Week 3

North America



-Review:


-What is the difference between climate and weather?

-What is the weather phenomenon known as El Niño?  Why did I use this weather phenomenon as an example of how a single weather event can affect the entire world?

-North American Physical Geography:


-North America is a very diverse continent with many different environments.

-Coastal plains border the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico wrapping around the Appalachian Mountains.  These plains for the most part receive a lot of annual precipitation and the coast itself has many bays and swamps.

-Stretching from Georgia in the south to Maine in the north the Appalachian Mountains and their foothills, known as the Piedmont, dominate the interior of eastern N. America.  These are geologically old mountains that have been heavily eroded w/ peaks that reach between 3,000 and 6,000 feet.  Most of this mountainous region is heavily forested.

-The Ozark Mountains just west of the Mississippi in Missouri and Arkansas are similar to the Appalachians.

-Most of the interior of North America consists of vast lowlands that extend from just west of the Appalachians in the east to the Rockies in the West and from the Gulf of Mexico in the south to central Canada in the North.  The eastern portions of these lowlands get more rain and are thus important agricultural lands, while the dryer western plains are better suited for ranching.  

-The Rocky Mountains are geologically young mountains and are thus very rugged and reach heights over 10,000 feet in places.  They reach from New Mexico in the south to Northern Alaska.  Environments within the Rockies are very variable depending upon altitude.  

-West of the Rockies you have the Great Basin, which is dry but mineral rich.

-South of the Rockies you have the Colorado Plateau, which consists mostly of desert and semi-arid climate and is known for its eroded colorful sedimentary rock formations.  

-West of the great basin you have the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Mountain Ranges.  These mountains are typically dry on their eastern slopes but get rain of their western slopes that are forested.  

-The coastal mountains in northern California stretch up through British Colombia and are heavily forested.  Break in the range in the Puget Sound area.  

-Southern California has a dry Mediterranean Climate. 

-North America is particularly rich in fresh water resources, especially fresh water lakes.  Although the west is notably drier than the east.  

-Here is a climate map for North America (point out difference between dry plains and wet plains)

-Political Geography:

-The Political geography for North America is relatively simple in comparison to all of the other regions we will be looking at.   As far as you book is concerned North America is considered to be the U.S. and Canada.  

-Greenland counts as well; although this large sparsely populated island is controlled by Denmark it is a semi autonomous region.  Most of Greenland is a vast ice sheet, only a few settlements along the coast.  Populated by the Danish and a sizable Inuit population.  

-Many geographers consider Mexico and Central America to be part of North America as well.  As far as physical geography goes they are part of the North American continent but since there is a different culture there your book separated the two.  

-A few other important regions to point out:

-Quebec, which is a French-speaking province with a very distinct culture.  There have been independence movements but most don’t seem in favor anymore.  

-Nunavut is a semi-autonomous region controlled by native Inuit groups, big step forward for Native American rights. Negotiations are in place for a similar region in British Colombia for a Native groups there as well, this one would probably be much smaller in area.  

-Why do you think Native Americans (or First Nation groups) in Canada have been so successful in obtaining territory that they can govern on their own but Native American groups in the U.S. have not? (Stronger central government in U.S. and more space in Canada). 

-Sticking on a similar theme how do you feel about Native American or First Nations individuals being required to have U.S. or Canadian passports to travel abroad?  This was an issue this past summer for members of the Iroquois National Lacrosse Team.  The team tried to travel to England to play a game using their Iroquois Confederacy (Haudenosaunee Confederacy; made up of the 6 Iroquois Nations: The Oneida, Seneca, Mohawk, Tuscarora, Cayuga and Onondaga) passports, which are not as high tech as U.S. or Canadian passports.  They were denied entry into England, the U.S. agreed to let them go reluctantly, and had to forfeit their game.  They were ranked 4th in the world and should have easily beat England at the game they invented.  The team members refused to get U.S. or Canadian passports as they said this would be an insult to their national identity.  Both the U.S. and Britain say the reason for not accepting the passports have to do with security.  (Video)  

-Canada and the U.S. have the longest unguarded border in the world.  Both cultures are similar but there are some differences.  These countries get along well and are vitally important trading partners (U.S. actually imports more oil from Canada than any other country).  Most tensions between the countries have to do with environmental issues, things such as rights to salmon fishing in the pacific, pollution from Canadian logging and mining getting into south flowing rivers, or pollution from U.S. factories causing acid rain that affected eastern Canadian lakes.   Some U.S. farmers also complain that Canadian wheat sometimes drives down the price of wheat in U.S.

