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Welcome to the sixth edition of Latitude 51, the magazine of the Sutton Grammar School 

Geography Department. This issue sees our budding student journalists look at the topic of 

Asia. Each year we produce one issue which focuses upon a continent allowing the students to 

explore a range of topics with focus upon this large and diverse continent. This issue seeks to 

illustrate the impacts of development and economic change within particular places; the idea 

of measuring development by happiness and how partnerships between countries are vastly 

improving infrastructure and therefore growth. Some have also investigated a number of 

current issues and from a number of perspectives, most notably the Rohingya crisis of 

Myanmar and the secrecy behind North Korea.  

This year sees a new sixth form editorial team take over the reins of editing and production of 

the magazine. We hope you continue to enjoy these student created productions and learn 

something new about the world around us.  

Happy reading! 
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One of the most common headlines in 

recent news, an issue talked about 

widely all over the world, something that 

will be remembered in history and is 

shaping the future for certain Asian 

countries, is the Rohingya Crisis. They 

have been termed “the most persecuted 

minority in the world” but few know the 

full story about these people, what has 

happened to them and what effects 

their mass migration will have.  

The main question is ‘Who are they?’ Many of the Muslims living in the Rakhine state in 

Myanmar identify as Rohingya. Before the recent clashes their population had been around a 

million and it has often been disagreed on where they came from and how they settled in the 

state. The Rohingya themselves say that their Muslim community existed in Rakhine well 

before Burma took control of it in the year 1784. However, their critics stress that they are 

foreigners who arrived from Bengal (now Bangladesh) during the British colonial era starting 

in the 1820s and since then their community has grown larger and larger. The government in 

Myanmar strictly does not use the word Rohingya, as it implies the Muslims in the Rakhine 

state are a specific ethnic group who deserve recognition. A minority of Rohingya are Hindus.  

 
 

The recent mass migration in the summer was the result of Burmese military personnel setting 

Rohingya villages alight. More than 80 in northern Rakhine State have been set ablaze by 

Myanmar security forces and mobs since August; however the military has claimed the 

Rohingya burned down their own homes. One of the few news reporters allowed into the 

Rakhine State was the BBC’s Jonathan Head, but under strict government surveillance. During 

a tour of the region’s villages, he was given photos by a few soldiers showing Rohingya 

allegedly burning their homes—it was later discovered that these photos had been falsified. 

The majority of Rohingya fleeing Myanmar in the past months have not made it past 

Bangladesh. Devastating floods in India and Bangladesh over the summer have worsened 

conditions in refugee camps and led to cholera outbreaks, water shortages and malnutrition.  

Approximately one million Rohingya have fled Myanmar since the first brutal military action in 

1977. The majority of them seek refuge in nearby Bangladesh, but other countries in which 

there are high numbers of refugees include Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Malaysia.  

Myanmar’s famous leader - Aung San Suu Kyi - has had a difficult history. She became a 

leading figure in politics in the late 1980s, but she was detained in 1989. She spent 15 years 

under house arrest, won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991 and has been hailed as a leader of 

democracy around the world. She has often come under criticism for not condemning and 

trying to stop the military. The situation in Myanmar is complicated, but one thing many agree 

to is that the Rohingya Muslims should not be persecuted in such vile ways. Their homes are 

being burnt down before them, villages are being emptied and humans rights have long been 

forgotten.   

Countries have pledged millions in aid to support refugees in camps, but experts are hard 

pressed to see a short-term future in which the Rohingya can live peacefully and with equal 

rights within Myanmar’s borders.  



 

The Rohingya are a stateless ethnic group from Myanmar, the majority of whom are Muslim. 

In 2013 the UN referred to them as ‘the world’s most persecuted minority’ as a result of 

security forces and Buddhist extremists. Nevertheless, authorities in Myanmar oppose this; 

they claim that the Rohingya migrants are Bangladeshi immigrants who came to Mynamar in 

the twentieth century. There have been over half a million Rohingya Muslims arriving in 

Bangladesh since 25th August which has exerted immense pressure in the camps in 

Bangladesh where there are growing worries of a disease epidemic.  

On August 25th the Burmese military launched operations against an insurgent group—the 

Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army - which attacked and killed around a dozen border guards. 

