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    Publisher’s note


    All the ideas in this book have come from Tim Marshall’s Prisoners of Geography: Ten Maps that Explain Everything About the World, which grew from Tim’s years of reporting the news all around the world. It’s not a complete history, but rather a personal view based on Tim’s unique insights and opinions.


    Both books aim to introduce some of the main themes in contemporary geopolitics, to help us all understand the world around us. They combine elements of geography, history, and politics, all of which are huge subjects. Geopolitics is constantly changing, and people all over the world have different views on every aspect of it.


    We’ve done our best to get our facts right and are incredibly grateful to all the experts and readers who have lent us their time and expertise in helping to shape and improve this book. But of course, if you spot anything that you think we’ve gotten wrong, then please do let us know.


    Sadly, space in the book is limited, and we haven’t been able to include every country or theme. Some chapters cover a single country, others a whole continent. We would have loved to have been able to include more, as we know that there will be readers in some countries, or who have particular interests or perspectives, who might not see their own experiences represented here. But, wherever you are, we hope that the book will inspire you to find out more about the rich history of the countries, the peoples, and the geography of our world.
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    A Note from the Author


    It is a source of great pride for me that Prisoners of Geography has now been adapted for younger readers. The original was based on 30 years of news reporting from around the world, during which time I increasingly realized that the whole story could not be told without understanding the physical landscape where events were unfolding. Showing how geography affects international relations, the book reached an adult audience keen to better understand a complex world.


    This new book takes the main points from the original, distills them, and—most importantly—brings them to life using beautiful artwork by Grace Easton and Jessica Smith, helping younger readers gain a new perspective on the world around them. Please note that the maps in this book have not always been drawn to scale, but have been designed to tell a story.


    The greatest reward I received for Prisoners of Geography did not come from the positive reviews, or from the fact that it became an international bestseller (welcome though that was!); rather, it came from young students who told me the book had inspired them to go on to college to study related subjects such as international relations, politics, and, yes, geography. If this colorful edition creates similar sparks in younger minds, then that, too, will be the highest possible reward.


    Tim Marshall
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    What does "Prisoner of Geography" mean?


    The land on which we live has always shaped us. It has affected wars, politics, and societies all around the world. This fact is just as true today as it was long ago, when the leaders of ancient tribes sought out high ground from which to defend themselves. The choices of governments, leaders, and societies are sometimes limited by rivers, mountains, deserts, and oceans. You could say that, often, nations are the prisoners of their geography, bound by the location of mountain ranges, or their access to rivers for trade.


    


    And it’s not just the physical landscape—such as rivers and mountains—that’s important, but also the climate and natural resources. All of these things have affected how human cultures have developed over time.


    


    Today, technology does help us overcome some of the barriers of geography. The internet means we can stay connected; air travel allows us to fly over mountains. But, even with all these advances, the physical landscape remains important: Understand the earth’s geography, and you’re well on the way to understanding the events taking place in the world around us.
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  russia: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Covering 65 million square miles (17 million sq km), Russia is the largest country in the world. It is twice the size of the USA and 70 times the size of the UK, spanning 11 different time zones and bordering 14 nations.
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  THE ROUTE INTO RUSSIA


  To the west of Russia lies a flat area called the North European Plain. It forms a narrow corridor through Poland, with mountains on one side and sea on the other. But as it reaches Russia’s border the plain widens out, making a shape that looks a bit like a slice of pizza. It’s harder to defend this wide expanse than the narrow gap in Poland, so throughout Russia’s history its leaders have tried to control the thin end of the wedge to protect this weak point in its defenses.
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  RUSSIA'S SIZE


  In terms of land, Russia is nearly twice the size of China. In terms of people, it is smaller (it has a population of only 144 million, while China has more than a billion).


  russia: A BRIEF HISTORY


  Russia wasn’t always enormous. What is now the largest country in the world began as just a small group of tribes. Over time, the country grew, expanding outward and swallowing its neighbors. Russia’s leaders have always worried about the flat lands to the west, where the country is open to attack.
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   1  In the ninth century, a group of tribes gathered together to form the Kievan Rus, the ancestors of today’s Russians. They were based in the city of Kiev and its surrounding areas, in what is now Ukraine.
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   2 Over the years, Mongol warriors on horseback attacked from the south and east, trying to expand their empire. They eventually overpowered the Kievan Rus in the thirteenth century.
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   3 After the invasion of the Mongols, the strength of the Kievan Rus weakened and the center of power shifted east to the Grand Principality of Muscovy, which is now Moscow. The landscape here was flat, which made it hard to defend.
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   4 There were no mountains and no deserts to stand as barriers against attack. Through history, many Russian leaders might have wished that there were mountains west of Moscow.
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   5 In 1547 Ivan the Terrible became the first tsar (emperor) of Russia. He realized that Russia needed better defenses. He started to use attack as a type of defense, conquering Russia’s neighbors to expand its territory.
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   6 Over the next century Russia spread east past the Ural Mountains into Siberia, and south to the Caspian Sea. There were now natural barriers between Russia and its enemies: It was hard to invade from across the sea or over the mountains. An attacking army would have had much more land to cover to conquer the whole country. This army would need very long supply lines, making it difficult to get food and weapons to its troops.
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   7 Russia continued to grow in the eighteenth century. It expanded farther east toward the Pacific Ocean and west to the Carpathian Mountains, conquering Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. The Russian Empire had become one of the great powers in Europe.
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   8 Lots of countries have tried to invade Russia from the west, across the flat North European Plain. Polish soldiers occupied Moscow from 1610–1612, but they were forced out after a series of uprisings.
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   9 In 1708 Sweden invaded, but because Russia is so big, the Russian army was able to keep retreating, destroying crops and farm animals to stop them from falling into enemy hands. The Swedes could not restock their supplies through the winter, so many died, and they were defeated.
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   10 The Russians used the same tactics in 1812 when the French leader Napoleon invaded. His army reached Moscow but they had to bring supplies a very long way to feed their soldiers. When winter approached, the starving French soldiers retreated.
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   11 The same thing happened when Germany invaded in 1941. Germany launched a surprise attack in the summer, but they couldn’t fully defeat the Russian army. Once again, winter and lack of supplies eventually forced them back.
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   12 When the Second World War ended in 1945, Russia expanded farther still, taking control of many countries in Eastern and Central Europe. It became known as the Soviet Union, and stretched from the Pacific Ocean to Berlin, from the Arctic to Central Asia to the borders of Afghanistan. It was one of the most powerful countries in the world.  Toward the end of the twentieth century, the Soviet Union dissolved. This meant that Russia lost territory in the west, so it no longer had mountains to protect it. Because the country has been attacked so many times across the flat North European Plain, Russian leaders worry about defending their western border. Today, as in the past, Russian leaders may still wish for mountains.
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  trapped by ice
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  Along Russia’s northern coasts, some ports often freeze during winter, trapping boats in thick ice. Vladivostok, the largest Russian port on the Pacific Ocean, can be ice-locked for several months of each year. Travel by sea is very important: To be a global power, Russia needs to be able to move its navy freely. Sea travel is also useful for trading: It is much cheaper to transport goods by water than by land or air. Because of this, Russia has always wanted a port somewhere in the south, where the waters don’t freeze, which would give it year-round access to the open ocean.
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  For many years, Russia kept part of its navy at Sevastopol in Crimea, Ukraine. This is a warm-water port on the Black Sea, and from here ships can travel through the Mediterranean Sea to the Atlantic Ocean. This arrangement worked because Ukraine and Russia had a friendly relationship. But in 2014, Ukraine wanted to sign agreements with the European Union, which created tensions with Russia. With its fleet already in Sevastopol, Russia was able to take control of Crimea, and so secure its only warm-water port.


  russia’s riches


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Russia’s geography brings the country some benefits: It is rich in natural resources, such as oil and gas. The landscape of Siberia and the Russian Far East may be difficult to live in, but it is Russia’s treasure chest, where most of its oil and gas are found. Russia is the second biggest supplier of natural gas in the world, after the USA. With its long pipelines, Russia supplies more than a quarter of Europe’s gas and oil, bringing it wealth and power.


