
ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY 
PART I 

Commerce changes the fate and genius of nations. 

-Thomas Gray 



Economic Geography 

• ...the study of how people earn 
their living, how economic 
systems vary by area and how 
economic activities are spatially 
interrelated and linked 

• We cannot evaluate the infinite 
variety of all the people of the 
earth and how they make their 
living. 

• Instead, we seek consistencies 
and attempt to develop 
generalizations to understand 
the variations. 

collecting clams, near 
Long Xuyen, Mekong 

Delta, Vietnam 

rice cultivation in Sa Pa, Vietnam 

rice being dried on sides 
of road, Mekong Delta, 

Vietnam 



Economic Geography Part I 

• Resources 

• Levels of Economic Activity 



RESOURCES 
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Renewable Resources 

• Renewable resources replace themselves over 
time. 

o example: soil, water, forests 

• Keep in mind that even renewable resources 
can be overused beyond the point at which 
they can renew themselves. Take a look at 
Earth Overshoot Day.  

Taveuni Island, Fiji Islands 
A scenic view from Mt. Des Voeux 

over pristine rain forest. 

http://www.overshootday.org/


Nonrenewable Resources 

• Nonrenewable resources are resources that do 
not replace themselves. Once they’re used, 
they’re gone. 

o example: fossil fuels (oil, coal, natural 
gas), stones, metals (gold, iron, copper, 
bauxite) 



The Costs and Benefits of Using 
Natural Resources 

• Costs 

o resource depletion 

o environmental destruction 

o health problems 

• Benefits 

o help produce goods and services 

o create employment opportunities 

o help develop new technologies 



Human Resources 

• Human resources are man and his mind. 

• Human resources depend on 

o level of education 

o whether labor is skilled or unskilled 

o the demand for managerial or 
entrepreneurial skills 



Capital Resources 

• ...resources that can be 
used to make more 
resources, such as 
money or tools 

• Key features of capital: 

o the availability of 
money for lending 

o the level of 
infrastructure 

o the availability and 
use of tools, machines 
and technologies 



Energy Resources and 
Technology 

• Energy resources and technology change over time 
but each new resource/technology has its own 
costs. 

o wood: deforestation 

o coal: pollution, mining problems, competition 
with oil and gas 

o petroleum: transportation, environmental 
considerations 

o nuclear: contamination, waste 

o solar or wind: cost, aesthetics 



Fossil Fuels 

Pros Cons 

• cheap 

• plentiful 

• technology exists 

• oil can be transported 
over long distances by 
pipeline 

• contributes to climate 
change 

• unsustainable (depletion of 
stock over time) 

• becomes difficult to extract 

• oil spillages, burst pipelines 
damage ecosystems 

• mines destroy habitats 

• coal not easily transported 



Resources and Technology 

• Resources affect patterns of 
development: cultivable land, 
energy sources, minerals. But 
changes in technology affect the 
value of these resources. Also, 
trade or lack of it can offset a lack 
of resources (Japan) or make 
resources less relevant (Brazil). 

• Technology Systems:  Roughly 
every 50 years since 1790 a new 
complex of technologies has 
revolutionized the world economic 
system and its structure. The 
most recent of these is the system 
which includes biotechnology, 
advanced materials 
(superconductors, solar power) 
and information technology. 



Resources and Technology 

Which parts of the world benefited from the shift 
from coal to oil? 

Which suffered? 

Which parts of the world will benefit from the 
inevitable end of our reliance on petroleum and 
the necessary shift to wind, hydro, tide or solar 

power? 



Technology Creates Demand 

• Some new technologies create a demand for a 
particular natural resource. 

o Steam engines need coal to produce steam. 

o Internal combustion engines need gas. 

o The production of computer chips requires 
skilled labor. 



LEVELS OF ECONOMIC 
ACTIVITY 
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What influences economic activity? 

• A state’s access to human, natural and 
capital resources influences its 
economic activity. 

o Does it have a skilled workforce? 

o Does it have natural resources? 

o Are its transportation and 
communication networks modern, 
outdated or nonexistent? 

o Does it have access to new 
technology? 



What influences economic activity? 

• A state’s location and ability to exchange 
goods influences its economic activity. 

o Is it landlocked? 

o Is it an island or coastal state? 

o How close is it to shipping lanes? 

o What is its access to communications? 

landlocked Laos Mamanuca Islands world shipping routes 



What influences economic activity? 