-Some other more minor issues such as what Canadians call the brain drain; this is where many highly educated Canadians go to U.S. to get jobs because there are more opportunities here.  Policies in place like hiring Canadians first (personal experience).  

-Some Canadians think U.S. media is too influential so there are some Canadian laws requiring a certain percentage of programming must be Canadian.  

-Overall the U.S. and Canada get along quite well and residents from these countries travel back and forth all the time, although a bit harder since 9/11.

-Population map: What kind of patterns do you see here?  East Coast Megalopolis, Canada’s sparse population, and isolated urban centers with large unpopulated spaces west of the Mississippi.   

-There are however growing populations in Texas, Phoenix, and especially Las Vegas.  Can you foresee any potential problems from these growing population centers in the west?  Think specifically about Phoenix and Las Vegas.   (Water!)

-Economy:
-Both the U.S. and Canada have powerful global economies and are involved in a wide range of industries ranging from farming to computers.  

-Both the U.S. and Canada are resource rich although the U.S. needs to import more than half of its oil.  Much of that does come from Canada, but the oil in Canada is sand oil.  This type of oil is difficult to extract from the earth and it thus causes substantially more environmental damage than a traditional oil well.  So there currently is a debate in Canada over the expansion of their oil industry, classic debate over the relative importance of making money or conserving the environment.

-Speaking of that classic debate (environmental conservation vs. industrial/economic development) lets discuss one of the articles I had you read for the week Alaska’s Choice: Oil or Gold.

-The Bristol Bay/Iliamna Lake region of Southwestern Alaska has the strongest salmon runs in North America.  This remote region has yet to be affected in the same way many other salmon rivers in British Colombia and the Northwestern Continental U.S. have.  

-Many indigenous Yupik still depend upon the salmon runs for their subsistence as they have for thousands of years.  

-However upstream from Bristol Bay near Iliamana Lake lies potentially the world’s largest gold deposit and one of the world’s largest deposits of copper.  

-Two huge multi-national mining companies are joining together to build a huge open pit mine to get at this deposit.  

-The price of gold is at an all time high and copper is a valuable raw material for modern industry so this mine would be very profitable.

-The mine would also bring infrastructure, such as roads, to a remote region.

-Open pit mines are notoriously destructive to the environment and even if a little bit of pollution escapes the mine it could have a disastrous affect on this fragile environment, which is all interconnected.  This could drastically reduce the salmon runs.

-So what should be done?  

-Some people depend on the salmon for food and for their livelihoods.  

-Many other people, including some indigenous groups, who live inland who don’t make their money from salmon fishing could benefit greatly if the mine is built. 

-What is more important economic development or preserving the environment?  

-Lets take a look at a map denoting major economic activities in North America.  Note how important farming is in both nations.  Especially the U.S. is seen as the breadbasket of the world, but Canada produce a good amount of wheat for the world market as well.  

-California farming produces fruits and vegetables for most of North America.  However this industry is only possible due to irrigation and most of the water comes from hundreds of miles away in Northern California.  As California gets drier this could prove to be a problem for all of North America in the coming years

-Manufacturing is still important in both Canada and the U.S., however due to competition form overseas manufactures from places where workers get paid less some industries are in decline.

-Auto industry example:  GM was in trouble but Ford was doing better.  What was the main reason for this?  GM did not focus on the international market at all, however Ford focused on Europe.  By tapping into the global market Ford ended up being a more economically sound company.  In my opinion all U.S. car companies are ignoring the major market of Latin America.  When you go to Latin America all the cars are from Asian companies although there are a lot of VW’s in Mexico.  This by being more tapped into the global market these Asian companies have become stronger than the U.S. automobile companies.

-Due to the decline in manufacturing, both the U.S. and Canada are moving toward becoming what some people like to call post-industrial societies.  In these societies most people make their money providing services as opposed to making things.  

-One are were the U.S. is still quite strong is in the field of computers and other high tech devices.  This is how the silicone valley region of California has become the nation’s leading region in manufactured exports.

-Over all North America is strongly tied into a global economy.  This flow-chart, a bit outdated, shows the U.S.’s top trade partners. Notice how Canada is our largest partner.  Look how small our exports to most of Asia are, that is a big market that we could tap into especially since we import so much from them.

-Chinese Foreign Direct Investment:

-The decline in North American manufacturing often involves the moving of U.S. and Canadian factories to third world nations with cheaper labor markets.  Many auto-manufacturing plants in Michigan have moved to Mexico.  Some of the plants have been literally taken apart and then reassembled in Mexico.