  Countries that are closer to Russia tend to depend more on its oil and gas supplies. Russia can use this to influence its relationships with those countries, because the ones who get on well with Russia will pay less for their energy. For example, Finland gets a better deal than the Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania).


  Despite a long-term push among some of these nations to reduce reliance on Russian gas, many have a long way to go: Latvia, Slovakia, Finland, and Estonia are 100 percent reliant on Russian gas, while Germany gets about half its gas from Russia. If a country relies on Russia for its energy, it must take care not to offend Russia in case its supply gets cut off.


  THE COLD WAR


  After the Second World War, Russia (then called the Soviet Union) controlled nearly all of Eastern Europe and was very powerful. Its only real rival was the USA. It had adopted a new political system called communism, which many other countries did not like. This led to the Cold War, with the USA and Western Europe on one side and the Soviet Union on the other. Both sides were hostile and feared an attack at any moment, although they never actually went to war with each other.


  When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the Eastern European countries broke free from Russia. Many of them had suffered under the Soviet regime and wanted to build closer ties with the West. Today, Russia remains worried about its former enemies getting close to its borders. One of the ways it continues to influence its neighbors is by supplying them with cheap gas and oil.


  LIQUID NATURAL GAS


  The USA produces lots of gas, which could be useful to Europe. If European countries had a supply of gas from the USA, they wouldn’t have to rely so heavily on Russia. However, before the gas can be shipped, it must be turned into a liquid, called LNG (liquefied natural gas).
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  1 Gas is turned to liquid at an LNG plant.
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  2 The LNG is shipped across the Atlantic Ocean.
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  3 When it arrives in Europe it is turned back into a gas at special ports.
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  4 The gas is transported through pipelines to customers.


  To give Europe an alternative source of energy, LNG ports and pipelines are being built across the continent, for example in Poland and Lithuania. In ways like this, technology can help us overcome the problems of geography.


  
    Although many things have changed over time—such as governments, borders, and technology—some important things always stay the same. Despite being rich in resources, Russia still faces the same geographical problems it faced back in the times of Ivan the Terrible: Some ports still freeze during winter, and it still doesn’t have any natural defenses on the flat North European Plain.

  


  china: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.


  [image: russia-map]


  China’s borders are well protected by natural defenses: In the north is the harsh Gobi Desert, to the west lies the mountainous terrain of the mighty Himalayas, and to the southwest, along the border with Myanmar for example, is thick jungle. But until recently, China hasn’t had a strong navy to protect its coastline.


  Overcoming Geography


  China has lots of natural defenses, but its geography also poses challenges. In its early history, China overcame some of these difficulties using human-made structures to help defend and unite its territory.
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  The Great Wall of China


  This huge structure was put up toprotect China from invaders. It was built over many centuries, with the earliest sections dating back 2,500 years. With a total length of 13,000 miles, (21,000 km) the Great Wall is the longest human-made structure on Earth.
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  The Grand Canal


  The world’s longest human-made waterway is 1,115 miles (1,794 km) long. The Grand Canal was built in sections over several centuries, starting in the fifth century BCE. It helped unite the north and south of China in its early history, linking the Yellow River to the Yangtze and allowing goods to be transported between them.


  Population Pressure


  China has the largest population in the world, with 1.4 billion people. One of the challenges of a large population is keeping everyone fed. More than 40 percent of China’s farmland either has poor soil, which affects crops, or suffers from pollution, largely thanks to China’s many factories. China must carefully balance manufacturing things with producing food to avoid a crisis.
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  BUILDING A NATION


  Today China is one of the most powerful countries in the world, and its power keeps growing. A key to its success was being able to unite such a large landmass and secure its borders through natural defenses. Like Russia, the Chinese used attack as defense to expand and secure natural barriers, such as the Tibetan Plateau and the Himalayas.


  [image: ]


   1 The North China Plain is the Chinese heartland: the birthplace of Chinese civilization around 4,000 years ago. It was here that the Chinese people learned to farm, and to make paper and gunpowder.
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   2 The fertile North China Plain has two main rivers and a climate that allows rice and soybeans to be harvested twice a year, which helped the population grow rapidly. This is where a group of people known as the Han lived.
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   3 About 3,500 years ago, the Shang Dynasty ruled the region. At this time the Han people felt threatened by the tribes surrounding them. To protect their farming lifestyle, they began to expand their territory toward nearby natural defenses, building a buffer zone around the heartland.
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   4 By the end of the Tang Empire, just over 1,000 years ago, China had expanded north to the grasslands of Central Asia, and south down to the South China Sea. It had even started to reach west, toward Tibet.
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   5 The Chinese have suffered a number of invasions. Between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, waves of warriors on horseback swept in from Mongolia in the north. In 1279 the Mongols defeated the Chinese and established their own dynasty: the Yuan.
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   6 In the seventeenth century the Manchu people attacked from the northern region of Manchuria. Like the Mongols, the Manchu were seen by the Chinese as a group of “barbarians” from the north. 
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   7 The next great invasion came in the nineteenth century with the arrival of the European powers. There were a series of battles with the British and French, known as the Opium Wars, and the Chinese were forced to give up some important pieces of land.
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   8 In the twentieth century the Japanese wanted to expand their territory. They attacked China twice: first in 1931, then again in 1937, after which they occupied most of the heartland, as well as Manchuria and Inner Mongolia. They departed after they were defeated at the end of the Second World War, leaving the Chinese keen to ensure they were never invaded again.
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   9 The struggle to secure China’s borders lasted for thousands of years. The addition of two large regions to the Chinese territory has helped in its mission to protect the heartland. In the eighteenth century, Xinjiang in the northwest was conquered, and in 1951 China took control of Tibet.


  why is tibet so important?
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  The region of Tibet is very important to China. One reason is because it lies next to China’s powerful neighbor, India. The Himalayan Mountains run the length of the Chinese-Indian border. They are nature’s version of the Great Wall of China, cutting India and China off from each other, making it difficult for either nation to attack the other. Without Tibet, China wouldn’t be protected in this way. Another reason Tibet is important is because it is the source of China’s great rivers: the Yellow, the Yangtze, and the Mekong.
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  If China did not control Tibet, it would always be possible that India might try to. This would give India the advantage of the higher ground—the Tibetan Plateau—as a base from which to push toward the Chinese heartland. It would also give India control of the water supply to the three vital Chinese rivers. For China, it does not matter whether or not India actually wants to invade China or stop the water supply. The fact is that if India controlled Tibet they would have the power to do so—and that is too much of a risk for China to take.


