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Chapter-1 

Natural Resources: Types and Characteristics 

 

Meaning: 

 

Natural resources can be defined as the resources that exist (on the planet) independent of 

human actions. These are the resources that are found in the environment and are developed 

without the intervention of humans. Common examples of natural resources include air, sunlight, 

water, soil, stone, plants, animals and fossil fuels. Natural resources are naturally occurring 

materials that are useful to man or could be useful under conceivable technological, economic or 

social circumstances or supplies drawn from the earth, supplies such as food, building and 

clothing materials, fertilizers, metals, water and geothermal power. Natural resources are derived 

from the environment. Some of the resources are essential to survival, while others merely 

satisfy societal wants. Every man-made product in an economy is composed of natural resources 

to some degree. 

 Natural resources are all the original resources of the earth that are utilised by people and 

the range of natural services provided by these resources that support life and economic activity. 

Thus natural resources include industrial raw materials and renewable resources such as timber 

and fisheries, but also other environmental common property resources such as clean fresh water 

that are used in or support economic activity.  

 

Types of Natural Resourses: 

There are different ways to classify the types of natural resources, they include the source 

of origin, the state of development, and the renewability of the resources. 

I. In terms of the source of origin, natural resources can be divided into the following types: 

 Biotic: These resources come from living and organic material, such as forests and 

animals, and include the materials that can be obtained them. Biotic natural resources 
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also include fossil fuels such as coal and petroleum which are formed from organic 

matter that has decayed. 

 Abiotic: These resources come from non-living and non-organic material. Examples of 

these resources include land, fresh water, air, and heavy metals (gold, iron, copper, silver, 

etc.). 

 

II. Natural resources can also be categorized based on their stage of development including: 

 Potential resources: These are resources that exist in a region and may be used in the 

future. For example, if a country has petroleum in sedimentary rocks, it is a potential 

resource until it is actually drilled out of the rock and put to use. 

 Actual resources: Resources that have been surveyed, their quantity and quality has been 

determined, and they are currently being used. The development of actual resources is 

dependent on technology. 

 Reserve resources: Reserve resources are the part of an actual resource that can be 

developed profitably in the future. 

 Stock resources: these are resources that have been surveyed, but cannot be used due a 

lack of technology. An example of a stock resource is hydrogen. 

III. Natural resources are also classified based on their renewability: 

 Renewable natural resources: These are resources that can be replenished. Examples of 

renewable resources include sunlight, air, and wind. They are available continuously and 

their quantity is not noticeably affected by human consumption. However, renewable 

resources do not have a rapid recovery rate and are susceptible to depletion if they are 

overused. 

 Non-renewable natural resources: These resources form extremely slow and do not 

naturally form in the environment. A resource is considered to be non-renewable when 
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their rate of consumption exceeds the rate of recovery. Examples of non-renewable 

natural resources are minerals and fossil fuels. 

There is constant worldwide debate regarding the allocation of natural resources. The 

discussions are centered around the issues of increased scarcity (resource depletion) and the 

exportation of natural resources as a basis for many economies (especially developed nations). 

The vast majority of natural resources are exhaustible which means they are available in a 

limited quantity and can be used up if they are not managed correctly. Natural resource 

economics aims to study resources in order to prevent depletion. 

Characteristics of Natural resources: 

1. Feasibility of exclusion: It is a term used to indicate whether it is easy or difficult to 

control access to a good or service. For any good or service it will be easier (higher feasibility of 

exclusion) or harder (lower feasibility of exclusion) for someone to keep other users from 

gaining access to the output.  The feasibility of exclusion is an important characteristics of 

natural resources which varies depending on the nature of natural resources. In case of air, 

sunlight, wind etc. the feasibility of exclusion is zero. On the other hand, it may be relatively 

easy for individual farmers to keep strangers away from a single valuable mango tree in their 

compound. The problem of controlling access is often very difficult in the case of community 

forests or woodlots that are on the periphery of village lands and are sometimes shared by several 

villages. In cases such as these one would say that the feasibility of exclusion is low.  

The feasibility of exclusion will vary according to the output and may change seasonally. 

It may be easier to control access to honey, which requires specialized skills to harvest, than to 

fruits, which can be collected from the ground by any passerby. It may be easier to control wood 

cutting in a community forest during the hunting season when many people are in the forest and 

can watch out for illegal cutting than during the rainy season when people are occupied in their 

fields.  

The feasibility of exclusion has an important impact on people's incentives to care for a 

resource. In general, the more feasible it is to control access, the more the rights-holders feel that 

they have tenure security. That is, people believe that they will be able to gain the benefits of 
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their property. When people feel that their tenure rights are secure, they are generally more 

willing to invest in improvements in the resource. In many cases, then, a higher feasibility of 

exclusion is associated with stronger incentives to nurture, protect and invest in a particular 

resource. But in case of natural resources the feasibility of exclusion of resources is very low or 

even zero; therefore, people’s incentive to care for such resources is very low which leads in 

destruction of natural resources. 

2. Nature of consumption. The nature of consumption refers to whether the consumption 

of the good is subtractive or joint. Consumption is subtractive when one person consumes a 

good for a particular purpose, with the result that another person cannot use the same good. 

Person A has subtracted all or part of the good from the total available and this prevents Person 

B from using that same good. The consumption of many forest goods is subtractive. The 

consumption of leaves and fruit is also subtractive. If one animal consumes the leaves of a 

certain bush, no other animal or person will be able to eat them.  

In other cases, however, consumption of forest goods and services can be joint. This 

means that two or more people can benefit from the good or service at the same time without 

reducing the amount available for others. Consumption of such goods and services is non-

subtractive. In Nepal, travelers' trees are planted and maintained along the main walking trails 

between villages. Many people can sit and enjoy the shade and shelter provided by these trees 

without in any way reducing their benefits for other people. Joint benefits, which have effects 

that are often dispersed throughout a community, are often less tangible and harder to measure 

than subtractive ones. The environmental commodities like air, water, sunlight wind etc. have the 

nature of joint consumption. But the natural commodities like community pond, open grazing 

land etc. have the nature of substractive consumption. 
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