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Introduction
This year’s Unit 3 examination was similar in style to previous years. Candidates chose all  
of the Section A questions in reasonable numbers, with the rough percentage popularity 
shown below:

Question 1: Energy Security = 33 %

Question 2: Water Conflicts = 25%

Question 3: Biodiversity under Threat = 15%

Question 4: Bridging the Development Gap = 15%

Question 5: The Technological Fix? = 12%

Bridging the Development Gap and The Technological Fix? were a little more popular than 
in previous years, with slightly fewer candidates opting for the Water Conflicts question. 
Overall, the vast majority of candidates perform well on this examination paper. As in the 
past, timing issues were relatively uncommon. Most candidates produced full answers and 
there were many excellent responses. 
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SECTION A

Specific comments on Section A
As is always the case, there were some very high quality answers in Section A and the 
average quality of response was good. Many answers demonstrated a good command of 
physical, human and political geography and many candidates used contemporary events 
and changes to support their work, as well as well-known examples and case studies. There 
are some areas centres may wish to focus on when preparing for future assessments: 

•	 In 10 mark data stimulus questions there is still a tendency to describe data rather than 
provide explanations; when explanations are provided there needs to be a range of 
these rather than a narrow focus on one aspect.

•	 There is still a tendency to rely too much on descriptive case study detail, rather than 
selection and application especially in the Water Conflicts question where some case 
studies are ill-chosen and weakly applied. 

•	 Most questions in the 14-16 mark range require a supported judgement to be made; 
many candidates are happy to sit on the fence and ‘fudge’ a conclusion whereas the 
strongest answers have the confidence to stand by their case. 

•	 Level 3 and Level 4 marks in the 15 mark questions are only accessible if candidates 
can show that they are assessing, examining or evaluating (depending on the command 
word). Failure to do this, i.e. by only describing and explaining, limits marks to a 
maximum of 8 in most cases. The development of evaluation skills and evaluative 
writing style is thus crucial to candidates aiming for a high grade.

Question 1: Energy Security

Question 1 (a) 
This question asked candidates to study a table of data showing attitudes to four non-fossil 
fuel energy sources. Most candidates showed a good understanding of the data. One of the 
keys to a successful answer was to avoid getting bogged down in an attempt to explain 
each cell of data (potentially 12 cells) but rather to ensure coverage of all four energy 
sources and three attitudes by being selective. There was some evidence from stronger 
answers of data analysis, such as explaining a particular percentage agreement, but then 
moving on to explain why the percentage disagreement was likely to be quite high. Weaker 
answers tended to focus on the data for nuclear power and became side-tracked into long 
descriptions of nuclear accidents without recognising some positive aspects of nuclear 
power. Similarly, there is a tendency to over-state the impact of wind turbines on ‘birds 
and bats’ and understate its intermittent nature. Not all advantages and disadvantages 
of wind power are equally significant in terms of their impact on energy security. Biofuels 
were generally better understood than in the past with many candidates recognising their 
flexibility as a potential transport fuel but also acknowledging that they had ecological 
and food supply impacts. Occasionally, stronger candidates argued that lack of public 
understanding of biofuels may have affected the results shown. Overall, this question was 
answered successfully by many candidates. 
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This is a Level 3 answer to Question 1 (a).
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Question 1 (b) 
This question focussed on developing fossil fuels in technically difficult and environmentally 
sensitive areas. A small number of answers focussed more generally on fossil fuels and 
used examples of conventional oil, coal and gas rather than unconventional sources and 
technically challenging environments.

A general weakness was to lump together ‘technically difficult and environmentally 
sensitive’. Stronger answers often began by defining these two terms and then applying 
different examples to each. Deep sea oil was often used as an example of a technically 
difficult source, as were the Canadian tar sands. The Arctic was widely used as a sensitive 
environment. Better answers recognised that oil exploitation already takes place at Prudhoe 
Bay as well as being proposed in the ANWR area. A standard answer was to describe 
the impacts, in environmental and economic terms, of oil exploitation in the Arctic and 
Athabasca. Often this led to an overly descriptive answer that focussed more on the 
negative environmental impacts than the economic impacts. Many candidates needed 
to be much more selective in their approach and identify the relevant costs and benefits 
rather than list every cost and benefit. Often the economic issues with exploitation i.e. 
that it is viable at a relatively high oil price were over-looked or misunderstood. Answers 
that considered deep water oil such as the West of Shetland as well as the North American 
examples often had a greater range of evidence to draw on and therefore offered a more 
convincing conclusion. 