This caused around 603,000 Rohingya Muslim refugees to cross the border into Bangladesh, 

as estimated by the UNHCR. The influx of refugees has put great strain on Bangladesh’s Cox’s 

Bazar district where one of the world’s largest refugee camps has been built to house the 

Rohingya Muslim who have sought asylum as a result of the violence in Myanmar.  

Around 790 hectares of land next to the Kutupalong refugee camp in Ukhia, Bangladesh, has 

been set aside for the constant arrival of refugees as there were around 4,000 - 5,000 ,pre 

Rohingya crossing the border every day in the first week of October. However, the necessities 

of the Rohingya people are 

worryingly growing at a faster 

rate than leading organisations 

such as UNICEF can meet, with 

increasing cases of cholera and 

diarrheal diseases.  

Mark Lowcock, UN Emergency 

Relief Coordinator, in an appeal 

for $430 million (USD) said that 

“the human tragedy unfolding 

in southern Bangladesh is 

staggering in its scale, 

 

A vaccination campaign has been launched by the Bangladeshi government, with the support 

of UNICEF and a number of NGOs, in Cox’s Bazar, to protect the refugees from an outbreak of 

cholera. Vaccines were distributed to around 88,000 om a campaign that aims to reah and 

distribute to 650,000. Although no outbreaks have yet occurred within the refugee camps in 

Bangladesh, this campaign has been undertaken as a precautionary measure to prevent a 

looming major breakout.  

Around 21% of the children affected by this crisis are malnourished as they lack food and 

sanitary conditions. World Vision staff are providing assistance to families by distributing 

emergency food aid to over 100,000 people. The government of Bangladesh is aiming to 

support the refugees by giving them aid and responding to the crisis in partnership with 

national and international humanitarian development agencies, with the aim of housing and 

protecting the Rohingya people from disease epidemics.  

There has been a surge of brotherhood all across southern Bangladesh in times of conflict to 

help the Rohingya people. Cheap labour has arisen in these areas including the 

aforementioned Cox’s Bazar with the purpose of helping them by providing them with jobs.  

Bangladesh is now on the news internationally so some of the nation’s other problems are 

now being highlighted. The people in power are being forced to take action and support and 

protect the Rohingya refugees.  



 

 
 

China, although an emerging superpower, is still classified as a developing country. 

China (officially known as the People's Republic of China) has the largest population in the 
world, with 1.379 billion people. It is home to the famous giant panda and an overwhelmingly 
large workforce with numerous native languages including Mandarin, Yue, Wu, Min Bei, 
Minnan, Xiang, Gan and Hakka. 

This east Asian country is the third largest country by area at 9,706,961 sq. km and shares 
borders with fourteen countries: Kazakhstan, Russia, North Korea, India, Mongolia, Burma, 
Vietnam, Laos, Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal, Bhutan, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. China has the 
fourth and sixth longest rivers in the world: Yangtze River (5,797km in length) and the Yellow 
River (4,667km) respectively. In 2003, China became the third country to successfully send a 
person to space. Its world renowned landmark; the Great Wall of China, is the largest man-
made structure in the whole world stretching a flabbergasting 8,850 kilometres! As well as 
this, China hosted the 2008 Summer Olympic Games in its capital Beijing.  

‘Developed’ Country Classification 

Initially, in the 1960s, there was a classification system of development known as Rostow’s 
Model. This represented a country’s break from poverty and its journey to reach what is 
known as ‘economic maturity’.  In this model, there were five stages.  

Stage 1 is the ‘Traditional Society’. This is a subsistent economy where primary jobs are the  

norm and small scale agriculture, with minimal infrastructure, occur. A modern day example is 
Ethiopia.  

Stage 2 is the ‘Pre-Conditions for Take-Off’. This is more commercial agriculture, where there 
is an increase in secondary jobs, wealth, and possibly investment (from Transnational 
Corporations). This leads to improved infrastructure and globalisation, where countries 
become interconnected. The country is now exposed to political, social and economic links 
with other countries. Both Stage 1 and 2 dominate with primary jobs and usually have a 
negative balance of trade, where the imports are higher than the exports.  

Stage 3 is ‘Take Off’. Secondary manufacturing dominates the economy and industrialisation 
occurs causing an increase in factories and further improvement of infrastructure as the 
country undertakes urbanisation. This results in government expenditure and in many cases 
the multiplier effect. This phenomenon is where a country is given a change in a particular 
input, such as government spending, and so causes a larger change in an output, such as gross 
domestic product. These investments cause a ‘spiral of prosperity’ for countries like Thailand. 

