10   GEOGRAPHICAL FEATURES OF AUSTRALIA 
AND NEW ZEALAND

broader view: the environment
AUSTRALIA
Australia is the smallest continent and the biggest island in the world. It is situated between the Pacific and the Indian Oceans. Its nearest neighbor in the north is New Guinea from which Australia is separated by 85 km wide Torres Strait. The oval shape of Australia is broken by the Gulf of Carpentaria in the north and by the Great Australian Bight in the south. 

The surface of Australia is mostly flat, only one twentieth of the whole continent is higher than 600 m above sea level. The Great Western Plateau occupies nearly half of the continent. In central Australia there are three deserts – the Great Sandy Desert, the Gibson Desert and the Great Victoria Desert. Australian has two big rivers, the Murray and the Darling, and three great lakes: Lake Eyre, Lake Torrens, and Lake Gairdner, however also these large lakes become dry in the dry seasons. The Australian Cordilleras form the eastern coast of Australia and continue into Tasmania. Their northern part - the Great Dividing Range begins on the York Peninsula and continues to the Blue Mountains and the Australian Alps with the highest mountain Mount Kosciusko (2228 m). 

Australia is made up of 6 states – New South Wales (Sydney), Victoria (Melbourne), Queensland (Brisbane), South Australia (Adelaide), Western Australia (Perth), Tasmania (Hobart) and 2 territories – Northern Territory (Darwin) and Australian Capital Territory (Canberra). The capital is Canberra but the biggest city is Sydney.

In each of Australia’s six states, there is a large city which is near a river and near the sea. Sixty per cent of all Australians live in these six cities – and many others live near them. In fact, most people live only a few kilometers from the sea. Sydney is the oldest and biggest city, with 3,7 million people. It is a busy, modern city and its high-rise buildings are the centre for much of Australian business. When we think of Sydney, many people think of the Sydney Opera House. The roof of this beautiful building looks like sails on Sydney Harbor. It was opened in 1973 for music, theatre and dance. Near the Opera House is one of the longest bridges in the world – the Sydney Harbor Bridge. Melbourne, the second biggest city, was the capital of Australia from 1901 to 1927. It has wide streets, some lovely buildings, and large parks. Melbourne’s theatres and pubs are very famous. It is also an important place for sport. Australians have their own kind of football, called Australian Rules. On the day of the final match, in September each year, everything stops in Melbourne.

Australia has many different kinds of climate: tropical in the north, continental in the interior, sub-tropical or temperate in the rest of the continent. The south-east coast has pleasantly warm summers and mild winters; the Australian Alps have snow for almost half the year and a long line of the Great Dividing Range divides the wet coast of eastern Australia from the dry lands in the centre.

Thanks to a different historic development Australia has some animals not to be seen in the rest of the world. E.g. the kangaroo, a marsupial, whose female carries its young in a pouch, the koala, a climbing marsupial, which eats only eucalyptus leaves and looks more like a toy than a real animal, the platypus, which is probably the world’s strangest animal. It has a bill and webbed feet like a duck, lays eggs like a hen, but it is a mammal suckling its young and then many else – an echidna, a kiwi, an emu, a dingo or a Tasmanian devil…

One of the most beautiful things you can see in Australia is Uluru, also called Ayers Rock. It is an enormous rock, alone in the middle of desert south-west of Alice Springs. It is 3 km long and 348 meters high, but there are another 2100 meters under the ground. Uluru is 600 million years old, and it is the largest rock of its kind in the world. The best time to see it is at the end of the day, when its color changes from yellow to gold, red and ten purple.

Along the east cost we can see the Great Barrier Reef, which is the biggest coral reef on the Earth. Parts of the reef are 15 000 years old and 1500 different kinds of fish live there.

NEW ZEALAND
New Zealand, also called Aotearoa in the Maori language and it means “the land of the long white cloud”, is situated in the Southern Hemisphere, in the Pacific Ocean, south - east of Australia. 

New Zealand is a country of islands; it consists of two main islands the North Island and the South Island, which are separated by narrow Cook Strait, and of many smaller ones – for example Steward Island. It is about 3,5 times bigger than the Czech Republic, but there is about 3 times less people. About 75% of people live on the North Island.

New Zealand is a young country so there are a lot of volcanoes, geysers and hot springs in the North Island. Some volcanoes, for example Ruapehu, are more than 2 700 m high. They are just “sleeping” (= they are not active), but sometimes you can see smoke and steam coming from them. The South Island is much more mountainous than the North Island. There are no volcanoes, but snow-capped ranges with peaks that rise more than 3000 m high. The highest mountain is Mount Cook, which is 3 764 m high. There are many waterfalls, deep valleys, mountain lakes, rivers, and glaciers in the South Island.

New Zealand is mainly rich pastoral land. Sheep and cattle are raised in large numbers because the mountainous land is better situated to grazing than to farming. It’s said that for every person living in New Zealand there are twenty sheep and three cows.

The weather in New Zealand is mild with warm temperatures and a lot of rain. 

Different kinds of fruit are grown in New Zealand too – kiwifruit became popular only in the last three decades.

There are four main cities in New Zealand. Wellington, the capital, is situated at the northern end of the North Island. Auckland is the biggest and almost one million people live there. It is situated on Forty-eight hill and all of them are volcanoes. But there is no danger from them now. They have been quiet for years. Christchurch is the South Island’s largest city. There are a lot of park and gardens. To many people it is “the most English city outside England”. The city with the old name for Edinburgh – Dunedin, has New Zealand’s oldest university. 

