Protecting and encouraging customary use of biological resources: The Upper Caura, Venezuela

2 The Caura

The Caura river basin is one of the last major virtually pristine tropical river systems in the
Guiana Highlands.* Located in Estado Bolivar, in South Venezuela, the Caura is a major
affluent of the middle Orinoco. It has its sources on the Brazilian border at 3° 37° N and
runs north for some 800 kilometres to join the Orinoco at 7° 47 N. The river basin covers
an area of about 45,336 km2. The basin forms part of the Guiana Shield and is underlain by
very ancient volcanic, plutonic and metamorphic formations, on which later, but still very
old, sedimentary rocks lie unconformably.

The soils and alluvia that have formed on these rocks are very old, highly weathered
formations and are notably acidic and nutrient poor. The Upper Caura area receives
between 3 and 4 metres of rainfall a year, with a drier season discernible between
November and April in most of the basin, though in some areas precipitation rarely falls
below 100 mm per month. The rivers are likewise notably poor in nutrients and have been
classified as blackwaters by limnologists.

Most of the Upper Caura basin, above the spectacular Para Falls, is characterised by gently
rolling terrain rising from 150 metres at the top of the falls to about 1000m-1500m on the
main watersheds. Within this area, dramatic sandstone mesas (tepui), notably those of
Guanacoco in the east and Jawa-Sarisarinama in the south, rise above the forested lower
lands to 1500 and 2350 metres respectively. To the south and west, higher more steeply
rolling hills also rise up out of the forests to heights of 1800 and even 2400 metres.

The spectacular Para Falls have long protected the Upper Caura from intrusion

4 The technical information in this section is drawn primarily from Judith Rosales and Otto Huber (eds),
1996, Ecologia de la Cuenca del Rio Caura, Venezuela. Special Edition of Scientia Guaianae 6.
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The great majority of the Upper Caura is covered in a great diversity of tropical rainforests.
Riverine forests of various kinds clothe the margins of the main rivers far into the
highlands. To the east above the Para Falls, some of these lower-lying riverine forests are
subject to seasonal inundation, but the majority of the riverine forests are on tierra firma.
Inland from the main rivers, the lower areas are mainly covered by evergreen humid
forests, which transition to humid premontane forests on the higher ground. Higher still
the area is clothed in evergreen montane forests which give way to cloud and elfin forests
with dwarf trees and heavy loads of epiphytes on the mountain tops. The summits of the
tepuis and the Serrania de Maigualida are covered with unique vegetation types consisting
of dense meadows of broadleaved herbs and low shrubs, containing many endemic species.

The Caura basin as a whole is home to some 450 species of fish, 120 species of snake, 257
bird species, 204 mammals and about 15,000 human beings, about 3,500 of whom are
indigenous people. About 3000 of these live above mouth of the Nichare and the Para falls.
Travelling southwards upstream along the Caura, the lower river is permanently navigable
to canoes and small boats, although the course is interrupted in places by sections of white-
water rapids that have to be negotiated with care. The Para Falls, actually a complex of a
major waterfall and then a canyon of further rapids and falls, interrupts the river and is
bypassed by a well trodden hour long portage around the eastern side of the falls. Above the
falls the river is again navigable far into the headwaters, although numerous rapids, some
unnavigable especially in the dry season, interrupt the river in places. Where long stretches
of the river are unnavigable portages and narrow footpaths provide access to the uppermost
villages which are also inter-connected by a complex web of footpaths and hunting trails,
which run over the watershed in numerous places and link to communities in neighbouring
river basins. To the east, the Chanaro creek winds across low, seasonally inundated forests
to a low portage across which canoes can be readily dragged to reach the leftbank affluents
of the Paragua river thereby providing a trading link with the Pemon and other peoples to
the east.

Navigation in the upper rivers requires special skills (Merevari, September 1996)
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