
Unit 5. 
Primary sector activities.

! In this unit we will learn about the primary sector activities: farming, livestock, 
forestry and fishing. These activities cover our most basics needs such as food, housing 
and clothing. Primary sector involves the first economic activities we developed as 
humans: gathering (like in fishing), agriculture and livestock, that´s because they are very 
important to us but they have change though, we don´t work the land like in the Middle 
ages.

Unit 5 Index.

I. Physical factors.
a. Climate
b. Relief
c. Soil
d. Vegetation.

II. Human factors.
a. Population
b. Technology
c. Land property
d. Local customs.

III.Structure of farming space.
IV.Crop Farming.

a. Farming practices.
i. Watering
ii. Soil uses.
iii.Crops

b. Agricultural landscapes.
i. Subsistence agriculture

i) Slash and burn agriculture
ii) Intensive agriculture of Monsoon Asia.
iii)Tropical with long dry season in Africa.

ii. Commercial agriculture.
i) Advanced agriculture of Europe
ii) Mediterranean modern agriculture.
iii)New Worldʼs modern agriculture
iv)Plantation system.

V.Livestock farming
a. Types of livestock farming.

VI.Forestry
VII.Uses of the sea. 
VIII.Agriculture nowadays.
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I.-Physical Factors.

! Primary sector activities are linked to land therefore the physical factors are of key 
importance in its development. 

a) Climate. It´s the most important physical factor because conditions the different plants 
we can grow and when. The main aspects of climate that affect farming are:

a) Rainfall. The exact amount  and form of precipitation is vital for agriculture. A 
drought or a hail storm can ruin the whole harvest. Besides not all plants need 
the same amount of water, olive trees or palms can not grow in a very rainy 
region. 

b) Temperature. Plants and cattle need heat to live, plants don´t grow below 10º C, 
but not all plants are the same, there are temperate species and tropical ones so 
we can not grow coffee in England or apples in Cuba. Temperature also 
determine the growth speed: hot and humid environment, such as the ones found 
in greenhouses, may help  to accelerate growth. According to temperature, we 
could divide crops in: Tropical Crops, Hot Temperate Crops and Cold Temperate 
Crops.

b) Relief:
a) Height. There is a top, a celling, to life: the higher we get the thinner the air 

becomes and temperature falls down accordingly. In tropical areas, height could 
be an advantage though, some crops from temperate areas could be grown in 
tropical highlands as apples or wheat.

b) Slope. Inclination makes ploughing sowing hard besides floods may wash the 
soil up.

c) Soil
a) Thickness. Deep soils are essential in order to obtain larger crops.
b) Humus. Every time the land it is plough, it loses its natural nutrients. Therefore a 

rich soil is of vital importance at the beginning, the richer it is a the start the 
longer its fertility lasts.

c) Composition. Soils must be well balanced on their components and texture, not 
too sandy or clayey1.

d) Vegetation. Previous and surrounding vegetation is also an important factor. The 
previous vegetation creates the humus, essential to the crops growing. Surrounding 
woods avoids floods and keep humidity in the air and soil.

II.- Human factors.

! Despite the natural environment, the physical factors, humans have managed to 
solve the different obstacles nature could put in our way and yet we are able to farm 
almost every piece of land in many diverse adverse conditions. Apart from that, our mere 
presence and legal traditions also determine farming and livestock.

a) Population growth: This is the most important human factor. As population grows our 
needs grow, specially of food. A high population means more pressure on the land and 
that could leads the destruction of soils by overexploitation. But a decreased in 
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population could also be a problem, in some rural areas population is falling and the 
fields are left unworked.

b) Technology. The technology level determines how many people will we need to work 
an acre and what the production will be like. The main technology items are:

a) Fertilizers. Natural (manure or guano) or chemical.
b) Pesticides.
c) Tools. Tools could be: 

a) Traditional. Sickles, animal worked ploughs, etc… 
b) Regular tool level. Tractors.
c) High machinery level. Specialized tractors and harvesting 

machines.
d) Irrigation systems. From irrigation ditches to sparkling systems. Watering 

systems have evolved in the last century seeking to save water.
c) Land property. Who owns the land and how is distributed is a very important fact in the 

in farming activities.
a) Individual property. The land is owned by  individuals, they could actually  own it or 

rent it.
b) Collective property. Cooperative or shareholders, even communal land share, 

equally or not, by the members or the community
c) Direct worked. The owners work the farms directly or, at least, take the main 

production decisions.
d) Indirect worked. The land is worked by renters who do not own the land. These 

tenants2  may take their own decisions or not over the production, sometimes 
they could keep all the benefits after paying the rent and sometimes they must 
share the harvest with the landlord or lessor3.

d) Local laws and customs. 
a) Laws may control productions and uses, the kind of pesticides and fertilizers that 

are allowed, for instance, or can support the producers with subsidies.
b) Customs. Custom and tradition are very important in a very traditional and 

conservative activity, the crops, uses, land inheritance, etc… In developed 
countries customs have yielded to modernity but in underdeveloped countries 
traditions are hard to break, keeping in some cases productions low.