  Many in Tibet want independence from China, but this is very unlikely to happen given the importance of the region to Chinese security. In order to strengthen its hold on Tibet, China has been developing the region. It has built roads and railways into Tibet—an incredible challenge in such cold, mountainous terrain. As well as goods and services flowing in, millions of Han people have also moved there. If the Han population increases, they will outnumber the Tibetan people who still want independence.


  ruling the waves


  In the past China was never a major naval power—with its large land mass and short sea routes to trading partners, it didn’t need to be. But now, China is the biggest manufacturer on the planet, selling its products all around the world. It needs access to global shipping lanes, both for its goods to get to market, and for the things it needs to make these goods—such as oil, gas, and precious metals—to get into China.
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  To reach the open ocean, ships must pass through the South China Sea, skirting a number of islands. During peacetime these routes are open, but during a war, they could easily be blocked. This would cause terrible problems for China, so it wants to make sure it never happens. China claims control over much of the South China Sea and its islands and reefs, as well as the natural resources and energy supplies around these islands.


  But China’s neighbors, including Malaysia, Taiwan, Vietnam, and the Philippines, see things differently, so there are many complex disputes over territory in this area (as well as disagreements over what to call the South China Sea itself). In order to stake its claim, China has begun building on many islands and reefs. Fiery Cross Reef in the Spratly Islands was once merely a coral reef and a mass of rocks—now, it has a port and a runway for fighter jets.


  building a navy


  If you want to be a naval power, you have to have ships. China is in the midst of a large program of shipbuilding. It will take some time before the Chinese navy will be powerful enough to rival the USA’s navy, which patrols the area to monitor the world’s shipping lanes. But it has more ships than ever before, with more being built all the time.
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    China spent over 4,000 years expanding its landmass to secure its borders with natural defenses. Now, it is one of the most powerful countries on Earth, and it wants to guard its interests around the world. Controlling the seas is crucial to protect both trade and China’s territorial claims, so it will continue to build up its navy, and its power will continue to grow.

  


  usa: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  What’s so great about the USA? Location, location, location. If you won the lottery and were looking to buy a country to live in, the first one the estate agent would show you would be the USA: It’s in a wonderful neighborhood, the transportation links are excellent, the views are marvelous, and there are some terrific water features. The USA really benefits from its geography. It is one of the largest countries on Earth by population and area, and it is rich in natural resources.


  Cuba: Too Close For Comfort?


  The island of Cuba has kept American presidents awake at night because of its location. It sits just off Florida, which means it could control the Straits of Florida and Yucatán Channel: the exit and entry routes from the port of New Orleans.


  No Occasion for Invasion


  The USA is almost impossible to invade and conquer, partly because it’s so big. One of the keys to its success is that it controls the land from coast to coast. It is surrounded by ocean to the east and west. To the north it is protected by the icy Canadian Shield, and to the south by a string of deserts.


  Until the end of the nineteenth century, Cuba was controlled by Spain, but the Spanish left in 1898 after a war with the USA. In 1959 the island became allies with the communist Soviet Union. This led to the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, when the Soviet Union placed nuclear missiles in Cuba, close enough to reach the USA. The tension ended after two weeks, when an agreement was reached and the Soviet Union withdrew the missiles—but the incident is still seen as the closest the world has ever come to full-scale nuclear war.


  from coast to coast


  The USA is the most powerful country in the world. It owes its strength partly to the fact that it is unified, from coast to coast. This was achieved astonishingly quickly, considering that the USA spans a distance of 2,800 miles (4,500 km). So how did they manage it?


  [image: ]


   1 Europeans started to arrive in North America in the early 1600s. The first colony was founded at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. The Europeans formed 13 colonies, which were governed by Britain, but they didn’t go farther west than the Appalachian Mountains.
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   2 The colonists were not the first people in North America: Native Americans had lived there for thousands of years before the Europeans arrived. Many Native Americans were killed by wars with the colonists and by diseases they brought with them. As the Europeans expanded west, they seized billions of acres of land from Native American peoples.
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   3 Between 1775 and 1783 the American colonists fought the Revolutionary War against Britain, signing the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776. Britain’s large army outnumbered the rebels, but the Americans won because of their knowledge of the land, their tactics, and because the British forces were also at war in Europe, so were stretched very thin.
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   4 Now the USA held all the territory up to the Mississippi. But west of the river, the land was held by the French, which meant they controlled the trade routes from the Gulf of Mexico, as well as the vast territory to the west in what is now the American heartland.
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   5 In 1803 the USA bought the Louisiana Territory from France, which needed the money to fund its wars in Europe. For $15 million (about $300 million in today’s money), the USA doubled its size, and gained land that was fertile and well suited for growing sugar, cotton, and tobacco.
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   6 When President Thomas Jefferson signed the Louisiana Purchase agreement, the USA also secured the crucial river network in the Mississippi basin. But with many more farms created on the new land, there was a huge increase in the number of enslaved people forced to work on them.
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   7 The Spanish also held land in North America, but their resources were exhausted by wars in Europe. In 1819 the USA signed a treaty with Spain giving it control over Florida as well as land in the west (Oregon Country). The USA had reached the Pacific Ocean.


  [image: ]


   8 Spain still held large amounts of land in the southwest, but in 1821 Mexico became independent of Spain, taking control of the lands from modern-day California to Texas. Now the USA had a powerful neighbor whose border was only 190 miles (300 km) from the vital port of New Orleans . . .
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   9 The USA encouraged its people to settle in Texas, even though it was part of Mexico. Eventually the settlers outnumbered the Mexicans, who were driven out after the Texas Revolution of 1835. Texas joined the USA in 1845. When Mexico was defeated in the Mexican War (1846–1848), the USA took control of the land that now makes up California, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado.
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   10 It now held a huge territory stretching across the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast. But the USA was not united yet. In 1861 the American Civil War broke out between the North and South. One of the main causes was that the North wanted to ban slavery in the new land to the west. The war ended in 1865 when the South surrendered.
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   11 In 1867 Secretary of State William Seward bought Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million (roughly $125 million in today’s money). He was accused of buying only snow, and the purchase was known as “Seward’s Folly.” But then major gold deposits were discovered, followed by oil reserves, and it no longer seemed like such a bad buy after all.
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   12 In 1898 the USA won a war with Spain, gaining a number of territories around the world, including Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines, and other islands. In the same year, the USA also took over Hawaii, which protected the approach to its western shores. The borders of the USA were now very secure indeed.


  the Mighty Mississippi
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  Gaining control over the Mississippi basin was one of the key steps on the USA’s path to greatness. This huge river basin has more miles of navigable inland waterways able to carry large vessels than the rest of the world put together. In some countries, rivers begin on very high land and descend to the sea in a series of waterfalls, which make trade and transportation difficult. But the Mississippi’s waters run smoothly across vast distances all the way to the ocean. The rivers of the Mississippi basin connected the northern and southern parts of the country, which helped unite the nation.
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  THE MISSISSIPPI BASIN
 the rivers in the basin flow into the Mississippi River, which begins near Minneapolis and runs 2,300 miles (3,700 km) down to New Orleans on the Gulf of Mexico.


  Throughout the history of the USA, this river network has been vital for trade, because transporting goods by water is much cheaper than carrying them by road. As trade up and down the river increased, the port of New Orleans grew in size and importance.


