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Afghanistan

Location Afghanistan is part of Southern Asia. It borders Pakistan to the east, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan 
and Turkmenistan to the north, and Iran to the west. The capital city of Afghanistan is 
Kabul. 
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html  

Climate Afghanistan is semi-arid to arid, with cold winters (lows around minus ten degrees) and 
hot summers (highs around 30 degrees). Earthquakes, droughts and flooding frequently 
occur.

Geography Afghanistan is slightly smaller than Alberta and has tall, snowy mountains that rise in the 
northeast. Dry plains spread across the northwest and southwest.1

Government Since its creation in 1747, Afghanistan has changed hands from local kings, to foreign 
powers to authoritarian regimes. It became independent in 1919, but was invaded by 
the Soviet Union from 1979-1989. The Taliban, an Islamist militia group, took over the 
country in the mid-1990s. Following the attacks on September 11,  2001, a US-led mission 
resulted in the replacement of the Taliban with a democratically elected government. 
However, internal divisions and war continue to destabilize the country.

Environment Current environmental issues in Afghanistan include: A lack of fresh water and clean 
drinking water, soil erosion, deforestation, desertification (areas becoming more desert-
like), endangered species and pollution. 

Economy After decades of conflict, Afghanistan’s economy remains weak and unstable. It has 
improved since the fall of the Taliban in 2001. However, the country is still very poor, and 
highly dependent on international aid and agriculture.

People Afghanistan contains multiple ethnic groups that speak many different languages. Its 
population reached nearly 33 million people in 2015, with an average life expectancy of 
50.87 years.2 Afghans face an intermediate risk of major infectious diseases like hepatitis 
and typhoid fever. Water shortages, poor health care, unemployment and violent conflict 
make daily life extremely difficult for many Afghans. 

Novels
The Breadwinner 
by D. Ellis; Wanting 
Mor by R Khan

Issue
Rights of women 
and children

Under the Taliban, Afghan women lost most of their rights and freedoms, including the 
right to work, attend school and university, travel without male companions and express 
themselves. Although these rules are no longer in place, women still fear punishment 
from Taliban supporters. Afghan children also face considerable challenges to their 
human rights. One in five children die before their fifth birthday (primarily from easily 
preventable diseases), five million do not attend school (three million of whom are girls) 
and most are not registered with the government (leaving them unprotected by law).3 Anti-
government groups have used children to carry out suicide attacks, plant explosives and 
carry ammunition.4

1 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “Afghanistan,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html

2 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook.

3 The United Naitons Children’s Fund, “Unicef calls for comprehensive Child Act in Afghanistan,” available from http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/
media_56977.html.

4 The Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, “Developments in Afghanistan,” available from https://
childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/countries/afghanistan/
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Africa

Location Africa is the world’s second largest and second most populated continent. It contains 55 
independent countries belonging to five different regions: Northern, Western, Central, 
Eastern and Southern Africa. 

Climate The climate in Africa varies widely, from desert conditions in Algeria to tropical 
conditions in Sierra Leone. 

Geography Northern Africa is largely desert with mountain ranges, while Central and Southern Africa 
consist mainly of plains and jungle rainforest.  

Government After the creation of the United Nations in 1945, Africa went through a massive 
decolonization movement where countries previously occupied by foreign powers became 
independent. However, borders drawn during European imperialism continue to cause 
numerous disputes and conflicts both within and among African states. Although the 
African Union was created in 1999 to increase unity and promote peace among African 
states, government corruption and instability remain widespread and human rights 
violations are a common occurrence. 

Environment Africa’s environmental issues include desertification (areas becoming more desert-like, 
causing drought), wildlife extinction and poaching, water shortages and the over-use of 
natural resources.

Economy Despite an abundance of natural resources like fossil fuels and minerals, Africa remains 
the world’s most underdeveloped continent. 

