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Plains and Plateaus: Exploring the Differences 
Have you ever looked at a map or a globe and 

noticed that the Earth's surface is not uniform? It's 

made up of various landforms, each with its own 

unique features. Two of these landforms are plains 

and plateaus. While they might seem similar at first 

glance, they have distinct characteristics that set them apart. In this exploration, 

we'll delve into the differences between plains and plateaus, helping you better 

understand the fascinating geography of our world. 

Defining Plains and Plateaus 

• Plains: Plains are large, flat expanses of land that stretch for miles without 

significant elevation changes. They are often characterized by their low 

relief and gentle slopes. 

• Plateaus: Plateaus, on the other hand, are elevated flatlands or tablelands 

that rise abruptly from the surrounding terrain. They have a relatively flat or 

gently rolling top surface, but unlike plains, they are situated at a higher 

elevation. 

Formation and Geological Processes 

• Formation of Plains: Plains can form through various processes, including 

sediment deposition by rivers, erosion of elevated areas, and the filling of 

ancient lakebeds. They are often found near coastlines and river valleys. 

• Formation of Plateaus: Plateaus typically result from geological forces such 

as tectonic uplift or volcanic activity. They are created when blocks of the 

Earth's crust are pushed upward, forming elevated flat areas. 

Elevation and Terrain 

• Elevation: The most significant difference between plains and plateaus is 

their elevation. Plains are at lower elevations, often near sea level, whereas 
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plateaus are elevated landforms that can reach thousands of feet above 

sea level. 

• Terrain: Plains have smooth, level terrain with few natural obstacles. They 

are ideal for agriculture and are often referred to as "breadbaskets" due to 

their fertile soil. Plateaus may have some rolling terrain but are generally flat 

at the top, with steep cliffs or escarpments along their edges. 

Vegetation and Land Use 

• Vegetation on Plains: Plains are known for their extensive grasslands and 

fertile soil, making them suitable for farming. They often support a variety of 

agricultural activities and are home to diverse plant and animal life. 

• Vegetation on Plateaus: Plateaus can vary in terms of vegetation, 

depending on their elevation and climate. Some plateaus have grasslands 

or forests, while others may have arid conditions due to their higher altitude. 

Human Settlements and Uses 

• Human Settlements on Plains: Plains have been historically favored for 

human settlements due to their fertile soil, ease of transportation, and 

access to water. Many cities and towns are located on plains. 

• Human Settlements on Plateaus: Plateaus are less densely populated than 

plains, but they still host communities and cities. They often serve as 

strategic locations for military forts or as natural barriers. 

Plains and plateaus are two distinct types of landforms, each with its own 

characteristics, formation processes, and uses. While plains are flat, low-lying 

areas known for agriculture and ease of settlement, plateaus are elevated 

flatlands, often the result of geological forces. Understanding these differences 

helps us appreciate the diverse landscapes that make up our world. 

 

 