This answer scored full marks. It covers all 
four energy sources and the three different 
views. It is well supported by examples (such 
as biofuel plantations in Indonesia) so the 
explanations provided have additional depth. 
The answer is very focussed on the differences 
between the results for the four energy 
sources. 

Examiner Comments

When working on a figure like Figure 1, you 
need to try and comment on most of it, but 
don’t waste time slavishly commenting on 
every cell of data in the table.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 4 answer to Question 1 (b).
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This is a good quality answer. It is evaluative 
and considers a range of different costs and 
benefits and the examples used are relevant 
and include some specific details. It sees more 
than one side of the argument, although it 
needs to focus more on economic costs and 
benefits to achieve full marks. 

Examiner Comments

Phrases like ‘technically difficult and 
environmentally sensitive’ need to be 
broken down into their component parts, 
not treated as one phrase. Although some 
fossil unconventional fuel sources are both 
technically difficult and environmentally 
sensitive, not all are.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2: Water Conflicts

Question 2 (a) 
This was popular but proved challenging for some candidates. Figure 2 showed water 
costs in seven cities which vary a great deal. The highest cost was in Copenhagen. While 
no knowledge of Denmark was assumed by either the question or mark scheme it was 
disappointing to see occasional reference to Denmark as suffering from ‘physical water 
scarcity’ based on it being ‘far from the equator’. Stronger answers were able to offer 
more realistic reasons such as high costs as a result of privatisation, ability to pay, and 
deliberately high costs being used as a way to reduce demand. There was usually some 
understanding that water costs from street vendors would be high as a result of middlemen 
taking a ‘cut’ and it was legitimate to argue that in Lagos and Nairobi physical factors i.e. 
climate could play a role. Subsidies and the need to make sure vast urban populations had 
some supply were often cited as the cause of water costs in Mumbai and Shanghai.

While many candidates did cover both cause and consequence this was often almost by 
accident. Many answers had more causes and came by some consequences such as disease 
and poor human wellbeing almost in passing. Causes were sometimes stated in very 
simple terms and explanations could have been developed further. Relatively rare were 
answers that argued that very low costs such as in Las Vegas could lead to wasteful and 
unsustainable consumption or that high costs could actually reduce demand and conserve 
scarce water resources in areas with growing populations. There were many good answers 
but there were also many which would have benefitted from a better understanding of 
‘cause’ and ‘consequence’.
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This is a Level 2 answer to Question 2 (a). 
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This is a typical answer to Question 2(a). 
Whilst it attempts to explain the causes of the 
differences in water cost, it has less to say 
about consequences. The causes covered such 
as conservation attempts, privatisation and 
economic water scarcity need to be explained 
a little more carefully and consequences need 
to be addressed. 

Examiner Comments

Look out for questions which have more 
than one key word such as ‘causes and 
consequences’ or ‘economic and social’ or  
‘local and global’. Your answer needs to cover 
both in a balanced way. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (b) 
This question focussed on future water demand. A problem encountered in the past has 
been a weak understanding of the difference between demand and supply and this was 
encountered again. The sense of the question was that demand is rising, and how can 
this be met? The answer can involve increasing supply but it can also involve making 
existing supply go further through water conservation. In addition the question asked how 
far sustainable strategies could help meet demand. Far too many answers took the ‘it’s 
sustainable’ approach and simply claimed all of their described examples were sustainable 
without providing any definition of sustainability or criteria by which to judge this.

A long-term issue with this question has been the unselective use of case studies and this 
appeared again. It is very hard to argue that the restoration of the Aral Sea will help meet 
future water demand. Many candidates, as in the past, turned the question into one about 
water conflicts and rolled out their familiar case studies. Resolution of conflict over water 
supplies is one possible solution but not the only solution and to argue that it is, leads to  
a narrow perspective on a complex issue. All of the impacts of the Three Gorges Dam were 
not relevant to an answer to this question. 

Nevertheless there were many good answers. These tended to:

•	 Define and make reference to sustainability in terms of water supply.