Stage 4 is the ‘Drive to Maturity’. Countries are increasingly self-sufficient. There is a diverse 
economy and rapid urbanisation. Tertiary services rise to prominence and start to develop 
opportunities for quaternary jobs. 

Stage 5 is ‘High Mass Consumption’: tertiary services overshadow while secondary services 
decrease as well as there being increased personal wealth leading to consumerism (buying or 
using resources and luxurious items) e.g. Japan. Stages 4 and 5 are where the population uses 
more energy and the government expenditure is channelled into education and healthcare. 

Following Rostow’s model China was said to be at stage two. However, as we can see, China 
has rapidly surpassed this speculation, with 47% of its population living in urban areas. China, 
in a mere forty years, has catapulted to stage four. This was a limitation of the Rostow Model  



– it is outdated and could not track rapid progress like that of China. China, in other words, 
has ‘matured’. Employment patterns have changed from primary to secondary to tertiary and 
finally to quaternary jobs. From 2006 to 2016, there was an 11.3% rise in employment in 
services and a 14.9% decrease in agricultural employment in China. Though China has vaulted 
stages of old development classification systems, it is still classed as a developing country. 
Why? It is because, with time, the classification system has changed. 

Now, countries are branched into Advanced Countries, Emerging Developing Countries and 
Low Income Developing Countries. Advanced Countries (ACs) take up 16% of world – this 
refers to stage 4 and 5 of Rostow’s model and includes nations with well developed financial 
markets, diverse economic structures and rapid growing service sectors. A modern example is 
where this article is being published – the United Kingdom. Emerging Developing Countries 
(EDCs) make up 45% of world, for example South Africa. Low-Income developing countries 
(LIDCs) are 38% of world. This new classification does not use trivial observations, like the 
Rostow model, to measure development but strong statistical information based on many 
factors. It is categorised by wealth per capita, trade as well as links with other countries and 
more.  

Factors of Development 

What is it like for individuals to living there? Social factors are based on the quality of life, the 
health and the well-being of the population. This is considered by: the number of doctors per 
1000, birth and death rate, population density, food intake per capita, access to technology 
and life expectancy. Infant mortality is the number of deaths, before 1 years old, per 1000 live 
births a year. China is ranked 107th in the world for infant mortality, with 13.63 children per 
1000 dying in 2017. For comparison, the UK which is ranked 198th, has 4.28 deaths per 1000 
live births. China, as shown, is not far behind. The Chinese education system is the largest 
state-run education system in the whole world. The Compulsory Education Law of China 
enforces nine years of government funded compulsory school attendance, which includes six 
years of primary school and three years of junior high school. In 1990, China had a literacy 
rate of just 78%. As of 2010, China’s literacy rate was over 95%. This is indicative of the rapid 
improvement China has experienced. The literacy rate for China’s young people (ages 15 to 
24) is now 99.6%. In addition, China has dramatically reduced the gap between male and 
female literacy too. In 1990, the adult literacy rate was 87% for men and just 68% for women,  

but by 2010 the gender gap was just five percent (98% for men, 93% for women). Advanced 
countries usually have a 100% literacy rate, but as China is advancing so swiftly, it is predicted 
they will, in the near future, reach this threshold. In 2015 the birth rate of China was 1.57 
births per woman, which was lower than the UK’s birth rate of 1.81 in the same year. A lower 
birth rate signifies an implemented education – it usually demonstrates the idea that people 
have been educated to plan their families. Sometimes, occupied with education, young 
people have not had the time to have children and create, as well as support, families. 
Furthermore, China’s death rate is 7.7 deaths per 1000 people. UK has a higher death rate too 
- 9.34 deaths per 1000 people. Developed countries tend to have low birth and death rates, 
and considering China meets these criteria, I feel it is a reasonable assumption that China is a 
developed country.  