People Many Africans suffer from extreme poverty, disease, hunger, illiteracy, malnutrition and 
lack of clean water. However, the standard of living varies greatly in different African 
countries. For example, only 3 percent of people in Sierra Leone are internet users, 
compared to 39 percent of people in the Seychelles; 96 percent of people in Seychelles 
own cell phones, compared to 2.8 percent in Eritrea; and the highest secondary education 
enrolment rate is in Seychelles at 105 percent, compared to the lowest in Niger, at 12 
percent.1

Novels
Torn Pages by Sally 
Grindley

Issue
HIV/AIDS;
Rights of Children

Sub-Saharan Africa is home to 68% of all people living with HIV – 22.9 million adults 
and children are living with HIV – but only 12% of the global population.2 Millions of 
children of parents with HIV/AIDS have been orphaned or infected with the disease. 
Considerable progress has been made in slowing the number of deaths and infections, but 
it is still a problem of great magnitude.

1 The World Bank, “50 Things You Didn’t Know About Africa,” available from http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/AFRICAE
XT/0,,contentMDK:20563739~menuPK:1613741~pagePK:146736~piPK:146830~theSitePK:258644,00.html

2 The Stephen Lewis Foundation, “Fact Sheet - HIV/AIDS Key Statistics” available from http://www.stephenlewisfoundation.org/assets/files/Materials%20
-%20General/SLF_HIV-AIDS_factsheet.pdf 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/AFRICAEXT/0,,contentMDK:20563739~menuPK:1613741~pagePK:146736~piPK:146830~theSitePK:258644,00.html
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/AFRICAEXT/0,,contentMDK:20563739~menuPK:1613741~pagePK:146736~piPK:146830~theSitePK:258644,00.html
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Ethiopia

Location Ethiopia is located in the Horn of Africa (Eastern Africa). It borders Somalia, Djibouti and 
Eritrea to the east, Kenya to the south and Sudan and South Sudan to the west. The capital 
of Ethiopia is Addis Ababa. 
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/et.html 

Climate Ethiopia’s climate varies from hot and arid to tropical monsoon in different regions. 
Average temperatures in Addis Ababa range from lows of around ten degrees Celsius to 
highs in the mid-20s. 

Geography The Great Rift Valley splits Ethiopia into a high plateau (raised area with a level top) and 
a central mountain range that rises sharply from the flat lands. 

Government As one of the oldest countries in the world and the oldest independent country in Africa, 
Ethiopia has done well in protecting itself from foreign invasion. However, border 
disputes with neighbouring Eritrea have caused tens of thousands of deaths in war and 
tension remains between the two countries. Furthermore, suspicions surrounding the 
fairness of Ethiopia’s past elections, which did not meet international standards, add to the 
country’s instability.

Environment Current environmental issues in Ethiopia include poor access to clean drinking water, 
mismanagement of land and water resources, at-risk biodiversity and food insecurity.

Economy Despite their country’s fast-growing economy, 30.7 percent of the population is below 
international poverty line of US$1.25 per day.1 Their livelihoods are based mostly on farm 
products like coffee and sugarcane and are vulnerable to extreme weather conditions like 
drought and flooding.

People Ethiopia’s population was close to 99.5 million in 2015, with an average life expectancy 
of 61.48 years.2 Ethiopians spend an average of seven years in school and only 49.1 
percent of people over age 15 can read and write.3 The population has limited access to 
basic services such as energy sources. The average resident of the ‘developed world’ uses 
as much electricity as 400 Ethiopians.4

Novels
Garbage King by 
Elizabeth Laird

Issue
Rights of Children

Extreme poverty deprives Ethiopian children of proper nutrition, clean water and medical 
treatment. One out of six children die before age five and approximately half of the 
children in Ethiopia are stunted and underweight.  Families often depend on child labour 
to survive and thus do not allow children to attend school. Those lucky enough to attend 
school travel considerable distances on foot through harsh terrain. The classrooms are 
over-crowded, the teachers are poorly trained and there are few materials.

1 The United Nations Childrens Fund, “Ethiopia Statistics,” available from http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/ethiopia_statistics.html

2 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “Ethiopia,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/et.html

3 Ibid

4 The World Bank, “Ethiopia: Climate Risk Factsheet,” available from http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTAFRICA/Resources/Ethiopia_Country_Note.
pdf 
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India

Location India belongs to the sub-continent of South Asia. It borders the Arabian Sea and Pakistan 
to the west, China, Nepal and Bhutan to the north and Bangladesh and Burma to the east. 
The capital of India is New Delhi.
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/in.html

Climate India’s climate varies from temperate in the north to tropical monsoon in the south, with 
temperatures sometimes reaching over 50 degrees Celsius. 