•	 Contrast water conservation measures with schemes to increase supply.

•	 Recognise that possible approaches in one place would not work everywhere.

There was often a good understanding that desalination was not on the face of it a 
sustainable option, but it was argued by some that it was the only option and that for some 
places at least it could be seen as economically and socially sustainable. Many recognised 
the importance of water conservation but also argued that the scale of future demand 
means that alone this will not be enough to provide water for everyone. The least successful 
answers tended to focus on two or three megaprojects such as the Aral Sea, Three Gorges 
Dam and South-North Transfer and simply described their impacts. The best answers were 
more wide-ranging in scope and much more selective in terms of the evidence they used. 

This is a Level 4 answer to Question 2 (b).
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This answer begins by defining sustainability. This is important as this sets up criteria by 
which to judge different ways of meeting future water demand. A range of different and 
contrasting ways of meeting demand are discussed with some specific detail and the whole 
answer is evaluative. There is a clear judgement in the conclusion at the end that addresses 
the ‘to what extent’ element of the question.  The whole answer is well structured. 

Examiner Comments

The 15 mark Water Conflicts question does not always have 
‘conflict’ as its main subject. This means that case studies 
illustrating conflict over supply are not always relevant.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3: Biodiversity under Threat

Question 3 (a) 
This was answered by a good number of candidates. In general Figure 3 was understood 
reasonably well with a number of responses recognising that it was effectively a version 
of the environmental Kuznets curve. An issue was that some answers failed to explain the 
majority of the curve. On closer inspection the curve has three parts to it: countries with 
high forest cover and low rates of deforestation e.g. the DRC; countries with higher incomes 
but less forest cover and rapid deforestation; countries which are afforesting. Many answers 
failed to address all three of these basic contrasts. There was most certainty about the NIC 
countries in the middle of Figure 3. Most answers could suggest reasons for the low forest 
cover and high rates of deforestation based on industrialising and urbanising NICs putting 
pressure of forests in terms of resource and land demand. Some good examples were used 
to support these arguments such as the development of palm oil plantations in Indonesia 
and agricultural land demand in Brazil. The position of the DRC was less well understood. 
Candidates needed to recognise its very low income and high forest cover to recognise that 
lack of development of forests would explain the relatively low deforestation rate. Some 
answers argued that deforestation was happening rapidly in the DRC, driven by attempts to 
develop, despite the data not supporting this view. Ecotourism was often suggested as an 
explanation for Costa Rica’s position plus the idea that at higher incomes concern for the 
environment grows. Some very good answers differentiated between the NICs, for instance 
arguing that in Brazil concern for forests is growing as are areas of conservation – in 
contrast to Indonesia. Many answers offered fairly weak explanations for India with  
only a few arguing the quality of afforested areas could be low in terms of biodiversity, 
or linking to possible Indian concerns to be perceived as ‘greener’ due to its increasing 
international profile. 

Question 3 (b)
Questions that focus on ‘players’ have appeared in the past within Unit 3. The key issue 
with this type of question is the extent to which candidates are prepared to provide specific 
examples or fall-back on generality such as ‘local people’ and governments’. There was also 
some confusion over place versus player. This is a recurring theme. In the past questions 
that have asked about ‘conservation strategies’ have often been answered simply by 
describing conservation in named places. This year, many answers described conservation 
in places such as Daintree but players and their role were mentioned only in passing if at 
all. The players that received the most specific coverage in terms of their role were often 
celebrities such as David Attenborough and international NGOs such as WWF. In these 
cases their role was often explained and sometimes evaluated. CITES and Ramsar, plus 
World Heritage Sites were often considered although in many cases the ‘player’ i.e. the UN 
/ UNESCO for instance was not really identified so the focus was on the strategy. There was 
sometimes a drift into areas that were not well-focussed on biodiversity conservation such 
as the Kyoto Protocol. In many cases the ‘government’ and ‘local council’ were not named 
so answers tended to be rather generic. Some answers did focus on a range of named 
players and often contrasted local, hands-on conservation by NGOs with broader national 
or global players and their actions. These answers sometimes argued that both sets of 
players are important as they complement each other. Other commonly seen evaluations 
included the idea that local people were crucial as failure to get them ‘on-board’ often meant 
conservation efforts were unsuccessful. 
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This is a Level 4 answer to Question 3 (b).Question 3: Biodiversity under Threat
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cover and high rates of deforestation based on industrialising and urbanising NICs putting 
pressure of forests in terms of resource and land demand. Some good examples were used 
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and agricultural land demand in Brazil. The position of the DRC was less well understood. 
Candidates needed to recognise its very low income and high forest cover to recognise that 
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answers argued that deforestation was happening rapidly in the DRC, driven by attempts to 
develop, despite the data not supporting this view. Ecotourism was often suggested as an 
explanation for Costa Rica’s position plus the idea that at higher incomes concern for the 
environment grows. Some very good answers differentiated between the NICs, for instance 
arguing that in Brazil concern for forests is growing as are areas of conservation – in 
contrast to Indonesia. Many answers offered fairly weak explanations for India with  
only a few arguing the quality of afforested areas could be low in terms of biodiversity, 
or linking to possible Indian concerns to be perceived as ‘greener’ due to its increasing 
international profile. 