Moreover, economic factors must be taken into consideration. This includes finances and 
features of a country’s economy – their trade and employment. It is based on absolute 
poverty, relative poverty, employment type, as well as the UN’s measures: value of 
infrastructure (roads buildings), ‘human capital’ (skills and health of people) and ‘natural 
capital’ (resources like forests, fuel, water). China's poverty rate fell from 88 percent in 1981 
to 6.5 percent in 2012. Once more, when compared to the UK, China prevails. The UK’s 
poverty rate is 16.2%. From 1980 to 2010, it is reported that around 660 million people were 
relieved of poverty. China also has the largest labour force in the world (797,600,000 
workers), succeeding both India and the US. The United Kingdom, ranked 19th, has a 
workforce of 30,150,000, just a little more than a 1/26 of China’s vast number. Public debt in 
the UK is 91.1%, while China’s public debt is just 22.4%. The gross domestic product (yearly 
value of goods and services produced in any given nation) is the second highest in the world, 
outstripped only by the United States. In total, it is 13.390 billion dollars, while the UK, in 8th, 
is 2.387 billion dollars. The standard of living, the level of wealth available to a person, is also 
considered. However, the GDP per capita raises concern.  

The UK has a statistic of $37,300 per capita, but China is only $9,800. However, this may be 
due to the high population of China – the great quantities of wealth China possesses are 
distributed across its population. Again evidencing China’s development, in 2000, China’s GDP 
per capita was $959.37. This is an astonishing improvement over such a short time.   

The decider of development has been realised - the Human Development Index (HDI); it 
measures life expectancy, education and income per capita. It gives a ranking from 0 to 1 
(highest): Norway- 0.944, Democratic Republic of Congo- 0.344, and UK- 0.892. What is 
China’s HDI? China’s HDI in 2016 was 0.738. China is currently ranked 90th of 188 countries on 
the HDI – yet it is still in the High HDI bracket. 

China has excelled in many factors of the development test, surpassing several ACs such as 
the UK and the USA. China's life expectancy of 74.8, well above the world's average of 70 and 
the nine year compulsory education eradicating illiteracy among the youthful population has 
created a massive improvement in China’s development rate. China only appears to be lacking 
in its GDP per capita and its HDI, but, at the current rate, China's HDI is said to increase by 16 
percent come 2035, reaching 0.902. For this reason, knowing for certain that China will 
continue to improve at this cumulative rate, I am of the opinion that China should be classified 
as a developed country. 
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Gigantic hotels and beaches are the only things that one can often see on the beachfront of 

Dubai. The UAE’s population as a whole is made up of 10% foreign nationals, and in 2016, 

there were 15.2 million tourists visiting Dubai alone - a figure which has doubled since 2010. 

Dubai has become a favourite for western tourists, but it has not always been such an 

enormous touristic hub.  

Dubai had been a small fishing village since 1833, which at the time only had a population of 

800, but this number rapidly grew as trade increased with fishing, pearling and sea trade. By 

the 20th century Dubai was the largest trading port in the region with 350 shops and a steady 

throng of visitors and 

businessmen. This meant that by 

the 1930s it had reached a 

population of nearly 20,000, a 

quarter of whom were 

expatriates. However, this was 

still only a small city compared 

to Riyadh, the capital city of the 

United Arab Emirates’ (UAE) 

gargantuan neighbour, Saudi 

Arabia. However, the discovery 

of oil in 1966 changed 

everything. Sheikh Rashid, the 

ruler at the time, pounced on this sudden wealth and spurred infrastructural development in 

Dubai. Schools and hospitals were built and a modern telecommunications system was added. 

The largest man-made harbour in the world was constructed at Jebel Ali and an international 

airport was built to supply the city. Not only this, but a unification with other cities in 1972 

into the UAE brought peace and stability, as well as prosperous trade with other ‘oil cities’ 

such as Abu Dhabi.  

Oil production in Dubai peaked in 1991, with the production of 410,000 barrels a day 

(equating to roughly 150 million barrels a year). However, Dubai was not short-sighted and 

quickly realised it was inevitable that the oil and the wealth would dry up if the city was not 

 

standing at 830m tall) and its vast shopping malls, which have been described as a day out in 

itself. They often contain cinemas, playgrounds and even dry ski slopes - in the middle of a 

desert. Dubai also has hundreds of hotels, with one of the most famous being the Atlantis 

Hotel on the ‘Palm Frond Island’. Equipped with pools, a water park and even an aquarium, 

the Atlantis Hotel is just one example of how Dubai has revolutionised itself to cater for 

tourists.  

