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@ hapter 1

Brief Introduction to the
United Kingdom

Histories make men wise; poems witty; the mathematics subtle; natural philosophy deep;
moral grave; logic and rhetoric able to contend.
—Francis Bacon, British philosopher

1. Brief Introduction

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (commonly known as the
United Kingdom, the UK, or Britain) is a sovereign state located off the northwestern coast of
the continental Europe. It is an island country, spanning a group of islands including Great
Britain, the northeastern part of Ireland, and many small islands. Northern Ireland is the only
part of the UK with a land border, sharing it with the Republic of Ireland. Apart from this land
border, the UK is surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean, the North Sea, the English Channel and the
Irish Sea. The largest island, Great Britain, is linked to France by the Channel Tunnel.

Countries of the United Kingdom are a term used to describe England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales: these four together form the sovereign state of the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. While “countries” is the term commonly used to describe
them, because of a lack of a formal British constitution, and owing to a complicated history of
the formation of the United Kingdom, no official name exists and various terms are used.
England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales however are not formal subdivisions of the
United Kingdom.

The Parliament of the United Kingdom and Her Majesty’s Government in the United
Kingdom deal with all reserved matters for Northern Ireland and Scotland and all non-
transferred matters for Wales, but not in general with matters that have been devolved to the
Northern Ireland Assembly, the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly. England remains
the full responsibility of the Parliament of the United Kingdom, which is centralized in London.
As a sovereign state, the United Kingdom as a whole is the entity which is used in
intergovernmental organizations, and as the representative member state within the European
Union and the United Nations, as well as under international law; England, Northern Ireland,
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Scotland and Wales are not themselves listed on the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) list of countries.

The Channel Islands and the Isle of Man!® are British islands, but are not under the
jurisdiction of the United Kingdom. Ireland is a separate republic; although part of the
geographical British Isles, it is not a part of the UK. English, Northern Irish, Scottish and Welsh
nationals are all British citizens without distinction. (Irish nationality laws entitle those born in
Northern Ireland also to citizenship of the Republic.)

2. Location and Area

2.1 Location

The United Kingdom, consisting of Great Britain (England, Wales, and Scotland) and
Northern Ireland, is twice the size of America’s New York State. England, in the southeast part
of the British Isles, is separated from Scotland on the north by the granite Cheviot Hills!*); from
them the Pennine chain of uplands extends south through the center of England, reaching its
highest point in the Lake District in the northwest. To the west along the border of Wales—a
land of steep hills and valleys—are the Cambrian Mountains!*), while the Cotswolds'®), a range
of hills in Gloucestershire!®, extend into the surrounding shires.

Important rivers flowing into the North Sea are the Thames, Humber, Tees, and Tyne. In
the west are the Severn!”! and Wye!®), which empty into the Bristol Channel®® and are navigable,
as are the Mersey!'% and Ribble!'").

2.2 Area

The total area of the United Kingdom is approximately 245,000 square kilometers (94,600
sq mi) comprising of the island of Great Britain, the northeastern one-sixth of the island of
Ireland (Northern Ireland) and other smaller islands. It lies between the North Atlantic Ocean
and the North Sea, coming within 35 kilometers (22 mi) of the northwest coast of France, from
which it is separated by the English Channel. Great Britain lies between latitudes 49° and 59°N
(the Shetland Islands reach to nearly 61°N), and longitudes 8°W to 2°E.

3. Climate

The United Kingdom has a temperate climate, with plentiful rainfall all year round. The
temperature varies with the seasons but seldom drops below 10°C or rises above 35°C. The
prevailing wind is from the southwest, bearing frequent spells of mild and wet weather from the
Atlantic Ocean. Eastern parts are most sheltered from this wind and are therefore the driest.
Atlantic currents, warmed by the Gulf Stream, bring mild winters, especially in the west, where
winters are wet, especially over high ground. Summers are warmest in the southeast of England,
being closest to the European mainland, and coolest in the north. Snowfall can occur in winter
and early spring, though it rarely settles to great depth away from high ground.

The climate of the United Kingdom is classified as a mid-latitude oceanic climate, with
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warm summers, cool winters and plentiful precipitation throughout the year. However, a
plausible argument can be made that some parts of South-East England (for example, Essex)
actually have a semi-arid-climate by virtue of having less than 500 mm average annual rainfall.
The principal factors that influence the country’s climate include its northerly latitude (which
ranges from 50° to 60° N), the close proximity to the Atlantic Ocean, and the warming of the
surrounding waters by the Gulf Stream. The weather can be notoriously changeable from one
day to the next but temperature variations throughout the year are relatively small.

The boundary of convergence between the warm tropical air and the cold polar air lies
over the United Kingdom. In this area, the large temperature variation creates instability and this
is a major factor that influences the often unsettled weather the country experiences, where many
types of weather can be experienced in a single day.