Question 3 (b)
Questions that focus on ‘players’ have appeared in the past within Unit 3. The key issue 
with this type of question is the extent to which candidates are prepared to provide specific 
examples or fall-back on generality such as ‘local people’ and governments’. There was also 
some confusion over place versus player. This is a recurring theme. In the past questions 
that have asked about ‘conservation strategies’ have often been answered simply by 
describing conservation in named places. This year, many answers described conservation 
in places such as Daintree but players and their role were mentioned only in passing if at 
all. The players that received the most specific coverage in terms of their role were often 
celebrities such as David Attenborough and international NGOs such as WWF. In these 
cases their role was often explained and sometimes evaluated. CITES and Ramsar, plus 
World Heritage Sites were often considered although in many cases the ‘player’ i.e. the UN 
/ UNESCO for instance was not really identified so the focus was on the strategy. There was 
sometimes a drift into areas that were not well-focussed on biodiversity conservation such 
as the Kyoto Protocol. In many cases the ‘government’ and ‘local council’ were not named 
so answers tended to be rather generic. Some answers did focus on a range of named 
players and often contrasted local, hands-on conservation by NGOs with broader national 
or global players and their actions. These answers sometimes argued that both sets of 
players are important as they complement each other. Other commonly seen evaluations 
included the idea that local people were crucial as failure to get them ‘on-board’ often meant 
conservation efforts were unsuccessful. 
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This is a well supported answer that considers 
a range of different players which are 
grounded within examples. It is evaluative, 
arguing that some players are more effective 
in conservation than others. There are some 
areas that are less relevant, such as reference 
to the MDG, but overall it is clearly written, 
supported and the final conclusion makes a 
clear judgement. 

Examiner Comments

When answering the 15 mark essay questions, 
a range of small examples usually produces a 
more thorough and evaluative answer than one 
which relies on one or two major case studies. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 4: Bridging the Development Gap 

Question 4 (a) 
This question presented candidates with a figure containing development indicator data for 
3 countries across 4 different indicators. In many ways this proved a problematic question 
for some. The focus was on the value of the indicators as measures of level of development. 
Many answers focussed on what level of development the data indicated. This is not the 
same thing. These answers usually compared the development level of the three countries 
in a very descriptive way with no or very little focus on ‘value’. In order to unlock the 
meaning of the question candidates did need to have some conceptual understanding that 
development is not purely economic in nature. Those that had this usually answered the 
question as intended. They often initially focussed on GDP as an economic measure and 
commented on its narrow, but universally understood, nature. Strong answers suggested 
alternatives such as PPP GDP or GNI. Some recognised that this valuable ‘headline’ indicator 
has nothing to say about income distribution therefore reducing its value. 

It is worth noting that there is often a misunderstanding about the nature of percentage 
data. This was frequently seen with reference to education spending with some candidates 
arguing that Rwanda’s data was unrepresentative because the Philippines would spend 
more on education because it is wealthier than Rwanda. This misunderstands the value 
of percentage data, as the absolute education spending for both countries is essentially 
meaningless as a comparator. Some good points were made about electricity consumption 
in terms of the data not revealing rural / urban divides or that some countries might not 
require as much electricity consumption as others due to economic sectors or even efforts 
at energy conservation. The value of data on gender equality was generally well understood. 
The strongest answers recognised that they had been provided with some social and 
economic data, but that some environmental or political data would be needed to complete 
the picture – or the use of an index such as HDI. 