Being in the middle of a desert Dubai has 

always had issues with water. This has 

led to the construction of the largest 

desalinisation plant in the UAE. It 

requires 2060MW of electricity, but can 

produce 640,000m3 of water daily. This 

quantity will supply most of Dubai. The 

plant cost £2 billion to make, but it 

provides for the insatiable demand of the 

large tourist population that visits Dubai 

every year.  

Dubai also has a rapidly improving 

education system with vast international 

schools catering for the very rich as well 

as compulsory primary and secondary 

education for all UAE citizens. There are 

also many British schools which offer 

GCSEs and A Levels, such as the 

Cambridge International High School. 

This is popular with both British and 

Indian expats and many rich, local 

businessmen choose to have their 

children educated in British-style education. This does highlight the wealth difference 

between the native and westernised population, as well as the migrant population. Poverty is 

a key issue in Dubai, but it often passes unnoticed by the hordes of tourists. The police and 

other services keep the tourist areas safe (boasting that a police helicopter will attend the 

scene if needed within eight minutes), but often at the expense of the residents. Like many 

other developing cities, Dubai lives off its poorly paid migrant work force. Migrants flood in 

from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Egypt but they are often subject to long work hours and 

earn as little as $200 a month.  

 



Dubai’s strategy is becoming increasingly clear, with the Wall Street Journal claiming that 

Dubai’s goal “has been to pursue the ultra-luxurious and futuristic, the big and the bold.” That 

is, to enhance its tourist intake, while the inevitability of the unsustainability of the oil 

industry gains clarity. It also attempts to attract foreign investment, something  that has been 

at the centre of Dubai’s sustainability strategy. In fact, many global corporations have their 

Middle East offices in Dubai. However, it has not been all plain-sailing for the city. It has had 

rocky moments, especially during the 2009 financial crisis, which was also the year the Burj 

Khalifa was completed. The global financial crisis was coupled with a regional real-estate 

collapse, which turned Dubai’s exponential growth on its head. Investment and tourists dried 

up and their only saving grace was Khalifa bin Zayed, the ruler of Abu Dhabi, who propped up 

the city. The Burj Khalifa was named for him.  

The story of Dubai has been diverse, with its lure for international tourists and migrants alike, 

it can be one of the success stories of the 21st century. Dubai has managed to evolve from an 

oil dependent small city to a thriving metropolis which attracts global business to its sparkling 

skyscrapers. It has managed to supply water to a 9.2 million strong population in the middle 

of a desert, and is now the 4th most visited city in the world. All of this has been done roughly 

within half a century of oil being discovered, something which had never been done before 

and will probably never be done again.  

 

Gross National Happiness (GNH) is a concept used to measure the overall happiness of a 

nation. The concept is made up of four main ‘pillars’ which are used to chart a country’s 

development: good governance, sustainable socio-economic development, cultural 

preservation and environmental protection. The GNH of a nation is collected via extensive 

surveys, where the population of a nation is asked a number of questions covering nine main 

topics, or ‘domains’. These are: psychological wellbeing, health, time use, education, cultural 

diversity and resilience, good governance, community vitality, ecological diversity and 

resilience and living standard.  

The domains are each made up of a number of principles which, depending on how a person 

has achieved, determine if they are considered ‘happy’ in terms of the GNH index. After 

completing the GNH survey, a person’s results are constructed into a profile, where a GNH 

index score can be assigned. There are four classifications that participants can be placed into: 

deeply happy (77-100%), extensively happy (66-76%), narrowly happy (50-65%) and unhappy 

(0-49%).  

Bhutan is currently the only country in the world that measures Gross National Happiness, 

instead of focusing on Gross Domestic Product. Coined under the rule of King Jigme Singye 

Wangchuck, GNH was instigated in 2008. That year, motivated by events in Bhutan, the then  

  



president of France (Nicolas Sarkozy) commissioned a group of economists to write a report 

investigating the usefulness of including happiness in development indexes. The United 

Nations General Assembly passed a resolution in 2011 in which member states were invited 

to consider measures that could better capture the ‘pursuit of happiness’ in development. 

The following year it released the World Happiness Report.  

