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Q16

Mention the significance of straits and isthmus in international
trade.
UPSC Civil Services Mains 2022 · GS I · 15 marks · World's Physical Geography

Salient features of world's physical geography.

Core demand of the question
• Mention the significance of straits and isthmus in international trade

• Use named chokepoints and canals that cut isthmuses, and show why they concentrate
shipping, power, and risk

• Keep a 15-mark length

Revision summary
Straits are sea chokepoints; isthmuses are land necks between seas.

Malacca, Hormuz, Bab el-Mandeb, Gibraltar, and Bering structure bulk and energy routes.

Suez and Panama canals cut isthmuses and abolished two great capes for most liner trade.

Blockage raises world freight; law and navies try to keep gates open.

India's energy and East Asian trade still pass these few gaps.

Introduction
Straits are narrow sea gates; isthmuses are narrow land bridges. Together they decide how
cargo moves between oceans, which is why Malacca, Hormuz, Suez, and Panama sit at the
centre of world trade and strategy.

Body

Straits as chokepoints of trade
• The Strait of Malacca is the shortest sea path between the Indian Ocean and the South China
Sea, so East Asian industry and Gulf energy meet there.

• Hormuz gates Persian Gulf oil; Bab el-Mandeb gates the Red Sea approach to Suez; Gibraltar
gates the Mediterranean and the Atlantic.

• The Bering Strait is a polar gate of lesser bulk trade today but of rising Arctic-route and
strategic meaning.

• Dover, Palk, and the Turkish straits show that even regional seas depend on a few legal and
physical gaps.

• A strait saves fuel and days; blockage by war, piracy, or tanker accident raises freight for the
whole chain, not only for the two facing coasts.

Isthmuses and the canals that cut them
• An isthmus forces a long circumnavigation unless a canal, rail, or road crosses it.
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• The Suez Canal cuts the Isthmus of Suez and links Europe to the Indian Ocean without the
Cape, which remade steam-age empire and still carries containers and oil products.

• The Panama Canal cuts the Isthmus of Panama and links the Atlantic to the Pacific without
Cape Horn, which structures American and East Asian shipping.

• Proposed Kra or other isthmus canals show that states still dream of bypassing Malacca; the
geography lesson is the same: land necks tax sea trade until cut.

• The Corinth Canal is a smaller European example of the same isthmus logic.

Trade, law, and power
• UNCLOS transit and innocent-passage rules try to keep straits open as public seaways,
because private closure would be a world tax.

• Navies, insurance, and pipeline or Arctic alternatives exist because chokepoint risk is priced
into every long-haul cargo.

• For India, Malacca, Hormuz, and Bab el-Mandeb are the working triangle of energy and
Look-East trade; an isthmus canal elsewhere would only redraw, not abolish, that dependence.

Significance in one line of argument
• Straits concentrate ships; isthmuses concentrate the temptation to dig; both concentrate
political leverage over globalisation's physical body.

Flow diagram

Straits -> Malacca Hormuz Bab Gibraltar

Isthmus -> Suez Panama

Malacca Hormuz Bab Gibraltar -> Shorter sea trade

Suez Panama -> Shorter sea trade

Shorter sea trade -> Chokepoint risk power

Conclusion
Straits shorten oceans and isthmuses block them until canals open. International trade
therefore hangs on a handful of named gates-Malacca, Hormuz, Suez, Panama among
them-whose openness is an economic and a strategic fact.

Facts & figures

Strait of Malacca
Main Indian Ocean-South China Sea shortcut for East Asian trade and energy.

Strait of Hormuz
Gate of Persian Gulf oil shipping.

Suez Canal
Cut through the Isthmus of Suez linking Mediterranean and Red Sea.
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Panama Canal
Cut through the Isthmus of Panama linking Atlantic and Pacific.

Bab el-Mandeb
Gate between the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden on the Suez route.

Bering Strait
Narrow sea between Asia and North America, a polar strategic strait.
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