Natural Resources

Natural resources occur naturally within and are derived from the environment and exist relatively undisturbed by man.  Natural resources are both essential for our survival and used for satisfying our wants.

Classifications

There are many different classifications for natural resources depending on what aspect is being discussed.  Common classifications include: 

1) Based on origin: Biotic (from living things) and Abiotic (from nonliving things)

2) Based on stage of development: Potential (exist and may be used in future), Actual (being used at present time), Reserve (part of actual resource that can be developed for use) and Stock (cannot be used at this time due to lack of technology.

3) Based on renewability: Renewable (can be replenished or reproduced easily) and nonrenewable (formed over long geological periods so cannot be replenished)

4) Based on availability: Inexhaustible (unlimited in quantity…air, sunlight, etc.) and Exhaustible (limited in quantity and can be used up...fossil fuels, etc.)

Management/Conservation

It is critical for natural resources to be managed and conserved, especially if the resource is exhaustible or nonrenewable.  These resources cannot be easily replaced.  Recently, there has been a global push to use natural resources more responsibly.  The conservation movement to reduce, reuse and recycle is directly applicable to natural resources.  If society can reduce the use of a natural resource, or reuse it for another application or recycle it for another use the impact on our environment will be reduced.  For instance, fewer trees will have to be cut down and less mining will have to occur.  This movement is directly connected to the management of natural resources so that future generations will still have access to them.

Consumption

When natural resources are consumed there are consequences to the environment.  It can be that plant foliage has been removed so that soil erodes more easily.  It can be that the natural environment is disturbed through mining or pollution is generated through use of natural resources.  The pollution can be toxic metals put into the environment by the smelting process or greenhouse gas emissions released by the burning of fossil fuels.  

Greenhouse Effect

The process whereby thermal radiation is absorbed by atmospheric greenhouse gases is released in all directions is called the greenhouse effect.  The release of the thermal energy greenhouse gases creates temperatures that are higher than if only direct solar radiation was occurring.  One of the results from consuming some natural resources (fossil fuels) is the release of pollution including carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide.  These pollutants are greenhouse gases that can serve to increase the greenhouse effect.  The greenhouse effect is necessary for life to exist on the Earth.  However, the use of fossil fuels has increased levels of CO2 in our atmosphere.  Scientists speculate that this could be causing global warming and adversely effecting the environment. 
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