  Much of the history of the Mississippi River is connected to slavery in the USA. Between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, millions of people were kidnapped and transported from Africa in terrible conditions. Those who were brought to the USA were forced to work, particularly on cotton and sugar plantations in the southeastern states. These products were shipped along the river by steamboat to be sold.


  a global superpower


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Once the USA was secure in its own borders, it turned to the seas, building up its navy. In 1907 it showed off its strength by sailing 16 battleships around the world. Today the USA is a global superpower. There are two ways of looking at the USA’s territory: One is the usual map of the country; the second is a map of the USA’s military bases, ports, and runways across the planet, showing the nation’s global power. These bases mean that the USA can easily play a part in alliances, disputes, and conflicts far away from its own borders.


  How do you become a superpower?


  1 Bases for Battleships
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  The Second World War was when the USA really started to expand its strength. In 1940 Britain was desperate for warships. As a naval power, for many years it had been building bases around the world. The USA had 50 spare warships, which it agreed to swap for some of Britain’s naval bases.


  2 Power in the Pacific
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  After the Second World War, the USA was the last great power standing. The Europeans were exhausted, their cities and economies in ruins. The Japanese were crushed; the Chinese were devastated and at war with each other. As the most powerful country, the USA now wanted to control the world’s sea lanes, in order to keep the peace and transport its goods to sell abroad. The Americans began building military bases all over the Pacific, right up to the Japanese island of Okinawa in the East China Sea.
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  3 Dominating NATO


  In 1949 the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was created: an alliance between a number of North American and European countries. The military commander of NATO is always an American, because the USA provides by far the greatest firepower. Several European countries, including Iceland, Norway, Britain, and Italy, granted the USA access and rights to their military bases. This allowed the USA to dominate the North Atlantic and the Mediterranean, as well as the Pacific.


  
    There are few major threats to the dominance of the USA. China is the fastest-growing power in the world, so the USA is watching closely and spending lots of time and money in East Asia to protect its position there. But for now, the country most blessed by geography is still the world’s superpower.

  


  canada: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  One of the key features of Canada’s geography is the Canadian Shield: a vast rocky area covering a lot of the country. It is difficult to grow crops or feed livestock on many parts of the Shield, especially given the freezing cold Canadian winter. Canada has a small population relative to its size, because much of its huge landmass is harsh or even uninhabitable.
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  The Canadian Shield


  The Canadian Shield is a huge area of mostly volcanic rock with just a thin layer of soil. It covers almost half the country, stretching from the Great Lakes on the border with the USA all the way up to the Arctic Ocean.
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  Population Hotspots


  Because the land and climate are inhospitable across large parts of the country, most people in Canada live close to the border with the USA, in the southeast and the southwest. Half of the whole population lives in the red areas shown here, around the cities of Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton, and Ottawa.


  EUROPE: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Many of the world’s very wealthy and economically successful countries are found in Europe. This continent has been fortunate with its geography, especially in the west and north where the land is rich in natural resources and the climate is perfect for farming. There are no real deserts, there are only a few very cold areas in the far north, and natural disasters such as earthquakes, volcanoes, and massive floods are rare in most areas.


  the giuk gap


  The GIUK (Greenland, Iceland, and the UK) Gap is important because it is a relatively narrow point in the world’s sea lanes, where it is easy to see who’s coming and going. It can even be blockaded in an emergency. The only other way that North European navies, such as Russia’s, can reach the Atlantic is through the English Channel, but this is even narrower (only 20 miles/32 km across at the Strait of Dover). Control of the Gap gives the UK an advantage.


  Numerous Nations


  In the USA, one main language and culture spread very quickly, creating a single giant country. Europe, however, is split into many different countries—each with its own languages and cultures—that developed over thousands of years, shaped by the land’s natural barriers. France, for example, is surrounded by the Pyrenees, the Alps, the Rhine, and the Atlantic Ocean. Farther east, the River Danube creates lots of natural borders. It is 1,780 miles (2,860 km) long and flows through 10 countries. There are many small nations surrounding the river.


  blessed by geography


  Northwest European countries were able to develop into wealthy nations partly because of their geography. There were a number of factors that gave them a head start.
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  CLIMATE


  Western Europe has the Gulf Stream to thank for its mild climate. This ocean current draws warm water from the Gulf of Mexico across the Atlantic. The climate of Western Europe provides the right amount of sun and rainfall to grow plentiful crops. It also creates mild summers and winters, so that people can work all year round. Winter is not as bitterly cold as in Russia, for example, but it is cold enough to kill off many of the germs that affect other parts of the world.
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  Coastal Plains


  Northwest Europe has large areas of coastal plains: flat, fertile pieces of land near the coast that are perfect for farming crops. This means that, throughout its history, the region usually had enough food to feed everyone and to support a growing population.
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  rivers


  Europe’s rivers often act as natural borders between its countries. They are mainly long and flat, which makes them easy to navigate, and many of them lead to the sea. It is much easier to move goods by water than over land, so Europe’s rivers were an ideal transportation network for a booming trade system.
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  Natural Resources


  European countries are rich in a number of natural resources, such as wood, coal, and metals, which they used to build their navies and armies. These raw materials were very important in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, because they provided fuel for the factories and vehicles of the Industrial Revolution.
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  mountains


  Mountain ranges can also act as natural borders between countries, making it harder for them to go to war with each other. The early tribes of Spain, for example, were prevented from moving north into France by the Pyrenees Mountains.


  the industrial revolution
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  In Northwest Europe, the late eighteenth century saw the beginning of the Industrial Revolution: a time when scientific discovery and new technology changed people’s lives. Workers started to move away from the countryside and the farming lifestyle, heading to cities to seek jobs in new factories. The Industrial Revolution made Europe wealthy, and shaped the modern world . . . and the continent’s geography helped get it started.
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  1Many people used to work on farms. Growing food by hand was hard work and needed lots of laborers to produce enough to feed everyone.
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  2Thanks to the climate, many harvests were good. This meant that people had spare food, which could be traded. Small trading centers grew into towns and cities, linked by Europe’s rivers.
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  3Having enough food meant that some people had more time to do things other than farming. They could turn their attention to studying—to new ideas and technology.
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  4 New farm machines were invented, which meant that fewer people were needed to work on the land and produce food.
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  5Other machines were invented to help with all sorts of tasks. The spinning jenny, for example, was a machine that could spin cotton threads much faster than could be done by hand.
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  6People began to move to towns and cities to work in the factories that were using and producing these new machines. Many of the factories were powered by coal, which was abundant in Northwest Europe.
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  7The products made in factories could be traded, so Northwest European countries became wealthy. This meant that more factories and machines could be built, so towns and cities continued to grow.


  the NORTH-SOUTH divide


  Not all of the countries in Europe have developed equally. Northwest Europe has been richer than the south and east for many years. The countries of the northwest were able to industrialize and modernize sooner than other nations largely thanks to their geography, as we have seen. But some areas of Southern and Eastern Europe have not been as lucky with their geography.


