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Phillip Crowson

Presumably it was skilled editorial
foresight to include both the article by
Nicholas Crafts on the Death of
Distance, and Edward Barbier’s paper
on Natural Resource-Based Economic
Development in History in a recent
issue of this journal.1 The former
neatly complements, and helps elucidate, the latter.
Undoubtedly institutional factors
help explain why some countries have
managed to benefit from natural
resource developments whilst many
others have remained ‘extractive
states’. Environmental conditions are
also extremely important, although
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Professor Barbier in that regard rather
summarily dismisses Latin America.
Particularly in its southern cone, much
of Latin America is climatically
comparable to other countries in the
Southern Hemisphere. Its relatively
poor performance cannot be ascribed
to “an inhospitable tropical climate
and diseases”, but more to institutional
failings. Neither institutional nor
environmental factors, however, fully
explain differences in the experience
of mineral rich countries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Two factors that would help explain
the differences are changes in transport, and in the technology of production. Professor Crafts approvingly
picks up Frances Cairncross’s phrase,
‘the death of distance’, and highlights
the dramatic decline in transport and
communications costs over the past
150 years. Real costs of sea freight fell
substantially during the 1870 to 1913
period, and the decline in sea and air
freight and telecommunications costs
is summarised for the period since
1920 in Table 1.
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Table 1: Transport and communication costs, 1920–1990 (1990 US dollars)
Year

Sea freighta

Air transportb

Telecommunicationc

1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

95
60
63
34
27
27
24
29

d

d

0.68
0.46
0.30
0.24
0.16
0.10
0.11

244,7
180,5
53,2
45,9
31,6
4,8
3,3

a

Average ocean freight and port charges per short ton of import and export cargo.
Average air transport per passenger mile.
c
Cost of a 3 minute telephone call New York to London.
d
not available.
Source: “Globalization and the Competitiveness of Regional Blocs in Comparative Perspective”, Bernhard Fischer, HWWA-Diskussionspapier
Nr. 50, 1998. Revised version of a paper presented at the Fourth European–Brazilian Forum in Recife, 25–26 September 1997. Derived from
Hufbauer, Georg (1991), “World Economic Integration: The Long View”, in Economic Insights, Vol. 30, pp. 26–27.
b

Falling real costs of transport have
facilitated the economic development
of remote ore deposits, and enabled
mineral producers to widen the reach
and depth of their markets. Transport
costs are, however, much less important than transit and communications
times in explaining linkages between
minerals
extraction
and
host
economies. In the early 1880s, the typical voyage time between North-West
Europe and Chile or Australia was
some three months. Most countries
were then already linked by telegraph
cables, with the first effective transatlantic cable operating from 1866, but
their capacity was restricted and transmission rates were slow. Even where
countries had telegraphic linkages,
communication with the remote areas
where most mines were located would
have been slow and often hazardous.
In consequence, mining companies
that relied on overseas sources of
equipment and supplies would have
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had to wait several expensive months.
That would have been serious enough
for new projects, but perhaps crippling
for operating mines. They would have
inevitably sought local suppliers and
that would have led to the development of ancillary industries, particularly for repairs and maintenance. Those
would, in turn, have had multiplier
effects on incomes and employment in
the local economy. Furthermore, the
rough and ready nature of much mining equipment and machinery of the
period meant that skilled mechanics or
blacksmiths could fix most problems
without recourse to overseas expertise
or suppliers.
The contrast with today is marked.
The first transatlantic telephone cable
was not completed until 1956, and the
first communications satellite was
launched in 1962. During that period,
telex has given way to facsimile, and
that in turn to email. Communications
are now virtually instantaneous to
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