This is an example of a Level 2 answer to Question 4 (a).
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This answer is good, but there are a number of issues that prevent it achieving a Level 
3 mark. It only covers three of the four indicators shown on Figure 4. While it shows a 
good understanding of development and does focus on the ‘value’ of GDP as a measure 
of development, it gradually drifts away from this focus and later indicators are covered 
in a much more brief way. 

Examiner Comments

It is very important to build in some ‘thinking time’ to allow 
yourself the chance to roll the question around in your 
head and think about the meaning of all the key words and 
command words, before you start your answer. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (b) 
This question generally produced answers which were focussed on aid, although with 
variable detail. Most candidates knew of various types of aid such as bilateral and 
multilateral although the definitions of these were sometimes not very clear. Bilateral aid 
was often discussed in the context of tied aid. Often the case study of the Pergau Dam in 
Malaysia was used – now over 20 years old. The Akosombo Dam in Ghana was also used 
as an example of aid not reaching people in need and instead benefiting a small number of 
people and industries. It was constructed in 1965. These ageing case studies do date from 
a different age and may well be due for retirement. NGO aid, as well as emergency aid, 
usually elicited more detailed and up to date examples and many candidates considered its 
costs and benefits, with stronger answers directly linking to the idea of the development gap 
and whether such aid could help bridge it. Weaker answers tended not to make this link and 
were therefore not evaluative in the context of the question. Fair-trade was often included 
as a type of aid, which it is not. However, stronger answers used fair-trade, FDI and the 
MDG as alternative strategies to aid, often arguing that these were better ways to bridge the 
gap. There was generally good understanding of how multilateral aid could lead to debt, and 
how debt relief as a form of aid might help a country progress – although with some costs. 

This is an example of a Level 3 answer to Question 4 (b).



28 GCE Geography 3 6GE03 01



GCE Geography 3 6GE03 01 29



30 GCE Geography 3 6GE03 01

This answer is well structured so reading it through, it has a logic and organisation. 
It covers a range of different types of aid including food aid, SAPs, NGO aid and 
intermediate technology and tied aid. Examples are used throughout so there is 
evidence to back up the evaluative points made. The costs and benefits of aid are 
clear, but the answer lacks a sustained link to the idea of reducing the development 
gap. It is mentioned in the conclusion but only really implied elsewhere. 

Examiner Comments

15 mark essay questions always benefit from a 
brief introduction and a brief conclusion to ‘top’ and 
‘tail’ the answer. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 5: The Technological Fix? 

Question 5 (a)
As in the past, Question 5 tended to produce quite polarised responses. Figure 5 showed 
the relationship between internet use and income – income being the independent variable. 
A small number of candidates approached Figure 5 from the standpoint of internet access 
determining income. This could form part of the answer, but as the whole answer it was 
usually rather confused. Most candidates were able to explain how incomes could lead to 
increased internet use through buying power and ability to buy and use mobile phones and 
computers. Weak answers often failed to move beyond this and provide further possible 
explanations. Stronger answers suggested factors such as increased government investment 
and the fact that as countries develop urbanisation generates centres of population that 
can be relatively easily connected so percentage use can quickly grow. Political and physical 
limiting factors were sometimes mentioned as was the sectoral shift towards services 
causing an increased demand for internet infrastructure. A number of answers recognised 
that leapfrogging to mobile internet use could play a major role. Rare were answers that 
specifically considered some of the named countries, despite some of them being familiar.

Question 5 (b)
An issue here, which has been seen before, is the definition of ‘technology’. A number of 
answers used policies and strategies such as the COP21 and Kyoto Protocols as part of 
their answer. These are not technologies but global agreements. Many answers focussed on 
geoengineering schemes (all of which are proposals) and often provided some good detail 
on these, although frequently without stating their global nature or providing any evaluation 
of them. Renewable energy was often mentioned as a method of mitigation and examples 
used. A small number of candidates risked turning their answer into one about energy, food 
or water security as their examples increasingly drifted away from the central focus of the 
threat from global warming. Local technologies often focussed on flood protection, or food 
production and water supply but often not in the context of ‘adaptation’ which was a little 
disappointing. Many answers would have benefited from a more careful structure and some 
were wholly focussed on global geoengineering with no local technologies at all. Stronger 
answers focussed on the idea of attitudinal versus technological fixes and came to a clear 
conclusion about which technologies were needed, where and when. These answers were 
relatively rare. 