Geography India’s terrain consists of plains along the Ganges River and in the south, deserts in the 
west and the world’s highest mountain range, the Himalayas, in the north. 

Government In 1947, after nearly a century of British dominance, India gained independence following 
a non-violent resistance led by Mohandas Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. Because of 
intense internal conflict between Hindus and Muslims, a separate state (Pakistan) was 
created for India’s Muslim population. Over 14 million people were uprooted during 
the partition and widespread violence led to hundreds of thousands of deaths. India’s 
government is now a federal republic and is democratically elected. However, corruption 
is widespread through the country’s government branches, from police to politicians. 

Environment India’s environmental issues include pollution, deforestation, desertification (areas are 
becoming more desert-like, causing drought), soil depletion and water shortages.

Economy India has a diverse and rapidly growing economy based on agriculture (both traditional 
and modern), crafts, industry (e.g., textiles, chemicals, steel), and services (e.g., global 
call centers). However, most of the country’s wealth remains in the hands of a small elite 
group and a huge gap exists between the rich and the poor.  

People In 2015, India’s population reached 1.251 billion (second only to that of China) with an 
average life expectancy of 68.13 years.1 English is spoken widely, along with Hindi and 
13 other official languages.

Novels
Broken Glass by 
Sally Grindley

Issue
Rights of Children

Millions of children (between 60 to 115 million) in India work as child labourers – leaving 
them poor, illiterate and often crippled – and most are bound to employers to pay off debt.2  
Although factors like discrimination and exclusion contribute to child labour, poverty is 
the root cause of the problem. It is also the reason that many Indian children lack quality 
education and do not have access to proper healthcare. As a result, they often suffer from 
malnutrition (which limits their ability to learn and can lead to death) and HIV/AIDS (to 
which women and children are especially vulnerable). 77 million people in India lack 
access to safe water.3 

1 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “India,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/in.html

2 Human Rights Watch, “Small Change,” available from http://www.hrw.org/reports/2003/01/22/small-change

3 Water.org, “India-Quick Facts,” available from http://water.org/country/india/
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Middle East

Location ‘The Middle East’ generally refers to the following nations: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, 
Gaza Strip, Georgia, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, West Bank and Yemen
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/wfbExt/region_mde.
html

Climate In general, Middle Eastern countries are very hot and dry, with little rain and extended 
periods with temperatures above 40 degrees Celsius; however, many Middle Eastern 
countries have diverse climates and geographies that include dense forests and 
mountainous terrain, along with regions that experience four distinct seasons.

Geography The region’s terrain consists mostly of sprawling deserts and low-lying plains.

Government The Middle East includes dictatorships, democracies, monarchies and military-dominated 
regimes. Many Middle Eastern governments (including Syria, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, Bahrain, Iraq and Iran) have been criticized for human rights violations. In 2011, 
these violations prompted a widespread struggle for human rights and democracy across 
the region. Civilians revolted against numerous governments in demand for their rights. 
Protests in Tunisia sparked similar uprisings in Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Bahrain and Syria. 

Environment Fourteen of the 33 countries likely to be water-stressed in 2040 are in the Middle East. 
The region draws heavily upon groundwater and desalinated sea water, and faces 
exceptional water-related challenges for the foreseeable future.1

Economy The Middle East is rich in minerals and fossil fuels, and most of the world obtains its oil 
supplies from the region. However, huge differences in income levels exist both within 
and among Middle Eastern countries. Qatar is the richest, with a gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita of $92, 400, while the West Bank is the poorest, with a GDP per capita 
of $4,900.2

People High birth rates and low death rates have led to young populations in the region. The 
overall standard of living for many countries has improved as a result of oil exports; 
however, high infant mortality and low education and literacy rates persist in some 
countries. 