  Drought


  In some parts of Southern Europe, the land and climate is not ideal for farming. In Spain, for example, the coastal plains are narrower than in Northwest Europe, the soil is of poorer quality, and there are often water shortages.
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  NATURAL BARRIERS


  Mountains and uneven ground are barriers to trade. The Pyrenees Mountains, for example, used to make it hard for Spain to trade with the rest of Europe. So Spanish traders also dealt with the smaller markets of Portugal and North Africa.
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  Floods


  Flooding is common in some areas, especially in Eastern Europe around the Danube Basin, where large areas of farm land can be covered and damaged by water.
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  Tricky Transportation


  Uneven ground also means that rivers are shorter and not as useful for transportation. Greece has many steep cliffs, both on its coasts and inland, so there are lots of waterfalls, making it difficult to carry cargo. In other places, smaller rivers can dry out during the hot summer months.
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  war and peace


  Despite its geographical advantages, Europe has a violent history stretching all the way back to ancient times. There are lots of countries all competing for land, power, and resources, so many wars have broken out between neighboring nations. One conflict between France and England lasted so long (from 1337 to 1453) that it became known as the Hundred Years’ War.
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  Hostile Neighbors


  For centuries, France was the most powerful country on the continent, but that changed when the many small states of Germany unified to form a single nation in 1871. Now there were two major powers bordering one another, and neither fully trusted the other. Germany had a further problem in the form of the gigantic nation of Russia to the east. It feared attack from both sides.


  Over the years, a number of alliances developed between Europe’s countries, who agreed to support each other in case of an attack. This meant that when a conflict did take place in the early twentieth century, all of these countries were drawn in, which led to the First World War.
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  The First World War (1914–1918)


  This conflict, which began in Europe, spread to other parts of the world. It was different from previous wars because powerful new weapons meant that the fighting was very destructive. Millions of people were killed, and countries were devastated by the cost and damage. Afterward, it was described as the “War to End All Wars.”
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  The Second World War (1939–1945)


  But then, after just a few years of peace, the Second World War broke out. The German dictator, Adolf Hitler, wanted revenge for Germany’s defeat in the First World War, and planned to build a new empire. Germany invaded Poland, and the fighting spread across Europe, then the world. Millions more were killed.


  After the horrors of both world wars, Europe was left shattered, exhausted, and penniless. People wanted to make sure that such violence would never happen again. They started building a union between countries, which became known as the European Union.
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  Vulnerable Borders


  All European countries have suffered from war, but some are more vulnerable than others. Poland, for example, is in a tricky place. It lies in an important location on the flat North European Plain between Russia and Western Europe, and it has no mountains to protect it. Throughout history, armies have swept east and west across it. Over the years Poland has changed shape, disappearing and reappearing, before assuming its present form after the Second World War.
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  Unity in Europe


  These days, much of Europe is united in the European Union. The EU is an experiment in getting countries to cooperate and trust each other. In many ways, the EU has been very successful. There have been over 70 years of peace after centuries of war. Combined, the EU has the second biggest economy in the world. Working together, smaller European countries are able to compete and trade with much bigger countries such as China and the USA.


  However, there are cracks in the EU, partly due to old problems, such as unequal wealth. The poorer nations were hit hard during the 2008 financial crisis, for example, and the richer countries had to help them out. Both sides were unhappy. Some nations don’t always trust each other and want to look after their own interests. In 2016, Britain voted to leave the EU, and some people in other countries want to do the same. And so the future of the EU is uncertain.


  
    Europe’s geography gave it a head start, allowing some countries to grow very wealthy. However, Europe has also suffered a lot of conflict and bloodshed. The advantages and disadvantages created by geography caused different countries to develop at different speeds, so some are more wealthy than others. And although the EU has helped build a long-lasting peace, sometimes its members still struggle to get along.

  


  africa: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Africa’s geography is both a blessing and a curse. In many parts of the continent, the climate and landscape are not ideal for things like farming or transportation and, although Africa is rich in natural resources, foreign countries have often plundered its wealth.
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  the true size of africa


  Africa is much bigger than some people realize. On a standard map of the world, it looks roughly the same size as the USA, but it is actually three times bigger. You could fit the USA, India, China, Spain, France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, Japan, and the UK into Africa and still have room for most of Eastern Europe!


  Hindered by geography


  All continents have their problems, but few have had the obstacles that Africa, with a modern history including disease, war, and famine, has had to overcome. Some of the poorest countries in the world are found here. One of the reasons that many African countries have struggled economically, technologically, and politically is because of the complex hand they have been dealt by geography.
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  Isolation


  Africa was the place where modern humans first evolved about 200,000 years ago. Over time, people spread out to Asia and Europe, where they eventually settled down. However, Southern Africa was cut off from parts of the world by the Sahara Desert, the Sahel, and the Indian and Atlantic oceans. While certain ideas and technology were being shared across Europe and Asia, those did not immediately spread south across Africa, nor did those African cultures travel northward into Europe.
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  Difficult Farming


  In many parts of the world, the development of easy farming allowed early humans to settle in one place instead of always moving around to hunt and gather food. But farming is hard in many regions of Africa. In many places, the land is not suitable for growing plentiful crops. There is a lot of jungle, swampland, and desert, and the climate is challenging, with periods of both heavy rain and drought.
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  Wildlife Woes


  Thousands of years ago, hoofed animals such as horses and donkeys, and also camels in parts of Africa, began to be used as beasts of burden to carry things around. But the giraffes and zebras of Africa could not be tamed in this way.


  Some animals still commonly found in Africa are very dangerous. Each year, many people are killed by hippos, elephants, and lions. One of the biggest dangers is the mosquito. The climate in much of the continent is perfect for these insects, which spread diseases including malaria and yellow fever. Hundreds of thousands of people in Africa die every year from malaria alone.
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  Africa’s Rivers


  Although Africa has lots of rivers, it’s tricky to transport people and goods along some of them given that every few miles you go over a waterfall. Most of the continent’s rivers begin in high land and descend in sharp drops. The Zambezi, for example, flows through six countries, but is lined with white-water rapids—not to mention the enormous Victoria Falls—so moving cargo along the length of it is impossible. In the past, Africa’s rivers made it challenging to travel and trade in this way between different regions and communities.


  carving Up a continent


  Africa has been shaped not only by geography, but also by foreigners. Over the centuries the major European powers arrived in Africa and forcibly claimed large areas as part of their empires—this is called colonization. They saw Africa as a source of raw materials and cheap labor.
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  Slavery


  One terrible outcome of the Europeans’ arrival was the growth of the slave trade. Between the fifteenth and the nineteenth centuries, slave traders kidnapped millions of people from Africa and transported them overseas on tightly packed slave ships, where they were forced to work in brutal conditions.
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  Grabbing Resources


  The colonial powers took advantage of Africa’s natural riches, sending much of the continent’s wealth to Europe. For example, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) was once a Belgian colony. King Leopold of Belgium wanted the rubber found in the DRC to expand the motorcar industry in Belgium. None of the DRC’s wealth was used to help the local people, who were treated ruthlessly.


  Today, foreign countries are still interested in Africa’s resources. European and American companies are involved in African oil production, and China is playing a big role as well. Now, the foreigners tend to invest rather than steal, so the African nations have been able to claim a share of the wealth.
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  Slicing up the Cake


  The European powers didn’t just steal Africa’s wealth; they divided the continent between themselves. At the end of the nineteenth century they agreed who would control which parts of Africa. African people had no say in this; the Europeans just drew lines on a map based on how far they had explored. Then, they made up names for these new “countries.”


  This caused problems. The newly drawn borders split up communities and stopped people moving freely across the land. Some groups who were hostile to each other were forced to live together. After the Europeans began to leave, in the twentieth century, the borders they had drawn mostly stayed the same. The new countries had to work out how to rule themselves. Some are managing well, but some groups are locked in conflict. Even today, many Africans remain partly the prisoners of the geography that the Europeans imposed on them.