Tiny and remote, Bhutan is only 38,394km2. It is located in south Asia, bordered by India and 

Tibet and surrounded by the Himalayas. The population is just under 800,000, over 3/4 of 

which are self-sufficient. The Bhutanese economy is predominantly agricultural with the main 

crops being rice, potatoes and maize. Much of the terrain is made up of mountainous slopes 

and less than a tenth of the land is arable. By law, at least 60% of Bhutan must always been 

forested.  

Since 1907 the Wangchuck dynasty ruled with absolute power but in 1998 some of those 

powers were given up and after elections in 2007 Bhutan became a two-party democracy. For 

centuries, Bhutan kept itself isolated from the rest of the world in order to protect its culture 

and monarchy.  

As a country, the aim is for all Bhutanese to be either extensively or deeply happy. From the 

2015 survey, 43.4% of Bhutanese were considered to be compliant with this expectation - an 

increase of 2.5% from the 2010 survey. Overall, the GNH increased significantly over this time 

period (by 1.8%). In addition, GNH is equalising, with a reduction in gender and age inequality 

of GNH scores. On the other hand, rural-urban disparity has increased. Generally, the happiest 

Bhutanese are men under the age of thirty who live in urban areas and are single. The most 

unhappy Bhutanese are widows over the age of seventy living in rural areas.  

Bhutan has taken a number of steps to increase its GNH. For example, in order to achieve the 

pillar of protecting nature and preserving its culture, Bhutan imposes a daily tariff for visitors 

ranging from around the equivalent of £150-220. This is a form of ‘low impact’ tourism, where 

sustainable tourism is promoted in a bid to protect both the idyllic landscape and culture from 

the impacts of excessive tourism. The tariffs also contribute to increasing Bhutan’s GNH 

because money from the tariff funds health, education and other infrastructural programmes.  

Furthermore, the government now provides free education and almost 100% of Bhutanese 

children are enrolled in primary school. In this education system emphasis is placed on 

Buddhist teachings, a key part of which is alleviating suffering, which no doubt increases their 

community vitality and health scores on the GNH index.  

Should all countries convert to the GNH system? That is perhaps best answered by Thakur 

Singh Powdyel, the former Minister of Education, who stated “people always ask how can you 

possibly have a nation of happy people? But this is missing the point, GNH is an aspiration, a 

set of guiding principles through which we are navigating our path towards a sustainable and 

equitable society. We believe the world needs to the same before it is too late.  

 
 

If I was to ask you “what is the worst 

train network in the world?” most of you 

would probably argue for the train network in 

the United Kingdom. This service provider 

would probably have delays, cancellations 

and packed trains. But let me ask you this: 

would you rather ride on a Southern service 

to London Victoria (with air conditioning, 

clean carriages and comfortable seating) or a 

train with dust and dirt covering the walls, 

ceiling and floors, rats scuttling at your feet 

and people hanging out of the doors, 

windows and riding on the roof? This 

description is of the Indian train network.  

The train network in India is 67,000km long 

and is the main form of long distance travel in 

the country. It is also one of the most used 

networks in the world with more than 8 

billion people using it between 2015 and 

2016. 15,000 people were killed on the 

network in 2012. Narendra Modi, the prime 

minister of India, replaced the Indian railway 

minister due to an immense number of 

accidents occurring. These included 

derailments, fires and collisions. 

Unfortunately these accidents still take place 

today and there have been 268 accidents 

since 2010.  

Modi and his government have pledged to 

put more money into helping the railways 

become safer, faster and more efficient. They 

are investing £100 billion, over a five year 

period, to try and renew the network’s crumbling infrastructure. Although this sounds 

impressive, when compared to other countries, like France, the high-speed railway gap is 

huge. On the 14th September 2017, Modi began to start the plans for India’s first high-speed  

 



railway line. The line would link the major city of Mumbai to Ahmedabad city and will in total 

cost more than 1 trillion rupees. Japan’s prime minister, Shinzo Abe, has forged a deal with 

India promising his payment of 81% of this immense cost.   

Along with the funding, Japan is also giving the country some trains for the line which are 

double the maximum speed of India’s current fastest train. The Shinkansen Locomotive 

(Colloquially known as the ‘Bullet Train’) which they are using can reach speeds of 320km/h 

and is well-known for its excellent performance. The train had no fatalities during its 

operation and an average delay for the train is around thirty seconds. The train will also cut 

journey times down between the two cities from 7-8 hours to 2-3.  