Novels
The Other Side of 
Truth by Beverley 
Naidoo

Issue
Human rights

Child labour is a growing problem in some poorer countries of the Middle East. For 
example, Yemen has over 1.3 million child labourers.3 The government of Yemen has 
mandated that children not work more than seven hours per day and require breaks after 
four hours; however, it has not banned child labour.4

Many western companies send employees to the Middle East and provide housing in 
closed communities, set apart from the local residents. Understanding another culture can 
present challenges.

1World Resources Institute “Ranking the World’s Most Water-Stressed Countries in 2040” available from http://www.wri.org/blog/2015/08/ranking-
world%E2%80%99s-most-water-stressed-countries-2040
2 CIA World Factbook available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2004rank.html 
3International Labour Federation, “More than 1.3 child labourers in Yemen”, available at http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/
WCMS_201431/lang--en/index.htm
4UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Yemen: Focus on child labour,” available from http://www.irinnews.org/report.aspx?reportid=41043
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Nigeria

Location Nigeria is located in Western Africa. It borders Cameroon to the south, Chad to the east, 
Niger to the north and Benin to the west. Its capital city is Abuja.
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ni.html

Climate Nigeria’s climate varies from tropical rainforest in the south to arid in the north, causing 
these areas to suffer flooding and droughts, respectively.

Geography At slightly less than the area of British Columbia, Nigeria’s landscape includes a diverse 
terrain of plains, deserts, hills, plateaus (raised areas with level tops), mountains, swamps 
and jungles.1

Government Following its independence from Britain, Nigeria experienced a long period of military 
rule. In 1999, the first democratic elections in 20 years took place in Nigeria; however, 
ethnic and religious tensions, government corruption, and mismanagement of resources 
ravaged the country. Although corruption has declined in recent years, militants continue 
to express their frustration through increasing violence, especially in the Niger Delta, 
where most of the country’s oil resources are found. 

Environment Current environmental issues in Nigeria include deforestation, pollution, endangered 
species, desertification (areas becoming more desert-like, causing drought), oil spills, loss 
of farmland and rapid urbanization (people moving from the countryside to cities). 

Economy Despite living in a country rich in natural resources (e.g., natural gas, petroleum, metals, 
minerals), 79.2 percent of Nigerians live on less than two dollars a day.2

People Nicknamed the “Giant of Africa,” Nigeria is the most populated country on the continent. 
Its population of 181.6 million, including 3.228 million people living with HIV/AIDS, has 
an average life expectancy of 53.02 years.3 Nigeria’s nickname not only comes from its 
land and population size, but the diversity of its peoples (with 250 ethnic groups and over 
500 languages). 

Novels
The Other Side of 
Truth by Beverley 
Naidoo

Issue
Human rights

Nigerians suffer from serious human rights violations, including discrimination and 
violence between ethnic and religious groups, abuse from government security forces, 
widespread corruption, conflict in the Niger Delta and a lack of government action toward 
rights violators.4 Within the past decade, “oil wars” between the Nigerian government, 
multinational corporations and local militants increased instability and threatened innocent 
civilians. Niger Delta communities endure economic and political inequalities, and see 
little of the oil money that comes from their land. Local groups continue to commit 
aggressive acts such as pipeline vandalism, kidnappings and attacks on oil terminals to 
show their discontent.  

1 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “Nigeria,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ni.html

2 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Reports, “Nigeria”, avalailable from http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/NGA

3 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook

4 Human Rights Watch, “Nigeria: Put human rights at the heart of elections,” available from http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/03/28/nigeria-put-human-rights-
heart-elections
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Pakistan

Location Pakistan belongs to the sub-continent of South Asia. It borders the Arabian Sea to the 
south, India to the east, Iran and Afghanistan to the west, and China to the north. The 
capital city of Pakistan is Islamabad.
Map: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pk.html#

Climate Pakistan’s climate is mostly hot, dry desert; however, it is mild in the northwest and 
very cold in the north. Earthquakes and flooding occur frequently and have disastrous 
consequences for the Pakistani people.