• A state’s membership in a political or 
economic alliance that provides access to 
markets influences its economic activity. 

o example: the European Union (EU), the 
North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), etc 



Levels of Economic Activity 

The main sectors of 
the economy do not 

stand alone. They are 
connected and 
integrated by 

transportation and 
communication 

services and facilities 
not assigned to any 
single sector but not 

common to all. 



Primary Activities 

...those parts of the economy involved in making 
natural resources available for use for further 

processing 

...activities dealing directly with the removal of 
natural resources, for example, fishing, hunting, 

subsistence agriculture, farming, mining, quarrying, 
forestry, etc 

...of most importance to less developed states 



Primary Products 

The percent of people working in agriculture exceeds 75% 
in many African and Asian states. In Anglo-America and 

Western Europe the figure is less than 5%. 



Trade in Primary Products 

Puerto Rico Coffee Plantation 

• Trade in primary 
products is important to 
developing economies. 

• The prices for 
commodities are 
unstable over time. 

• There is a danger of 
commodity trade 
dependence so that the 
economy never 
develops beyond that 
level. 



Agriculture contributes 30% or more of gross domestic 
product (the total output of goods and services produced 
by an economy) of at least 50 states worldwide. Most of 

them have developing economies and, collectively, those 50 
states – comprising some 31% of world population – 

average less than US $400 in per capita national income. 

 

Share of Agriculture in GDP 



Livestock and Special Crops 

Livestock ranching is primarily a midlatitude enterprise 
catering to the urban markets of industrialized states. 
Mediterranean and plantation agriculture are similarly 

oriented to the markets provided by the advanced 
economies of Western Europe and North America. Areas of 
Mediterranean agriculture specialize in commodities such as 

grapes, oranges, olives, peaches and vegetables. The 
specialized crops of plantation agriculture are influenced by 
both physical geographic conditions and present or former 

colonial control of the area. 

 



African Products 



Products as a Percentage of Total 
Export Earnings 



Primary activities often lead to 
resource dependency 

(banana republic, oil state, etc). 



Resource Dependency 

• ...heavy reliance on one specific 
resource 

o food 

o precious metal or stone 

o oil or a petroleum-related 
product 

• blight or a downturn in the 
market = big financial and 
social problems 



Secondary Activities 

...activities involving the 
manufacturing and processing of 

natural resources, for example, steel 
mills, automobile assembly, sawmills, 

handicrafts, oil refining, etc 



Secondary Activities: 
Manufacturing 

...processing and transforming natural resources: 
steel, textiles, auto assembly … These used to be 

most important in MDCs, but increasingly important in 
the semi-periphery (Korea, Mexico, Brazil, Singapore) 



• ...include wholesale and 
retail trade, associated 
transportation, 
government services, etc 

• fulfill the exchange 
function, provide market 
availability of 
commodities and bring 
together consumers and 
providers of services 

• service industries, for 
example, transportation, 
retail trade, information 
services, technology 
services, etc 

Tertiary Activities 



Off-Shore Financial Centers 



Tertiary Activities 

• ...provision of services in exchange for payment, 
includes retailing, banking, law, education, 
government, etc 

• Education, research and development, and 
information technology are becoming most 
important in the postindustrial core regions. 

• Less-developed states often focus on tourism. 

• Services historically were clustered into 
settlements. Increasingly the most important 
service centers are massive world cities. 

 



Tertiary Activities 

Less-developed states often focus on tourism. 

Club Med, The Bahamas 

Bali vendors 

Anguilla 

Cayman 
Islands 

Bora Bora 



Quaternary Activities 

• ...processing knowledge and 
information 

• includes research, gathering 
and dissemination of 
information 

• administration of other 
economic activity levels 
(often considered as a 
specialized subdivision of 
tertiary activities) 

• white collar professionals 
working in education, 
government, management, 
information processing and 
research 



Quaternary Activities 



• ...a sometimes separately 
recognized subsection of 
tertiary activity 

• management functions 
involving the highest-level 
decision making in all types 
of large organizations 

• the most advanced form of 
the quaternary sub-sector 

Quinary Activities 



Economic Structure 
US Employment by Labor Sector 



Continued in  
Economic Geography Part II 
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