  This map shows the regions of Africa controlled by the European colonial powers in 1913.


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  africa today
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  Today, many of Africa’s cities are thriving hubs. Cities such as Nairobi, Dar es Salaam, and Kinshasa are growing quickly. As they expand, this encourages investment in important things like roads and railways.


  Africa has struggled because of its unique geography, and because of interference from foreign powers, who exploited its resources and people. There are still lots of problems as a result of colonialism, and many areas of conflict. However, the situation is getting better in many ways.


  Health care and education levels have improved, and people are living longer. Although the poverty rate in many countries remains high, the number is falling.


  
    Most African countries now have control over their natural wealth and—thanks to the minerals and oil the land contains—many of these nations have seen their economies grow, leading to a more positive outlook for the future. Also, technology is helping overcome some of the difficulties caused by geography. Along with new roads and railways, air travel and shipping ports are creating many new connections from this huge continent to the rest of the world—and to itself.

  


  the MIDDLE EAST: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  The area we call the Middle East contains many different countries and cultures. The landscape is incredibly varied, including mountains, river plains, swamps, and the enormous Arabian Desert. The Middle East is rich in natural resources—oil and gas—which are a source of huge wealth. But the region also suffers from conflict and warfare.


  Kurdistan
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  There are large populations of Kurdish people in Iraq, Turkey, Syria, and Iran, and many Kurds want to join together to create their own independent country. The governments of Iraq, Turkey, Syria, and Iran would be very worried about the creation of a Kurdish state, because it would mean losing parts of what they consider to be their own lands.


  Religious divisions


  Islam is the main religion in the Middle East. There are several different types of Islam, but the two main groups are Sunni and Shia. The Sunnis are the largest: About 85 percent of the world’s Muslims are thought to be Sunni. There is a lot of disagreement between the Sunnis and Shias, which has sometimes led to conflict.


  MEDDLING WITH MAPS


  To understand what’s going on today in the Middle East, you have to look at the past . . . and the not-too-distant past is a good place to start. Many of the borders across the Middle East are not very old. Some were drawn after the First World War by the victorious European allies, and they have been a cause of instability across the region ever since.
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  What was the Sykes-Picot Agreement?


  Before the First World War, most of the Middle East was part of the Ottoman Empire. There were few borders or independent countries. Many different people lived together under Ottoman rule.


  During the First World War, the Ottoman Empire was on the opposite side from France and Britain. In 1916 a British diplomat (Colonel Sir Mark Sykes) and a French diplomat (François Georges-Picot) drew a rough line across a map as part of a plan to split the Middle East between Britain and France, should they win the war. The north would be controlled by France, the south by Britain. This plan became known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement.
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  After the First World War, the British and French created new countries in this area—countries that hadn’t existed before: Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Palestine. In doing so, they partly ignored the geography of the region and the wishes of the communities that already lived there. Suddenly, people who had always been free to move around as they chose were told that they were now Syrian or Iraqi. The idea that you couldn’t travel across a newly invented border to see a relative unless you had a special passport made very little sense to many people.


  [image: ]


  Iraq: Three Regions, One Nation


  Iraq is a good example of the difficulties in this area. It was ruled by the Ottoman Empire as three separate regions: the mountainous lands in the north, where most people were Kurdish; the area to the west of Baghdad occupied by Sunni Muslims; and the marshlands in the south, where Shia Muslims lived. This is roughly how the land had always been divided, reflecting the ancient regions of Assyria, Babylonia, and Sumer.


  But when the British arrived, they tried to unite the whole area as one country, resulting in conflict and chaos. People from different communities and religions were forced to live together. This led to much resentment and bitterness. As we saw in Africa, creating artificial borders and countries does not always result in equality and stability. Many Middle Eastern countries are young and fragile, and the strain of holding them together can lead to violence, unrest, and even civil war.
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  In 1921 the British joined these three provinces—with their diverse people— together, to form the state of Iraq.


  black gold
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  The Middle East has a lot of natural resources in the form of oil and gas. These are a source of great wealth, but they bring their own challenges. 


  For example, Iran has the fourth-largest oil reserves in the world. Despite this natural wealth, the country has many financial problems. As a result, many people in Iran are poor and unemployment is high. To make matters worse, some countries, led by the USA, refuse to trade with Iran because of political disagreements. The mountainous landscape also makes it difficult to connect and modernize the oil industry.


  Because oil is so valuable, different groups sometimes compete to control it. Iraq has the world’s sixth-largest oil reserves, but the oil is mostly in the Kurdish and Shia areas instead of in the regions controlled by the Sunnis. This leads to arguments about how to share the wealth.


  When a country’s economy relies too much on one thing, such as oil, it is bad news if the price goes down. In recent years some Middle Eastern countries—including Saudi Arabia, one of the world’s biggest producers of oil, and the United Arab Emirates—have been trying to develop other industries, too, such as green energy and tourism, so that they are not so dependent on oil and gas. 


  There is a lot of rivalry between the countries of the Middle East as they compete to be the largest oil producers. These countries also face competition from elsewhere—Russia, for example, now produces more oil than Saudi Arabia, and the USA, China, and Canada are also among the world’s top ten producers.


  
    There is a great deal of trouble across much of the Middle East, some of which has been caused by the artificial borders created by the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Many countries, such as Syria, struggle with outbreaks of violence and civil war. It is possible that these conflicts could eventually reshape the borders of the Middle East.

  


  india and pakistan: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  India and Pakistan are the two largest countries of South Asia. They are locked together by geography, framed by oceans to the south and mountains to the north. The region used to be one country, until it divided in 1947. There is a long-running conflict between the two nations: They have fought four major wars and many smaller battles. But it is important for the whole world that these two countries get along: They both have nuclear weapons, so a serious conflict could be devastating.
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  Where is Kashmir?


  The area of Kashmir was divided between Pakistan and India in 1948. Many in Kashmir want independence, but both India and Pakistan wish to control the area and have fought several wars over it. Kashmir is important for Pakistan’s water supply: The Indus River runs through the Indian-controlled part of Kashmir before entering Pakistan, so if India wanted to interrupt the water supply, it could. Kashmir also gives Pakistan a border with China, an important trade partner. For India, control of the region would give it a border with Afghanistan and a route into central Asia.


  the great divide
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  Britain once ruled India and Pakistan as part of its empire. The British had used a policy known as “Divide and Rule,” where different groups were set against each other so they wouldn’t unite against British control. This led to conflict between people of different religions, especially between Hindus and Muslims.


  After the Second World War, with India pushing for its independence, Britain could no longer control the region, so it withdrew. In 1947 the area was split into India and Pakistan: India was mostly Hindu, and Pakistan was mostly Muslim. This division led to a huge movement of people, as millions of Muslims fled west to Pakistan, while millions of Hindus and Sikhs went the other way. Riots and violence followed. At least a million people died, and 15 million were forced from their homes.


  The Muslim areas in the west became West Pakistan, while those to the east of Kolkata became East Pakistan. East and West Pakistan were separated by 1,250 miles (2,000 km) of India, and didn’t have much in common to unite them. In 1971, East Pakistan rebelled and, after a violent conflict, became Bangladesh.