III.- Structure of farming space and framing systems.

! The agricultural landscape depends on some facts or features such as size, 
irrigation, boundaries, shape, variety of crops.

! Size. Plots are usually measure by hectares, a surface measurement unit equal to 
football field or a 100 meters side square (10.000 ㎡). Size is not a fix factor, 30 hectares
of rain-fed land may be considered a small farm but if we are talking about irrigated land is 
a very large one. Anyway, the absolute size of the farms or plots is very important to 
analyze the landscape and property structure. 
! There are four different farm sizes:
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a) Smallholdings. Very  small farms with less than 5 hectares, commonly one or two. 
they are too small to be productive and are related to traditional or subsistence 
economies.

b) Small. 5 to 20 hectares. These farms are bigger than the smallholding but not so 
large. They are very common in market gardens4. They are usually irrigated.

c) Medium. 20 to 100 hectares. Medium farms are mainly found in Europe and 
America. 

d) Large. Up to 100 hectares. Large farms can be found everywhere, they are often 
indirectly worked and own by corporations. When the farm is bigger than 500 
hectares is a latifundium or large state, latifundia are very common in southern 
Spain.

! Farming systems.

! Irrigation. The existence or not of watering systems deeply affects the landscape 
and the election of the crops. 

- Rain-fed land. Rain-fed lands or non-irrigate lands are those which don´t use or need 
watering systems, most of the spanish european inland crops are rain-fed. The main rain-
fed crops are cereals and olives, although these crops do not need watering systems 
nowadays they are used in oder to increased production.

- Irrigated lands. There are different ways to irrigate a field.
- Surface irrigation. The oldest a and the most used all over the World. I consists of 

covering the field with water by gravity, the water is mainly fed by channels. This 
system may cause land salinization and wastes to much water but it is cheap  and 
does not need too much technology, a waterwheel for instance.

- Drip irrigation. The water is delivered to every plant directly by a drip device. This 
system is used specially to water plant by plant like in trees or garden species 
(lettuce, tomato, eggplants, etc.). It suits well with arid areas where the water is 
too precious to be wasted.

- Sprinkler. The water is sprinkled overhead the crops at high-pressure. The 
sprinkler may be mounted on rotating structures creating a circular shape field. 
Sprinklers are specially indicated for farming cereals in dry or semi-arid areas.

- Shape and boundaries.
- Regular. Fields have a regular shape, square, rectangular or circular mostly. 

Regular plotting is found mainly in modern agriculture.
- Irregular. Fields are adapted to the relief or are the result of custom or inheritance.
- Bocage. Fields are closed by hedges, fences or even stone walls, the plots are 

usually smallholdings. Bocage is very common in Atlantic Europe.
- Openfield. There are no physical boundaries between plots, they are divided by 

roads, paths, water channels or simply the different crops. Openfields are the 
result of machinery use like tractors and mechanical harvesters.

- Variety of crops.
- Monoculture. A  single crop  predominates over the rest. Monoculture is typical in 

USA where crops are organized in “belts” or rings according to the physical 
conditions of the area (climate and soil mainly), wheat belt, corn belt, diary belt.

- Polyculture. Different crops are grown in the same area, even in the same plot. 
Polyculture is highly common in market gardens and subsistence farming.
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- Utilization of the soil. 
! Soil could be used according to its extension, (not paying much attention to the 
crops trusting on the output by hectare) or intensively  (watering the crops, using fertilizers, 
making the most of every square foot).

- Intensive agriculture. High capital investment and labour are used to obtain 
maximum yield. Crops are produced for  commercial purposes. Market gardens 
are a clear example. 

- Extensive agriculture. Extensive agriculture does not use all the resources and 
possibilities of the land, their expectations lay  on the surface. This kind of farming 
has perfectly adapted to USA Great Plains for instance.

Summing up!!

! Farming is conditioned by physical factors (climate, relief, soil and vegetation) and 
human factors (population, technology, land property and local uses and customs). 
Besides these factors structure of the farming space is given by: size of the property and 
plots, irrigation, shape and boundaries and the variety of crops.
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