OIB Exemplar Scripts 2021
Geography Script K
Theme One: Maritime areas and geopolitics at the heart of a globalised world
Study Documents A and B
Document A – Information on world trade in crude oil.
World map of crude oil shipping routes with the location of strategic straits and canals indicated
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Daily amount of crude oil passing through strategic straits and canals in 2018
	Strategic strait or canal
	Daily volume of oil traffic in barrels per day

	Strait of Hormuz
	17 million 

	Strait of Malacca
	15 million

	Suez Canal
	4.5 million

	Bab el-Mandeb
	3.3 million

	Bosphorus / Dardanelles
	3 million

	Panama Canal
	1 million



Sources: Map adapted from http://nghiencuubiendong.vn/en/conferences-and-seminars-/507-south-china-sea-platform-for-prosperity-or-arena-for-altercation-by-nazery-khalid (2011), with trade flow data updated from https://www.worldoiltraders.com/sea-ports (2018)
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Document B – Black Arteries
Oil not only fuels our modern world but lubricates machinery, provides plastics and pharmaceuticals, and is used in the production of agrochemicals that help to produce the food we need. Over half of the global oil supply is delivered by tankers moving along the worldwide network of sea lanes, and thus passing through a variety of straits and canals. 
We have also constructed artificial chokepoints with our canals that link seas to create more direct shipping routes, such as the Panama Canal and the Suez Canal. When, in 1956, the Suez Crisis closed the canal for six months and forced shipping to re-route around southern Africa, the result was fuel shortages across Europe.
By far the most strategically critical strait today is Hormuz. The Persian Gulf produces about a third of the world’s oil, and Iraq, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar and the UAE must all ship their oil exports through the Strait of Hormuz. Only Saudi Arabia and Iran are able to use alternative maritime links. The strait is busy with tanker traffic, transporting over 17 million barrels every day – one fifth of the world’s supply. But it also means that this artery carrying the oil to fuel the world’s economy is extremely vulnerable. Since 1973, the USA has spent over $7 trillion on its military presence in the Gulf to secure the steady flow of oil to global markets. The greatest fear is that international relations with Iran may deteriorate to such a point that the Iranian government slam shut this vital ‘chokepoint’ and put a stranglehold on world oil supplies.
Much of the oil from the Persian Gulf is shipped through the narrow Strait of Malacca. About a quarter of all the oil transported by sea – roughly 15 million barrels a day – passes through this strait in tankers, and then on to feed the economies of China, Japan, Korea, Indonesia and Australia.
While the nature of the major commodities may have changed through history, the role played by the geography of the seas and the strategic importance of naval chokepoints has remained ever critical. During most of history it was the seas that facilitated long-distance trade. Even today 90% of world trade is still carried by shipping.
Source: Adapted from ‘Origins – How the Earth shaped human history’ by Lewis Dartnell. Published by Penguin Random House UK in 2019.

a) How useful are documents A and B for understanding the importance of maritime trade routes to the global economy?
Both Documents A and B study maritime routes and patterns in relation to the oil and gas trade.
Firstly, the documents highlight the importance of maritime trade compared to other means of transport. Indeed, in Document A, the volumes of oil transported daily imply great trade activity, especially in strategic areas. Furthermore, Document B states that “90% of world trade (…) is by shipping”, meaning that maritime areas are of major importance to the global economy. Additionally, the text also mentions the historical importance of those routes. Both documents show the importance of maritime trade today, and in the past, by highlighting the traffic and activity in these areas. Yet, neither of the documents cover the theme broadly enough. Document A only implicitly shows its importance, while Document B only briefly mentions the role of maritime routes in trade, and does not give any comparisons to rate its importance. Therefore, it can be said that these documents are fairly useful in evaluating the impact of maritime routes on the economy.
The documents also show, to some extent, the importance of the strategic canals and straits as well as the main routes, for the economy. Indeed, both documents focus more on the active and strategic areas which are of importance to trade. Document A, through the map and the table, shows the role straits and canals play in supplying global trade. The statistics given allow us to have an even more precise knowledge of the weight of these strategic areas in global trade. Additionally, it also ranks them therefore showing the different dynamics of trade patterns (regarding oil). On the other hand, Document B also explains the importance of these routes in supplying Europe, the Americas, and East Asia/Pacific with oil. Indeed, it showcases the challenges global trade has faced in the absence of these routes (“shortages”), therefore highlighting their vital importance. However, both accounts fail to highlight how these maritime trade routes increase global inequality. They focus mainly on the biggest routes without considering the rest of maritime trade. Furthermore, while Document B mentions it, they do not study the importance and role of the ‘Triad’ (North America, Western Europe, East Asia) in affecting global trade routes from a broader perspective. Thus, these documents are quite useful in evaluating the importance of strategic canals and routes, focusing mainly on the concerned areas and HICs, however.
Finally, the documents primarily (if not only) assess maritime routes in relation to the oil trade. Indeed, both documents show the impact of the oil trade on the economy. Document A shows the importance of the oil trade, but with no comparison that would allow a more objective view. Document B clearly highlights the impact that routes have on the global oil trade. However, both these documents show the effects maritime trade routes have on the oil trade. Therefore, it is not very representative of the global economy as a whole: although the oil trade is of major importance it does not account for all of global trade. From these documents can be deduced that maritime trade routes are important for oil trade, but not for the rest, as there is no information. Therefore, these documents are fairly limited in evaluating the role of maritime routes on the economy as a whole.
The documents are quite useful in showing the importance of trade routes for oil trade. Additionally, considering that oil and gas trade is also of major importance in the global economy, it reliably showcases the importance of maritime areas for the economy as a whole. However, other factors for evaluating its overall importance are missing as it focuses only on oil. Therefore, these documents are quite useful in understanding the importance of maritime routes to the global economy.




