The Distribution of Natural Resources
This article is accessible to students only when assigned.

Freckle Level: 10B
Humans have specific needs that must be met to ensure survival,
and as the world population continues to grow, the demand for
resources also grows. Water, air, soil, minerals, plants, and
animals are all essential resources upon which humans rely, but
they are not distributed evenly around the planet. Some areas
are very rich in fertile soil, others have a great deal of water or
oil, and some have no valuable resources at all. The water cycle
and rock cycle play important roles in how these resources are
distributed on Earth. It is important to understand the causes of
these resource distributions and also keep them in mind as
humanity continues to grow.

Distribution of Water
Water is a vital resource for many organisms to survive on Earth.
The human body can’t survive longer than 8 to 10 days without
water, and bodies of water provide habitats to millions of
different animal and plant species across the globe. Water also
circulates around the earth through the oceans to transport,
dissolve, and replenish essential nutrients.

Writing
Skills: Informative, Writing Conventions,
Drawing Evidence
Choose either the rock cycle or
the water cycle. Explain how the
cycle of your choice affects the
distribution of water, soil, oil, and
coal in the world. Use clear
reasoning and support your
answer with evidence from the
text.
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Reading
Skills:
RI.1: Explicit Information
RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice
This map indicates the places on Earth that have access to clean,
safe water. Blue areas have the best access to freshwater.
Unfortunately, despite its critical importance, water’s distribution
across the earth is dramatically uneven. A full 97 percent of water
on our planet is saltwater, meaning only three percent is
freshwater available for human consumption. Although there is a
sufficient amount of fresh water to supply all human water needs
in the world, this water is not distributed evenly and so many
regions struggle to meet their water needs.

RI.1: Explicit Information
How do the cycles of the earth affect
water distribution on the planet?
Select all that apply.

The carbon cycle provides some
areas of the world with large
amounts of freshwater through
precipitation.
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The water cycle provides some regions in the world with large
amounts of fresh water through precipitation while others
receive hardly any water at all. For example, Brazil, Canada,
China, and the United States hold roughly 50 percent of the
earth’s renewable freshwater supply. Arid and semi-arid regions
of the world, which make up 40 percent of the earth’s surface
and are concentrated in Africa, only account for 2 percent of the
world’s water runoff from precipitation.
The rock cycle also plays a key role in how water is distributed
through mountains and valleys formed over thousands of years.
These differences in landscape dramatically affect the movement
of water as it rains down on the earth. Rivers, streams and lakes
were all created through the continuous interaction between the
rock cycle and water cycle over time.

The water cycle provides some
areas of the world with large
amounts of freshwater through
precipitation.
The rock cycle provides some
areas of the world with large
amounts of freshwater through
precipitation.
The rock cycle has shaped the
surface of the earth with
mountains and valleys which
affect the movement of water.

Distribution of Oil and Coal
Oil, also known as petroleum, has become a vital resource in
developed countries for its ability to power cars, trucks,
airplanes, and ships. It is also used to manufacture many
common items like plastics, fertilizers, and waxes. Coal is another
fossil fuel that is commonly used to generate electricity for
homes and businesses around the world. The process of mining
has been used to extract coal from the ground for thousands of
years, but demand has grown dramatically since the onset of the
Industrial Revolution. Though survival is possible without oil and
coal, these energy sources have become the backbone of
industrialized societies, and without regular access to them,
every large economy would come to a crashing halt.

Report issue

RI.1: Explicit Information
How is the rock cycle involved in the
formation of oil and coal?

The rock cycle caused the deaths
of the plants and animals that
would eventually become oil and
coal.
The rock cycle caused mountains
and valleys to form which
affected the movement of oil
and coal.