Although the Japanese deal may be a good thing for this stretch of track (no more fatalities, 

on-time trains etc.) from a 2012 report by the Indian government we can see that there were 

a number of concerns and suggestions made on the condition of the tracks and bridges 

throughout the network. If these were addressed the network would be safer and the number 

of derailments / accidents would hopefully be reduced considerably. Improvements include:  

 Modernisation of 19,000km of existing track (making up 40% of the total network) 

 Eliminate level crossings and provide fencing alongside tracks 

 Strengthen 11,250 bridges to support bigger loads at higher speeds 

 Provide 100% mechanical track maintenance on the main routes to provide for better 

quality of track laying and maintenance 

Neither the government nor the railways have been able to produce much of the $130 billion 

dollar cost for these improvements. How does the new line help and deal with any of these 

problems or India’s railway system at all?  

Beforehand, I asserted that Japan would fund 81% of the costs for the line, but I omitted to  

mention the deal would only take place if India bought at least 30% of produce from Japanese 

companies. In a few years, up to 80% of the parts needed could be constructed in India. Japan 

has offered cheap loans, technical support and is willing to create the parts within the period 

discussed. In my opinion, the deal on the face is good.  

But the big question remains: would an investment to upgrade the entire network be more 

helpful over one single expensive project?  

One million young people are added to India’s workforce each month and by upgrading the 

entire system more jobs would be created than on one single high-speed line. So how does 

this tie in with PM Modi’s hope that “the link will become an engine of economic 

transformation in India”?  

Creating more jobs means you are contributing to the economy whereas only creating one 

high-speed expensive link will create much less jobs than upgrading the entire network. In 

fact, some sources say that creating the link will be a disadvantage for the Indian economy 

and upgrading the entire network would be much more effective.  

Analysts say European firms, like Siemens, could also benefit from India’s efforts to modernise 

its railway infrastructure. The Indian government has been discussing cooperation for 

development of its high-speed railway networks with a number of nations who currently 

possess cutting-edge technological advantages, such as Germany.  

As well as this, why would Shinzo Abe help India and how does this benefit Japan as a whole? 

Surely, because Japan is spending a lot of money on the line, there must be someone else who 

is helping them as well. By selling the trains to India, Abe hopes that this will boost its sales 

with other countries and restore Japan’s deteriorating economy.  

In conclusion, the final question needed to be asked is: “Is this new link beneficial and in what 

way does it actually make a big difference to India and its economy?” 



 

There has been a lot of controversy and drama surrounding the ‘rogue state’ of North Korea. 

We always hear from the news about 

their regime either threatening us with 

increasingly frequent nuclear missile 

tests or how they treat their citizens. We 

are always told that North Korea is a 

dangerous place and a threat to the 

west. It may be true, there is probably a 

lot of truth in the information we are 

told, but have we ever asked what the 

citizens want? What do they think of the 

west? What do they think about their 

own regime?  

It is very hard to get information from 

the people of North Korea as it is a 

totalitarian state where uttering 

anything other than wholehearted 

exultation for the Kim regime could land 

a person in a prison camp or worse.  

A person who was put through North 

Korea’s inhumane justice system was 

Shin Dong-Hyuk. He was a North Korean-

born human rights activist who was 

jailed for escaping a ‘total control zone’ 

grade internment camp in North Korea. 

He has written about his experiences 

and was involved with the UN about 

human rights abuses in North Korea. He 

witnessed dozens of executions each 

 

 

 

starvation, disease and torture. He learned to survive by any means, which included the eating 

of rats, frogs and insects and reporting other inmates for rewards. Shin was tortured as he 

told guards his mother and brother planned to escape. The guards thought he was involved 

and so interrogated him with force. Some time later, he and his father were forced to watch 

his mother and brother’s public execution.  

A typical working life in Pyongyang starts at 6am at which point it is time to prepare for work. 

All North Koreans must wear their Kim Il-Sung badge. Before school lessons begin, the 

children have to sing populist songs before a session of marching and saluting the image of 

the leader. By 8am everyone is at work or school. Work supposedly ends at 5pm and most 

people are at home by 8pm. This happens six days a week. Life in the capital is tedious and 

many do not have the opportunity to have fun and enjoy entertainment as we do.  