  
    India and Pakistan have taken different paths since 1947, but each faces its own challenges. Due to the unequal way the two countries were divided, India inherited the majority of the region’s industry and major cities. These included Mumbai and Kolkata, with their banks and businesses, as well as Delhi, with its government buildings. With its growing economy and a powerful military, India aspires to become a world power. However, it still faces problems, such as high levels of poverty in some areas.


    Meanwhile, Pakistan had a more difficult start. Its lands were separated into east and west, and it was given a troublesome and unstable border: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the northwest frontier with Afghanistan. Pakistan can be seen as a divided country: It has five distinct regions, which are sometimes more loyal to themselves than to the central state. This instability still causes problems for Pakistan and the region.

  


  korea and japan: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Note: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  The countries in this part of the world are very different from each other. Japan and South Korea are democratic countries with successful economies, while North Korea is a dictatorship and suffers greatly from poverty. The unpredictability of North Korea is a potential threat to its neighbors. This area is a source of international tension, because it is a hot spot for the rivalry between the USA (allied with Japan and South Korea) and China (which backs North Korea).


  A History of Invasion


  Korea is caught between the much larger countries of China and Japan. It has few natural defenses, so for centuries was a target of conquest—with attacking armies able to swarm up and down the peninsula. In the past, Korea was invaded by the Mongols, the Qing dynasty of China, and the Japanese on several occasions.


  korea: A nation divided
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  In 1945, at the end of the Second World War, the Americans and Russians agreed to divide the Korean peninsula into two different zones. In 1948 two separate countries were established: the pro-American Republic of Korea in the south; and in the north, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, supported first by Russia, then by China.
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  NORTH KOREA


  For decades North Korea has been one of the world’s most secretive countries. It is ruled by a brutal dictatorship, and much of the population lives in extreme poverty. Its defensive attitude and nuclear weapons program create disputes with South Korea and other countries. The tension between North and South Korea means there is a constant risk of violence breaking out.


  picking sides


  The situation involves many countries. China doesn’t want a united Korea allied with the USA, with American military bases close to its own border. It also doesn’t want millions of refugees pouring over its border in the event of a war. So it supports North Korea’s economy by being its main trading partner.


  The USA doesn’t want a war either, but must support its ally South Korea, not least to show its other allies it can be relied upon. It needs to make sure North Korea doesn’t act aggressively, so it keeps almost 30,000 troops stationed in South Korea.


  An Uneasy Peace


  The problems surrounding North Korea are not easy to solve. Although no one wants a war, many of the countries involved are fearful and suspicious of each other’s intentions. It is very important that each country manages the situation carefully so it doesn’t get out of control.
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  japan: An island nation


  Japan is made up of a number of islands a couple hundred miles from the Asian mainland. It is close enough to have benefitted from the spread of cultural and technological innovations over time, but far enough away to have avoided invasion.
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  invasion of korea


  As an island nation, Japan developed an impressive navy, but it lacked natural resources. This is partly what led it to take over Korea in 1910, because northern Korea contained coal and iron ore. Japan needed these resources as it was starting to industrialize. It also wanted to stop either Russia or China from controlling Korea.
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  Rise and Fall (and Rise Again)


  Japan invaded China and Southeast Asia in the 1930s and 1940s. This rapid expansion during the Second World War brought it into conflict with the USA. Japan was heavily defeated after the USA dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in 1945. After its surrender, Japan was able to recover quickly. With the help of the USA, which wanted allies in the area against Communist China, Japan’s economy was thriving within thirty years.


  The USA still keeps a military presence in Japan, which some Japanese people are not entirely happy about. But it is the unpredictability of North Korea—with its missiles and nuclear weapons—as well as the increasing strength of China, which keeps Japanese leaders awake at night, making sure they stay close to the USA.


  
    Japan and South Korea have an uneasy relationship following Japan’s occupation of Korea in the early twentieth century. However, their shared anxiety about North Korea and China means they are willing to work together with their ally the USA.

  


  latin america: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Latin America has varied landscapes, from deserts to rainforest to vast mountains. These natural obstacles can cut different regions off from each other, which affects trade and farming. Parts of South America are quite isolated from the rest of the world, with many ports located far away from major trade routes. Some countries in this area have struggled due to the effects of colonization by Europeans and being overshadowed by their wealthy neighbor the USA. These are some of the reasons why Latin America has fallen behind Europe, North America, and China in terms of wealth.


  The Hollow Continent


  When European settlers arrived in Latin America they stayed near the coasts, because the landscape was difficult to travel across and often infested by mosquitoes and disease. Even today most of the major cities are on the coastline, which is sometimes called the “population rim.” There has been a lack of investment in the interior of the continent, which has few major settlements and poor transportation links.


  connecting the oceans
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  The Panama Canal, which connects the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, opened in 1914. It is 50 miles (80 km) long and takes around 10 hours to navigate. This saves ships from having to journey 8,100 miles (13,000 km) around the bottom of South America, which would take an extra two weeks. 
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  Saving Time, Saving Fuel


  As well as taking much longer, the route around the tip of South America is also much more dangerous. Ships must either pass through the very narrow Strait of Magellan, which is hard to navigate, or the perilous Drake Passage around Cape Horn, with its high winds, huge waves, and the risk of icebergs. 


  The Panama Canal is a very important trading route: About 14,000 ships use it every year. The canal, which was widened in 2016 to allow larger ships to pass through, plays a big role in Panama’s economy. The cost of using the waterway varies according to the size and weight of the ship, but a fully laden container vessel has to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to make the trip.


  BRAZIL: BATTLING GEOGRAPHY


  The countries of South America face many similar challenges. Brazil is a good example: Despite being the largest and most powerful country on the continent—almost the same size as the USA—its development is hampered by its geography. 
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  Coastal Cities


  Out of a population of 213 million, 90 percent of Brazilian people live in towns and cities near the Atlantic coast. Developing the interior and building transportation links is expensive and difficult, so many regions remain sparsely populated and cut off from each other. In the 1950s the capital was moved from Rio de Janeiro to the new city of Brasilia in an effort to boost this inland area.
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  The Grand Escarpment


  Much of Brazil’s interior is on an area of high ground called the Brazilian Highlands. At the coastline there is a steep drop down to the sea, forming a huge cliff wall called the Grand Escarpment. Most of Brazil’s cities are built on small areas of flat land between the cliffs and the sea, which means that there is no room for them to expand.
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  Tricky Transportation


  Building roads between Brazil’s coastal cities is difficult and expensive, because they have to go up and over the cliffs of the Grand Escarpment. The existing roads are narrow and often packed with traffic, and these transportation problems limit trade. Brazil has recently discovered offshore gas reserves, which may help pay for an improved transportation system, but it will take a huge amount of work and money to overcome its geographical disadvantages.


  Disappearing Forests
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  1 A third of Brazil is covered by the Amazon Rainforest. Because this jungle is so important, it is illegal to cut parts of it down. However, the government does allow farmers to burn some areas of forest to use the land for growing crops and cattle grazing.
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  2Although the reclaimed land can be farmed for a short while, the soil is poor. Within a few years of farming these fields, nothing else will grow.
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  3 Then, the farmers move on to cut down more areas of rainforest and the cycle repeats itself. Since the 1970s nearly a quarter of the rainforest has been cleared to make space for farming, cattle ranching, mining, and building.
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  Taming the Savanna


  South of the Amazon is the Brazilian savanna. A few decades ago this land was thought to be unsuitable for farming, but the area has been transformed and is now one of the world’s largest producers of soybeans. However, this success story has its downsides, in particular the huge environmental impact. The changes in the region threaten the habitats of many species of plants and animals, such as the endangered jaguar.
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  Faraway Farms


  Brazil’s traditional farmlands lie in the south—in an area that is flat and well watered. Although the region makes up only a small percentage of this vast country, it is still the size of Spain, Portugal, and Italy combined! But because these farms are inland, they suffer from a lack of transportation routes connecting them to Brazil’s busy coastal cities.