b) Using Documents A and B and your own knowledge, discuss the extent to which maritime canals and straits are a potential source of international tension.
Maritime canals and straits are at the heart of trade routes and are therefore highly significant and wealthy areas. In certain regions more than others, maritime canals and straits are often considered to be a potential source of tension, because of their economic value.
Some areas are a source of regional, and sometimes international tensions. The economic wealth generated by the straits and canals, added (often) to religious, cultural or political differences, makes them prone to conflict. Some examples of this would be Gibraltar, where other countries are trying to counter Spain’s control of the strait, or historically the Suez Canal which was controlled by European empires in the past. The most significant and important one today, however, is the Strait of Hormuz. Indeed, as can be seen on Document A, it is the busiest strait in terms of the oil trade, and therefore generates immense wealth. As mentioned in Document B, this strait is the “gate” of the Persian Gulf, which “produces about a third of the world’s oil” and many countries export their oil through the Hormuz Strait. This strait is an incredibly valuable economic and diplomatic asset for Iran. Furthermore, the Persian Gulf is historically, and today, a region of religious and political conflict. This allows for the country controlling the strait to have a powerful diplomatic tool to control the other countries and puts it in a position of power in the region. Thus, the Hormuz Strait, being highly strategic is a source of constant tensions in the region and internationally. On the other hand, the wealth it gives all the surrounding countries also prevents major conflict. Therefore, maritime straits and canals, while often intensified by other regional factors, are very likely to be a source of tension.
Despite being a source of great economic growth and very strategic points, canals and straits are not necessarily a source of tension. This is, for example, the case of the Strait of Malacca. It is the second most important strait for the oil trade (Document B), yet there are no clear tensions in the surrounding region. Rather than that, the countries form the trade bloc ASEAN and aim to mutually benefit from it (although some are wealthier than others). These countries build mutual projects and aim to generate economic growth in the whole region together, rather than creating economic and political tensions. This possibly lies in the religious and cultural similarities these countries share. In these aspects, the Malacca Strait is an example of a highly strategic route being the starting point of mutual trade and growth, rather than tensions. Therefore, depending on the region, not all canals and straits are a source of tension.
It is important to take into account the value that these strategic canals and straits hold internationally and for importing countries (such as the USA). This means that foreign countries also get involved in these strategic points, as their economies also depend on them. AS described in Document B, “the USA has spent over $7 trillion on its military presence in the Gulf to secure the steady flow of oil to global markets”. The US presence is both a guarantee of security and a potential source of tensions. Indeed, the US foreign presence allows the US to ensure the oil is safely exported. On the other hand, this could also threaten and offend the surrounding and concerned countries as it could be considered a threat to their sovereignty. A similar case to this is the case of China increasingly trying to control the Malacca Strait. This is a legitimate response as more than half of its exports transit through the strait. However, it could create tension with the countries around the Malacca Strait (namely Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, and more). Therefore, because of the importance of these straits and canals, many foreign countries get involved in them in an attempt to maintain peace and a stable flow of merchandise. However, their presence can often very well be a source of international tension.
It can be said, that due to their international and ‘high’ economic value, strategic straits and canals are a very likely source of tension. Yet in order to secure economic growth and stable exports, peace is crucial. Therefore, in spite of tensions, these areas are unlikely to be a source of great unrest because of the mutual profit that all countries benefit from.
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