This is an example of a Level 3 answer to Question 5 (b).
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This answer begins well with an introductory paragraph that considers the issue of global warming 
and shows understanding of it. A range of global geo-engineering options are considered in the 
answer with some detail and support. However, there is very little that is ‘local’ in scale other 
than a mention of afforestation (and even this is in a global context). The conclusion provided is 
evaluative, but the lack of local scale technologies prevents the answer achieving a Level 4 mark. 

Examiner Comments

Notice that the answer to Question 5(b) includes some 
numerical data. This ‘stands out’ when you glance at 
the answer. Data gives an answer a bit more ‘weight’ 
and makes the evidence use more concrete.

Examiner Tip
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SECTION B

Overall comments on Section B Issues Analysis: 21st Century 
Superpowers: India and China? 
This year’s Issues Analysis was set in Asia. This is an area all candidates are familiar with. 
The overall quality and level of understanding was good and most candidates wrote three 
successful answers, with some outstanding answers. There was a tendency, especially in 
Question 6(a) to see the question as being about ‘Chindia’ rather than China and India as 
separate and very different entities. This undermined the idea of a comparison. Questions 
that include the word ‘political’ tend to be weak as candidates’ understanding of this concept 
is very variable. 

The pre-release is available for a long period of time, but candidates still need to make sure 
their preparation is thorough:

•	 Ensure candidates know the resource booklet well before they enter the exam; time 
should not be spent in the exam looking for the right resources to refer to.

•	 Use the resources provided; many answers this time studiously ignored some of the key 
data and resources and instead wrote answers without the data provided. 

•	 Ensure candidates understand the sequence of the resource booklet; it is usually 
organised into sections either with sub-headings or by topic, and questions normally 
focus on one section (with links to others).

•	 Prepare synoptic ideas by researching using the websites provided (and others), 
thinking about the relevance of models, concepts and theories, considering parallel and 
contrasting examples from other parts of the world, and linking to concepts and content 
in other AS and A2 units.

•	 Consider the wider geography of the region in terms of development, physical features, 
culture etc.

•	 Do not try to anticipate questions. 

Time spent planning, briefly, all three answers is time well spent. Some answers to Question 
6(a) used data and resources from pages 4 and 5 in the booklet whereas the most relevant 
information was on the first two pages. Candidates who do this end up repeating themselves 
and worse, risk losing the thread of their answers. 
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Question 6 (a)
There was some evidence of candidates attempting to ‘spot’ the question here with some 
answers comparing the level of development of India and China rather than their economic 
strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps the key issue was that answers often lumped China and 
India together and discussed them as one. This rather undermined the idea of making a 
comparison. That said, most answers did focus on economic strengths and weaknesses and 
made some use of the resources provided. Less use was made of Figure 5 than might have 
been expected and in some cases candidates began to use the resources on the last two 
pages of the resource booklet. These focussed on the future and were therefore not relevant 
to this question which was about current strengths and weaknesses. There was evidence of 
good synopticity in terms of research into TNCs and FDI, although there was a tendency to 
assert that state owned enterprises were a weakness without attempting to explain why this 
might be. The best answers, as is usually the case, used the figures and data in the resource 
booklet thoroughly and selectively to build a case – usually that China’s economic position is 
stronger than India’s. A number of candidates still fail to make much use of the resources in 
the booklet in front of them; what is being tested is a candidates ability to interpret, select 
and use geographical information to make a case and this means ‘off the top of the head’ 
answers are unlikely to score well. 

This answer scored Level 3 marks for Question 6 (a).
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It uses the language of economic geography and contains some 
synoptic ideas as well as making good use of a range of data 
from the Resource Booklet as evidence to support the answer. 