A map showing the distribution of oil reserves around the world,
with darker areas having the largest reserves.
Just like water, the world’s oil reserves are distributed unevenly
across the continents. Oil reserves are stores of crude oil capable
of being recovered by humans at a feasible cost. It is estimated
that Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, Canada, Iran, and Iraq contain the
five largest oil reserves on Earth, with the United States ranking
14th. This leaves the majority of Europe, Australia, and Africa
largely dependent upon other countries for oil imports. Similarly,
there are few places on Earth where coal exists in dense enough
quantities to be affordably mined and obtained for human use.
The United States holds the world’s largest coal reserves,
followed by Russia, China, and Australia which means that all
other countries around the world must rely upon imports to
obtain the coal they need to meet their country’s demands.

The rock cycle deposited rock
material on the surface of the
earth.
The rock cycle buried organisms
deep within the earth where
heat and pressure eventually
turned them into fuel.

Report issue

RI.1: Explicit Information
According to the text, what is the
most important reason for humans to
need good soil nearby?
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Humans rely on high quality soil
so that trees and plants will be
plentiful and provide oxygen.
Humans rely on high quality soil
so that they can use it to build
strong buildings.
This is what land looks like after it has undergone strip coal
mining.
The oil and coal we depend on today began the process of
turning into a usable fuel millions of years ago. Back then, plants
and animals living in the ocean absorbed energy from the sun in
the form of carbon molecules. In the case of oil, these were
microscopic plants and animals while coal was formed by larger
plants. When these organisms died, they sank to the bottom of
the ocean and as part of the rock cycle, layer upon layer of
sediment settled on top of these organisms and buried them
deep within the earth. Over millions of years, heat and pressure
from the earth eventually converted these organisms into a
usable fuel, such as oil or coal.

Distribution of Soil
Soil is the topmost layer of the earth’s surface and humans
depend on it for four primary functions—plant growth, water
storage and purification, atmospheric regulation and providing a
habitat for living organisms. Human civilizations have long
depended on their surrounding soil to prosper, especially since
farming became the primary source of food.

Humans rely on high quality soil
in order to grow crops and feed
their cities.
Humans rely on high quality soil
so they can use it as fuel to
power their machines.

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice
Which of the following statements is
true about the soil of Earth? Select all
that apply.

Soil is transformed by the sun,
water, wind, and living creatures.
Although soil is not necessary
for human survival, it has
become a backbone of
industrialized societies.
All soil on Earth is constantly
undergoing physical, chemical
and biological processes.

A table showing the countries with the most arable (farmable)
land in the world, in thousands of square kilometers.
Much like the other resources discussed in the text, soil quality is
also unevenly distributed around the world, as shown in the
table above. All soil started life as a deposit of rock material from
the rock cycle and water cycle. Over time, sun, water, wind, and
living creatures transform this material into soil. All soils around
the world are constantly undergoing physical, chemical and
biological processes through the interactions between its

Soil is made up of minerals,
water, air, organic matter and
living organisms.

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice
According to the text, what are some
of the uses of oil in the world today?
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components—minerals, water, air, organic matter and
organisms. The cycles and spheres of Earth directly impact these
components and changes in soil around the world.

Looking to the Future
The rock, water and carbon cycles have had an immense impact
on the distribution of natural resources around the world. This
distribution is a complex, uneven and imperfect system that
creates significant economic, political, and environmental
consequences for every living organism on Earth. Since Each
person and country depends on these limited resources, it will be
important for all nations to work together and share resources to
provide a prosperous future for humanity.

Report issue

Select all that apply.

Oil is used to power many
machines in the world such as
cars, trucks, airplanes, and ships.
Oil is used to grow plants to feed
the populations of the world.
Oil is used to generate electricity
for businesses and homes.
Oil is used to manufacture
plastics, fertilizers, and waxes.

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice
According to the text, why is water
important for the survival of humans
and other living organisms on Earth?
Select all that apply.

The human body cannot survive
longer than 8 to 10 days without
water.
Water provides living habitats for
millions of different animal and
plant species.
Water is essential for plant
growth and atmospheric
regulation.
The oceans transport, dissolve
and replenish essential nutrients
around the world.

Report issue
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