  
    There’s a lot going on in Latin America—from bustling megacities to colorful festivals—but much of it is going on a long way from anywhere else. One of Latin America’s problems is the difficulty in connecting its different regions, particularly where rainforest and mountains get in the way. The other problem is that of distance: The continent extends all the way down, nearly reaching to the bottom of the planet . . . which is a long way away from the rest of the world.

  


  australia: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Australia is a vast landmass surrounded by water. It is so big that it’s not just a country, but is also a continent: In fact, it’s the only country in the world to form a continent in its own right. Its remote location means it was isolated from the rest of the world for a long period of history, but in modern times it is in a good position to benefit from trade links with Asia.


  Torn Between East and West


  Australia’s biggest trading partner is China. As China’s power increases, Australia is in a good position to benefit economically. But China’s growing influence is also a concern. Its actions and claims in the South China Sea (see p. 22) are troubling to China’s neighbors and to its rival, the USA. The USA is Australia’s closest military ally, so maintaining good relations with both the USA and China is in Australia’s best interests. It will be a tricky balance to manage.


  the arctic: THE GEOGRAPHY


  Tip: pan and zoom to explore the map.
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  Lying at the top of the world, the Arctic is a place of great beauty that has captivated people throughout our history. Despite the freezing, dangerous conditions, many adventurers have traveled across the region to explore spectacular icy landscapes and fascinating wildlife. These days the ice is shrinking, making it easier to access the Arctic and its natural resources. This has caused the Arctic nations—Canada, Finland, Greenland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the USA—to take a much greater interest in the parts of the Arctic that each country claims as its own.


  [image: ]


  The Northwest Passage


  For centuries, explorers tried to find a way through the Arctic to reach the Pacific Ocean, passing through the islands off Canada’s northern coast. Many crews died during these attempts. Finally, the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen managed to pass through the Bering Strait and into the Pacific in 1905. Nowadays, the melting of Arctic sea ice allows cargo ships to make this journey through the Northwest Passage for several weeks each year, during the summer. The route is an alternative to the Panama Canal, cutting at least a week off the journey between Europe and Asia, saving not just time, but also fuel and money.


  a new cold war?


  There are eight countries that claim parts of the Arctic (Canada, Russia, the USA, Norway, Denmark, Iceland, Finland, and Sweden), and they form the Arctic Council. For many years these countries have had competing claims in the region, and recently the tension has been growing. Each country wants to secure its own access to shipping lanes and resources, and so the question of who owns what has become more important.


  [image: ]


  The Rush for Riches


  It is thought that vast quantities of natural gas and oil may lie in the Arctic—perhaps as much as 2 quadrillion cubic feet (50 trillion cubic m) of natural gas and 90 billion barrels of oil. There may also be large, undiscovered sources of gold, zinc, nickel, and iron. An international agreement grants countries the right to the resources found within 200 nautical miles (230 miles/370 km) from their shores.


  [image: ]


  Who Owns the Arctic?


  Some countries argue about how far their territory extends. Russia says that the underwater Lomonosov Ridge, off the Siberian coast, is an extension of its lands and so belongs only to Russia. Because this ridge runs all the way to the North Pole, other countries in the region disagree. Russia has made the Arctic one of its priorities: In 2007 it sent two submersibles 2.5 miles (4 km) down to the Arctic seabed to plant a rust-proof titanium flag to stake its claims.


  [image: ]


  Working Together?


  The Arctic is a hostile place. For much of the year the days are endless night, the waves can reach 16 feet (5 m) high, and at times the sea freezes to a depth of up to 7 feet (2 m). The future might present problems such as smugglers, difficult search and rescue operations, and environmental disasters including oil spills. To face these challenges, the Arctic nations will need to cooperate.


  Climate change means that one of the world’s last great unspoiled regions is under threat. It isn’t only the geography of the area that will be transformed, but also the relationships between different countries, as each one tries to protect its own interests. But what is happening in the Arctic is a global issue: The changes here could have important consequences for the whole planet. It is in the interests of the Arctic countries to work together and not to let the race for resources destroy this once-pristine wilderness.


  the future


  [image: ]


  We’ve reached the top of the world, so the only way left to go is up!


  Humans have always been fascinated by space—it calls out to our imagination—and now we are able to explore it in a way our ancestors could only dream of. As technology advances, humans will start to plant flags on new territory and overcome the immense hurdles the universe puts in our way. There are already several thousands of satellites in the skies, along with manned space stations and even American flags standing on the moon. But while countries such as the USA, Russia, and China are leading the race for space, perhaps—just as in the Arctic—it may be wise for all nations to work together to meet the many challenges along the way.


  Before we reach for the stars, we must come back to Earth with a bump. We still have plenty of obstacles to deal with on our own planet. Some of these have existed for thousands of years and will continue to shape our future: The Himalayas will continue to separate two of the world’s growing powers, China and India; Russia still has a potential weak spot over the flatlands of Europe; Bangladesh must still prepare for flooding every year.


  There will also be new challenges in the future. Climate change could affect our world’s geography in many ways: Rising sea levels may leave some cities underwater; higher temperatures could alter rainfall and increase droughts and flooding; and changing landscapes may disturb the habitats of many plants and animals. Humans may find themselves competing for the planet’s resources more than they ever have before.


  But this is the only planet we have, and we all have to live on it together. Whatever barriers we encounter, old or new, our world’s leaders—in fact, every one of us—must work together to find a way around them.
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The conquistadors
(Spanish for “conquerors") were
soldiers and explorers from Spain
and Portugal who arrived in Latin

America during the sixteenth
century. They seized land and
Mexico has desert riches, killed many people,
inits north, mountains and spread disease.
tothe east and west, and
jungle to the south, which
has limited its ability to
trade with other
countries.
Mexico hasa
1,860-mile (3,000 km) long
1 ‘border with the USA, almost all

of whichis desert. Many Latin
Americans attempt to cross this
harsh landscape, trying to reach
the USA to escape hardship and
violence in their own
countries.

The Amazon is the
second-longest river in the
world (after the Nile), but
its muddy banks are difficult

Bolivia became tobuild on, and there are no
landlocked when it lost bridge crossings alongits
250 miles (400 km) of entire length.

coastline to Chile during the
War of the Pacific in 1879.
Losing access to the sea can
make trading harder and
more expensive.

(which means*Dead Cow’) isan
area of shale rock containing gas
and oil, perhaps enough to meet
L) Argentina’s energy needs for the next
~ @ 150 years. However, extracting
these natural resources is
an expensive job.
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The Falkland Islands
are the subject of a conflict between
the UK and Argentina, which led to
awarin 1982 Theislands are an
k: % overseas territory of the UK, and most
e islanders want to remain under British
control. However, Argentina also
claims the islands, which it calls
Las Malvinas.
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