Regional climates in the United Kingdom are influenced by the Atlantic Ocean and latitude.
Northern Ireland, Wales and western parts of England and Scotland, being closest to the Atlantic,
are generally the mildest, wettest and windiest regions of the UK, and temperature ranges here
are seldom extreme. Eastern areas are drier, cooler, and less windy and also experience the
greatest daily and seasonal temperature variations. Northern areas are generally cooler and
wetter and have a smaller temperature range than southern areas. Though the UK is mostly under
the influence of the maritime tropical air mass from the southwest, different regions are more
susceptible than others when different air masses affect the country: Northern Ireland and the
west of Scotland are the most exposed to the maritime polar air mass which brings cool moist
air; the east of Scotland and northeast England are more exposed to the continental polar air
mass which brings cold dry air; the south and southeast of England are more exposed to the
continental tropical air mass which brings warm dry air; Wales and the southwest of England
are most exposed to the maritime tropical air mass which brings warm moist air.

4. Topography

The physical geography of the UK varies greatly. The geography of England consists of
lowland terrain, with mountainous terrain north-west of the Tees-Exe line including the
Cumbrian Mountains!'?! of the Lake District, the Pennines!'?! and limestone hills of the Peak
District!'"), Exmoor!"”! and Dartmoor!!®. The geography of Scotland is distinguished by the
Highland Boundary Fault!!”’—a geological rock fracture—which traverses the Scottish
mainland from Helensburgh!'®! to Stonehaven['). The fault-line separates the two distinctively
different regions of the Highlands to the north and west and the lowlands to the south and east.
The geography of Wales is mostly mountainous, though south Wales is less mountainous than
north and mid Wales. The geography of Ireland includes the Mourne Mountains?’! as well as
Lough Neagh?!], at 388 square kilometers (150 sq mi), the largest body of water in the UK and
Ireland.

The overall geomorphology of the UK was shaped by the combined forces of tectonics
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and climate change, in particular glaciation.

The exact centre of the island of Great Britain is disputed. Depending upon how it is
calculated it can be either Haltwhistle®® in Northumberland®), or Dunsop Bridge®* in
Lancashire!*],

England accounts for just over half of the total area of the UK, covering 130,410 square
kilometers (50,350 sq mi). Most of the country consists of lowland terrain, with mountainous
terrain north-west of the Tees-Exe!?®! line including the Cumbrian Mountains of the Lake District,
the Pennines and limestone hills of the Peak District, Exmoor and Dartmoor. The main rivers
and estuaries are the Thames, Severn and the Humber. England’s highest mountain is Scafell
Pike!?”), which is in the Lake District 978 meters (3,209 ft) high. England has a number of large
towns and cities, including six of the top 50 Larger Urban Zones!?®! in the European Union.

Scotland accounts for just under a third of the total area of the UK, covering 78,772 square
kilometers (30,410 sq mi), including nearly eight hundred islands, mainly west and north of the
mainland, notably the Hebrides®”, Orkney Islands®*”! and Shetland Islands?*"). The topography
of Scotland is distinguished by the Highland Boundary Fault—a geological rock fracture—
which traverses the Scottish mainland from Helensburgh to Stonehaven. The fault-line
separates two distinctively different regions, namely the Highlands to the north and west and the
lowlands to the south and east. The more rugged Highland region contains the majority of
Scotland’s mountainous terrain, including Ben Nevis®®?/, which at 1,343 meters (4,406 ft) is the
highest point in the British Isles. Lowland areas, especially the narrow waist of land between
the Firth of Clyde!** and the Firth of Forth®**! known as the Central Belt®"), are flatter and home
to most of the population including Glasgow, Scotland’s largest city, and Edinburgh, the capital
and political centre of the country.

Wales accounts for less than a tenth of the total area of the UK, covering 20,758 square
kilometers (8,010 sq mi). Wales is mostly mountainous, though south Wales is less mountainous
than north and mid Wales. The main population and industrial areas are in south Wales,
consisting of the coastal cities of Cardiff*®! (the capital and political and economic centre),
Swanseal®”! and Newport and the South Wales Valleys to their north. The highest mountains in
Wales are in Snowdonia®®), and include Snowdon, which at 1,085 m (3,560 ft) is the highest
peak in Wales. The 14 (or possibly 15) Welsh mountains over 3,000 feet (914 m) high are
known collectively as the Welsh 3000s. Wales has over 1,200 km (750 miles) of coastline.
There are several islands off the Welsh mainland, the largest of which is Anglesey**) in the
northwest.

Northern Ireland accounts for just 14,160 square kilometers (5,470 sq mi) and is mostly
hilly. It includes Lough Neagh, at 388 square kilometers (150 sq mi), the largest body of water
in the UK and Ireland. The highest peak in Northern Ireland is Slieve Donard“’! at 849 meters
(2,785 ft) in the Mourne Mountains.



