OIB Exemplar Scripts 2021
Geography Script M
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
[image: ]
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 describe the importance and immensity of crude oil shipping. Document A gives information of the volume of oil traffic in barrels per day, which illustrates the dependency of certain regions on maritime trade routes for oil gathering, however it doesn’t inform on other kinds of trade routes such as roads or air routes. Document B emphasises oil’s crucial aspect in the functioning of production of goods, informing on its importance concerning the global economy. However, even though very rich on statistics, it excludes other merchandises which are transported through maritime routes. We are, in consequence, only aware of the importance of maritime trade routes to the global economy only on oil shipping.
Maritime trade routes are also presented as valuable to certain countries. It shows the data on the amount of money invested in countering piracy. Indeed, countries wouldn’t spend immense amounts of money to secure important trade routes. This point is supported by the example of the closing of the Suez Canal, provoking fuel shortages across Europe. A great number of regions rely on a few maritime roads for the supplying of an extremely important resource, this reflects their importance in the functioning of each country’s economy. There is even an example of deteriorating relations between powerful countries concerning disputes on the access to maritime trade routes.
Furthermore, these informations seem to be reliable. They present both advantages of maritime trade routes to the global economy and the challenges linked to it such as over-dependence on international relations deterioration, however focuses only on a specific domain of trade (crude oil) and excludes environmental impacts and the description of unequal globalisation which presents maritime trade routes profit unequally 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.
The main tensions created by maritime canals and straits come from the will to monopolise certain routes. For example, the Strait of Hormuz, detaining 17 million of oil traffic in barrels per day, is home to great international tension. From being able to shut down its passage is an extreme preoccupation internationally. Tensions have been growing in the Persian Gulf due to opposing religions and political powers surrounding the strait. These tensions have then preoccupied powerful countries such as the USA, Russia, or even Saudi-Arabia as tensions could affect “this vital chokepoint” and alliances have been made, one supporting Iran and another entering in conflict against its government.
Other international tensions come from the protection of maritime trade routes. For example, in the Indian Sea, China has invested billions of dollars in military fleets in order to protect its shipping using the Malacca Strait. However, the Indian government, scared by China’s presence so close to its borders and by the Chinese expansionism strategy called the ‘collier de perles’ (Chinese government implementing military fleet around maritime routes to express its power and presence while protecting its shipments), calls upon international laws and denounces China of trespassing. There again, preoccupied by possible reductions of Chinese exports/imports on Indian exports/imports, alliances are made. Russia backing up the Chinese government with the help of Korea, and the UK backing up India.
Environmental issues have also been a factor for international tensions. For example, the Strait of Malacca is home to a good number of ship collisions, releasing tons of polluting chemicals in the water but also on the shores. This leads to discontent of the region and a slower passage, such as a more regulated passage, through the Malacca Straits, affecting international relations as it affects multiple countries. Slower imports/exports equals less efficient trade, which slows the growth of an economy. It in consequence creates rivalry between countries and prioritises the economy over environmental protection.
However, maritime straits and canals are not only a source of international tension. Indeed, countries have collaborated in order to open new canals or straits, granting great alliances. For example, the project of the Thailand Canal will unite multiple countries and provide relief to the Malacca Strait, pleasing Indonesia and other surrounding countries, as it will lessen traffic. Furthermore, partnerships are entertained through maritime canals and straits. Alliances of countries cooperate to secure routes against piracy, reducing tension and encouraging friendship.
To conclude, maritime canals and straits are mostly sources of international tension. Tensions are brought by economic, religious, environmental and political reasons, mainly due to differing opinions and the will of profit. Even though collaboration can be established, tension still exists between partners, mostly due to fear of being overtaken.
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