THE HISTORY OF RESOURCE USE

In human history, societies were always dependent on the use of natural resources. But different forms of societies consumed dramatically different levels of natural resources. From the Stone Age until today, the per capita (per person) consumption of natural resources has grown by a factor of 15 to 30. The cultural development of mankind is also the history of an ever intensified exploitation of natural resources. Early social systems such as those of hunter-gatherers, as well as early agrarian or agricultural societies, were mainly dependent upon the use of renewable natural resources such as wood and the sun. A hunter-gatherer society had a per capita consumption of natural resources of about one metric ton per year. This equals around 3 kilograms (kg) per day.

Resources were used mostly for food, basic housing and weapons for bringing down prey. In agrarian societies, consumption rose to around four metric tons per person per year or around 11 kg per day. A large percentage of this increase was due to the feed needed for animals which were kept for milk, meat production and as a power source (for example for plowing fields).  At the same time, larger buildings were erected and more metallic objects, such as plows, weapons and cooking pots, were produced. These societies depended on wood as the key energy source. As one hectare of forest could only produce a limited amount of wood each year, the energy available to these societies was limited. The population and the economy, which both depended on energy, therefore faced a limit of growth.

The Industrial Revolution in the 18th century launched the most important change in natural resource use to date. With the use of fossil fuels – at first coal, later also oil and gas – suddenly much more energy was available to people. The use of fossil fuels, produced over millions of years, created an apparent energy surplus for human societies. This surplus was the precondition for the economic growth that has continued until today. It was the availability of energy in a cheaper and more concentrated form that allowed a sharp increase in the production of goods and services.

Population has also grown steadily since the Industrial Revolution, mainly because the use of ever more machines and ever greater amounts of fertilizer allowed a constant increase in harvest yields per hectare of cultivated land. Therefore, one hectare of arable land today feeds many more people than it did in agrarian societies, which were limited to the use of human and animal labor and had no chemical fertilizers.
However, progress has had an environmental price, as the consumption of resources has risen dramatically. One resident of an industrialized country today uses about 44 kilograms of natural resources per day – a multi-fold increase in comparison to agrarian societies.  Today hunter-gather and agrarian societies are still present on the planet. Hunter-gather societies are found in the rainforests of Amazonia and Papua New Guinea. However, these forms of societies have been almost completely eliminated. Agricultural societies make up large parts of the global South, in Africa, Asia and Latin America. However, an ever larger share of global population has moved into industrial societies and urban lifestyles.

With a growing global population, economy and wealth, our consumption of nature also grows. It would help us tremendously if global ecosystems would grow accordingly – but we cannot change the size of our planet.

How can we become more sustainable without going back to the Stone Age and renouncing the comfort of modern life? In a world increasingly facing physical limits, we need to find alternative approaches to human development and well-begin. Finding new models of resource use is one cornerstone of such a new way of development. The challenge is to ensure a high quality of life for today’s global population of 7 billion people, and for the 9-10 billion people predicted for the middle of this century, without exceeding the environmental capacities of our planet.

The History of Resource Use

Directions: Read the text selection and then describe the changes explained in the text.
	The three changes in the forms of societies
	

	Changes in the amount of resources used
	

	Changes in the type of resources used
	

	Changes in agriculture
	

	Changes in energy sources
	

	Changes in population
	





Hectare : a metric unit of area defined as 10,000 square meters and primarily used in the measurement of land.


Meter: a metric unit of length equal to about 39 inches


Kilogram: a metric unit of mass equal to about 2.2 pounds.