-One of the U.S.’s biggest economic competitors is China and many have the perception that Chinese investment in U.S. companies can only lead to the loss of more manufacturing jobs.  China does a very large cheep labor market.

-However, the reality is that in many places Chinese investment in the manufacturing industry is actually helping to create jobs in the U.S.  This type of investment is known as direct foreign investment (FDI).

-The short article I had you read, Coming to America, outlines how two U.S. communities in Missouri and Texas are benefiting from the development/construction of manufacturing plants by Chinese companies.

-Since 2009 Chinese FDI has increased about 150% to about $12 billion.  Now this pales in comparison to the U.S. – Chinese trade deficit, which is about $275 billion in the Chinese favor, but this investment is certainly helping some communities in the U.S. (creating some 600 jobs in Missouri and up to 600 more in Texas).  

-A few weeks ago the Chinese president made a visit to the U.S. and although it was mostly spent meeting with President Obama, he also did visit with the mayor of Chicago who is trying to attract Chinese business to invest in manufacturing in and around Chicago.  

-Some in the U.S. are still very concerned about Chinese FDI especially when it is coming from companies that are owned or who have strong ties to the Chinese government.  Some think companies backed the Chinese government have unfair advantages.

-In 2005 the Chinese government owned oil company China National Offshore Oil Corporation tried to buy the U.S. oil company Unocal Corporation.  This sale was blocked by congress, which claimed the sale did not represent a free market transaction because the Chinese communist government owned the Chinese company.  

-Also many in the U.S. government are upset the China is not very open to free FDI in their nation.  Some of what Obama and the Chinese president discussed at their recent meeting was related to this issue.

-Why are the Chinese investing in the U.S.?

-To gain access to resources.  Although most moves with this goal are aimed at Latin American, African, and Asian nations.  As I just mentioned the U.S. government blocked the sale of a U.S. oil company to a Chinese company.

-To expand their market.  China has a lot of manufacturing but no internationally recognized brands (like Sony for example).  If they start manufacturing in the U.S. they could have easier access to the lucrative but very competitive U.S. market.

-To strategically position some of their products closer to markets which purchase them.  This is what is going on with the steel pipe plant in Texas. (Rather than making pipes in China and shipping them to the U.S. or Latin America where they are used they can make them closer.

-To encourage outflow of capital from China to help curb inflation.

-So do you think Chinese FDI is a good or bad thing for the U.S.  This is a new issue that we will be dealing with here in the U.S. in the coming decades and it is directly related to globalization so I thought it was important to bring it to your attention.  

-Immigration:

-This is one of the most controversial and most important issues in North America today.  Both the U.S. and Canada are nations made up primarily of immigrants.  

-Lets take a look at past patterns.  Five major waves of immigration to the U.S.:

-First waves was mostly from England and Africa (slaves).  

-Second came mostly from Ireland and Germany Irish and Germans immigrated.

-Third wave came from Southern and Eastern Europe although many Scandinavians came during this phase as well.  By 1910 14% of nation was foreign born but few of the immigrants targeted jobs in south, created a divide that exists to this day.

-Fourth wave immigration fell due to wars and more restrictive policies most came from Latin America and Canada.

-Fifth wave we are still in it.  Most come from Latin America and Asia.  Mexicans make up 60% of Latin American Immigrants.

-Immigrants have played an important part in both U.S. and Canadian history.  There are still many enclaves of ethnic communities throughout North America.  Look at this map do you notice any that have been left off?  (Large Chinese populations in cities like San Franciso, New York, and Vancouver)

-This figure shows projected make up if U.S.’s ethnic composition in the future.  Notice the big increase in Latin Americans and Asians over time.

-Immigration is an especially controversial issue in the U.S. over the past few years, specifically immigrants from Latin America have been targeted for ridicule.  New law in Arizona has been in the news a lot lately.  Stop people and ask them for papers.  What do you think of this law?

-When most people think of illegal immigrants they think of the U.S. Mexican border.  However many illegal immigrants come across the Canadian border as well.  Many of them are white so they are harder to pick out and people don’t protest against them quite as much.  So what do you think about this?  Why is not as much attention paid to this issue?

-Despite all the problems in the U.S. related to immigration, U.S. immigration policies work out pretty well for immigrants.  There is much more chance for upward social mobility for immigrants to the U.S. in comparison to immigrants to Europe.  
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