foot delta as it empties into the Gulf of

Mexico.
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Inverted deltas look like the opposite of a typical arc-shaped delta. Their smaller branches break

off toward land, while a single stream reaches the ocean or lake. The delta of the Sacramento and

San Joaquin rivers in northern California is an inverted delta. 

Inland deltas, which empty into a plain, are very rare.

The Okavango delta in Botswana, Africa, is probably

the most well-known. It's so unusual it is considered

one of the "Seven Natural Wonders of Africa." Water

from the Okavango River never reaches another body

of water. The delta spreads across a flat plain in the

Kalahari Desert before it evaporates.

Deltas And People

Deltas are very important to humans. They are

important places for trade and business, for example.

The city of Vancouver, in Canada, sits on the delta of the Fraser River. It empties into the Strait of

Georgia, which is part of the Pacific Ocean. The Fraser delta helps make Vancouver one of the

busiest ports in the world for trade.

In China, the Pearl River Delta, sometimes called the Delta of Guangdong, also has a bustling city

around it. The Pearl River delta includes both Hong Kong and Macau. These cities are important

for business and trade. Many people from other parts of China move to this delta, looking for a

better life and jobs that pay better.

Deltas have rich silt soil, so they are usually good for farming. The world's largest delta is the

Ganges-Brahmaputra delta in India and Bangladesh. About two-thirds of Bangladeshis live and

work there. Fish, other seafood, and crops such as rice and tea are grown on the delta.

Then, there's the inverted delta of the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers in northern California.

Its rich soil is used to grow asparagus, zucchini, wine grapes and rice.

Disappearing Deltas

Government officials and workers sometimes change

how a river flows, often by using dams. Dams are big

walls that stop and move the flow of a river. This

might sound like a good idea, but too much control

can destroy the deltas. 

Blocking the flow of a river can free up land for

farming or businesses. The water that gets held back

can also be used for drinking.

When making these decisions about changing a river's

flow, government officials have to consider many

things: the needs of businesses, farming, the environment and keeping citizens safe.

In Egypt, dams have totally changed how land is farmed around the Nile delta. The Aswan Dam

was built 50 years ago. It slowed down the flooding of the delta, which means that the river
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overflowed less. This is a problem because the flooding moved silt and nutrients to the land

around the Nile. Now, Egyptians have to use more fertilizers because the land isn't healthy enough

to grow crops anymore. 

The Nile delta is also shrinking because of the Aswan Dam. It doesn't have sediments coming to

rebuild it. The waves of the Mediterranean Sea are washing the Nile away.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Quiz

1 Read the sentence from the introduction [paragraphs 1-5].

Silt is rich in nutrients that help plants grow.

Which sentence uses the word "rich" in the same way as it is used above?

(A) You have to be rich to buy the most expensive farming tools.

(B) I used carrots from the garden to bake a moist, rich cake.

(C) It is easier to garden with rich soil than sand or clay.

(D) Countries can grow rich by selling their natural resources.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "How Deltas Are Formed."

Tide-dominated deltas usually form in areas between high tide and low tide. This is when the
water in an ocean or lake is higher or lower. The massive Ganges-Brahmaputra delta, in the
countries of India and Bangladesh, is a tide-dominated delta. It is shaped by the rise and fall of
tides in the Bay of Bengal in the Indian Ocean.

Which phrase from the paragraph BEST explains what "tide-dominated" means?

(A) between high tide and low tide

(B) water in an ocean or lake

(C) massive Ganges-Brahmaputra delta

(D) shaped by the rise and fall of tides

3 Examine the photograph in the section "Disappearing Deltas."

What does the photograph show about deltas?

(A) that ocean waves keep deltas from forming at the mouth of a river

(B) that changing the flow of a river can affect a delta's shape

(C) how flooding near deltas can provide more fertile soil for farming

(D) how slowing the flow of a river can make it empty into a flat plain

4 Look at the image in the section "Rivers Without Deltas."

Which sentence from the article is BEST illustrated by the image?

(A) Plants such as lilies and hibiscus grow in deltas.

(B) Many animals live in the shallow delta waters.

(C) Fish, other seafood, and crops such as rice and tea are grown on the delta.

(D) Its rich soil is used to grow asparagus, zucchini, wine grapes and rice.