Examiner Comments

Be careful not to pre-judge the Issues Analysis questions. 
A number of answers to Question 6(a) focussed on the 
development level of China versus India whereas the actual 
question was focussed on economic strengths and weaknesses. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 6 (b)
This question had a political focus and as such it proved quite demanding. Focussed on 
Figure 6 it asked candidates to consider whether the political systems of China and India 
would help explain the Social Progress Index results shown. Answers tended to divide 
between those that provided a very descriptive comparison of the two sets of data with 
little in the way of explanation, versus those that attempted to link political management 
to the data. It was common to see arguments based on the idea that China’s command 
economy and Five Year Plans had improved basic human needs by ensuring minimum 
standards for everyone. Stronger answers argued that this was as much to do with FDI and 
economic growth as it was with politics. Some stated that despite huge subsidies for the 
poor, India still failed to meet the basic human needs of many. Other common assertions 
were that opportunity was restricted in China because freedom of speech was limited, but 
also that in India the caste system restricted opportunity so that the two countries arrived 
at the same SPI score by different routes.  It was very unusual for answers to make use of 
Figure 7 which showed democracy versus economic development although a small number 
engaged with the idea that some Asian NICs that are democracies today were not so when 
they industrialised. Other points included the idea of aid from the USA helping their initial 
development more than democracy. A stronger understanding of ‘political’ i.e. governance 
and management would have helped some candidates. 

This is an example of an answer to Question 6 (b).
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This is a Level 3 answer. It makes good use of the SPI data 
and refers to several different aspects of the SPI. The position 
of India and China are explained with reference to political 
systems, and wider issues such as the Indian caste system. 

Examiner Comments

During the pre-release phase you need to carefully study 
new concepts – like the SPI – to make sure you fully 
understand their meaning before you go into the exam. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 6 (c) 
The final question was a large one, which asked for a consideration of China and India in 
2030 and 2050.

The key differentiator for a successful answer was structure. There was a lot to consider 
and some organisation was essential. Many answers used the ‘pillars’ of superpower status 
to make a case. These answers tended to be synoptic although in a small number of cases 
such answers largely ignored the data in the booklet and went their own way (which ignores 
part of the test).

Figures 12, 13 and 14 concentrated on future resource demand and environmental risks 
which did need to be covered in a very good answer. These areas are not part of the ‘pillars’ 
so tended to be ignored. Good answers often made a case that India in particular faces 
resource and climate change issues which could derail it by 2050, when combined with its 
very large projected population increase. 

Some answers focussed very heavily on a narrow idea. Most often this was the demographic 
future of the two countries and / or future GDP. Again, these answers tended not to engage 
with the full range of resources provided. A further issue was the failure to differentiate 
between 2030 and 2050. The resources provided could be used to argue that in 2050 
China may be facing demographic problems, whereas India would be benefiting from a 
demographic dividend – but at the same time could be struggling to provide basic resources 
for its still growing population. These complex arguments required a careful, structured 
approach to the answers to minimise contradiction and make a strong case. 

This is an example of an answer to Question 6 (c).
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This is an excellent answer that gained full marks. It covers the future 
of both India and China in detail, and considers 2030 and 2050. It uses 
all of the relevant resources in the Resource Booklet and contains a 
range of synoptic points from wider research. 

Examiner Comments

It is wise to plan answers to longer questions worth 
14–16 marks to make sure you don’t miss any key 
points of data from the Resource Booklet. 

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
There were many good answers to the questions on this summer’s Unit 3 Contested 
Planet paper in both Section A and B. The lack of use of key data and resources to provide 
evidence for answers to the Issues Analysis by some candidates was noticeable. The 
following points might be considered going forward to 2017 and the final full-cohort exam. 

•	 Although it is tempting to try and spot questions in Section B, this is a dangerous game 
that leads to confused candidates and weak answers.

•	 The Issues Analysis, first and foremost, is a geographical comprehension exercise and 
as such candidates need to select and apply evidence from the booklet to answer the 
questions. 

•	 Command words such as ‘assess’, ‘evaluate’, ‘discuss’ and ‘to what extent’ require a 
judgement – sitting on the fence produces weak answers.

•	 The Water Conflicts question particularly continues to suffer from ‘case study overload’ 
i.e. unselective, write-all-I-know-about, poorly applied case studies. In the worse 
examples the case studies chosen are not relevant to the question at all.  The question 
is usually not about ‘conflict’.

•	 As has been said before, often a brief summative paragraph using evaluative language 
would be enough to lift some out of Level 2 and into Level 3 in the 15 mark part (b) 
questions in Section A. 
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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