Geography Pakistan is between Alberta and British Columbia in area.1 Mountainous terrain covers 
the north and northwest, flat plains spread across the east and a wide plateau (a raised area 
with a flat top) spans the west.

Government Pakistan became a country in 1947 after intense conflict between India’s Hindus and 
Muslims. Over 14 million people were uprooted during the partition and widespread 
violence led to hundreds of thousands of deaths. Pakistan alternated between civilian and 
military rule for decades, but became a parliamentary democracy in 2008. 

Environment Current environmental issues in Pakistan include water pollution from untreated sewage, 
industrial wastes, and agricultural runoff; water scarcity (a majority of the population 
does not have access to safe drinking water); deforestation; soil erosion and desertification 
(areas are becoming more desert-like, causing drought). 

Economy Pakistan is a developing country, plagued by civil conflict and political instability. Its 
relatively weak economy is based on agriculture and textile production and 12.4 percent 
of its population lives below the poverty line.2

People The population of Pakistan was estimated to be just under 200 million in 2015, with an 
average life expectancy of 66 years.3 Pakistanis come from numerous ethnic groups that 
speak multiple languages. 

Novels
Iqbal by Francesco 
D’Aamo translated 
by Ann Leonori

Issue
Child labour 

Most Pakistani children work in the farming sector; however, many work in cities 
manufacturing products like carpets, footwear and sports equipment. Millions of child 
labourers in Pakistan suffer terrible working conditions under a system of bonded labour.4 
These children are forced to work off debts passed down from their parents or guardians, 
often under a lifelong “bond” to their employer. Although outlawed by the government in 
1992, bonded labour remains widespread in Pakistan. 

1 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “Pakistan,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pk.html#

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

4 The United States Department of Labor (Bureau of International Affairs), “Pakistan,” available from http://www.dol.gov/ilab/reports/child-labor/pakistan.
htm 
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Sudan and 
South Sudan

Location Sudan and South Sudan are part of Northern Africa, bordering the Red Sea, Eritrea, 
and Ethiopia to the east, Egypt to the north, Libya, Chad, and the Central African 
Republic to the west and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda and Kenya 
to the south. Sudan’s capital city is Khartoum and South Sudan’s capital is Juba.
Maps: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/su.html and 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/od.html

Climate Sudan is very hot and dry, with frequent dust storms and severe droughts. South 
Sudan has more rainfall, but half of the year (during the dry season) it also 
experiences extremely high temperatures.

Geography Northern and central Sudan consist of desert and flat plains, while South Sudan 
contains swamplands and rainforests.

Government Internal conflict has plagued Sudan for nearly a century. Unequal power distribution 
concentrated in the hands of northern elites has caused two civil wars between the 
northern and southern Sudanese. A referendum in January 2011 gave the southern 
Sudanese their independence, and ‘South Sudan’ became an official country in July. 
The northern Sudanese, who make up Sudan’s government, have also dominated 
other groups in the country, including people who live in the Darfur region. Conflict 
in Darfur has displaced over 2 million Darfuris, and caused an estimated 200,000-
400,000 deaths.1

Environment Current environmental issues in Sudan include insufficient drinking water, over-
hunting of wildlife, soil erosion and desertification (areas becoming more desert-like, 
causing drought). 

Economy Despite living in a country rich in natural resources like oil and gas, most of Sudan’s 
population has been kept at or below the poverty line by years of civil war, weak 
infrastructure, (e.g. roads and hospitals) and dependence on subsistence farming.2

People In 2015, the population of Sudan was 36.1 million and that of South Sudan was 
slightly above 12 million. The average life expectancy in the region is 63.68 years.3

Novels
A Long Walk to Water by 
Linda Sue Park

Issue
Access to clean water 

South Sudan’s harsh environment and extreme heat result in inadequate water 
supplies for people living there. Millions of South Sudanese (mostly women and 
children) walk for kilometers to get water from ponds, swamps, ditches or wells that 
are contaminated with parasites and bacteria.4 This contamination results in illness 
and death, especially in infants and children.

1 The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, “Ethiopia,” available from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/su.html

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

4 Water for Sudan, “Dying from Water,” available from http://www.waterforsudan.org/dying-from-water/
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