Many find their life boring and hard. Somehow, despite the fear of death, 36 interviewees 

agreed to tell their honest opinions of the west. 35 said that their family, friends or 

neighbours complain or make jokes about the regime privately in their home life. There are 

even neighbourhood watches to try and prove guilty people who make such remarks. They 

also said that they knew they were not living in a socialist paradise. 33 of the 36 said that they 

expose themselves to foreign media at least once a month, while 21 said that they did once a 

week. They carefully rig radios to gain access to foreign radio. DVDs and MP3 players are 

smuggled across the border. They can gain access to outside information like weather and 

news reports as well as South Korean and Chinese movies. 32 said they found external 

information useful.  

Another growing issue on North Korean minds is the tensions with the United States. CNN 

interviewed some citizens about their views on the USA. Their replies, however, may not 

reflect their honest opinions because of the strict laws. Yu Gwang Chol, a researcher, said 

“Normal people do know that there is a change of government in the US. We knew the new 

president is a person, Donald Trump by name, and we know that before President Trump 

there was President Obama. But we don’t really care who is in power in the United States. The 

point should be whether they would stop a policy of hostility towards my country.”  

Yu Bong Suk, a teacher, said “I myself don’t care very much who is in power in the United 

States… as long as you have the sanctions, you have the hostile policy that is still basically the 

same.” 

Many North Koreans are silently suffering at the hands of the oppressive society in which they 

live. Many are afraid to express their own opinions for fear of imprisonment. The population is 

controlled by fear. It is clear that many do not agree with their government. Many do know 

that there is an outside world where life is ‘better’. They are just too afraid to do anything. It is 

hard to see a peaceful solution to the tensions , especially with Donald Trump and Kim Jong-

Un not seeing eye-to-eye, who knows what will happen to the people with no voice.  



 

 

North Korea’s economy and culture has undergone a considerable transformation since the 

1990s as a result of the gamine and this has often been overlooked. To understand why these 

changes have happened, it is important to know the context in which they occurred and as a 

result, how North Korea went from a country heavily reliant on Soviet aid to one that is 

fiercely independent - even in the face of aggressive international sanctions.  

Korea was partitioned into two countries following the Allied victory of World War II which 

ended the 35-year long rule under the Japanese Empire. The USSR and the USA both occupied 

distinct parts of the peninsula, north and south of the 38th parallel respectively. However, 

they failed to come to an agreement regarding an independent, unified Korea and neither 

accepted the border as permanent. Both nations insisted they were the legitimate 

government of Korea. On the 25th June 1950, just five years after the partition, North Korean 

forces moved south with the support of the USSR and China.  

After three years of bloodshed and countless millions of both military and civilian casualties 

the US, South Korea, North Korea and China signed an armistice (27th July 1953) which 

brought the Korean war to an end. This also brought the United States’ experience of a 

‘limited war’ (one in which nuclear weapons are not used) to a close. North Korea was born as  

 

a communist state at the end of the Korean War: the collectivisation of its agriculture was 

done through the redistribution of land, now state-owned, for farmers’ use. Following a fear 

years of unsteady food production the country’s distribution programs were able to sustain 

the entire population. Its agriculture, however, required the largest input (of pesticides, 

water, machines and oil) of any agricultural system in the world. The nation thereby became 

heavily dependent on the Soviet Union for much of its early existence. North Korea began to 

adopt ‘juche’ or ‘self-reliance’ at this point to allow the nation to become more autonomous 

from Soviet aid - especially in food and energy production. Meanwhile, economic growth in 

South Korea accelerated under Park Chung-Hee’s presidency, comfortably surpassing North 

Korea in terms of wealth by the end of the 1970s.  

The North Korean famine was caused by a variety of factors both within and out of the 

country’s control. Like communism in the USSR, North Korea’s fragile economic growth began 

to stagnate throughout the 1980s and rising oil prices were especially damaging. The Soviet 

Union, led by Gorbachev, also began to reduce aid to North Korea in favour of improving 

relations with the economically dominant South Korea.  

Ultimately, the famine came about as a result of the North’s fractured economic 

infrastructure coupled with its insufficient food production and supply. Because over 22 

million people had to rely on food produced on just 1/5 of the country’s arable land, many 

resorted to planting crops on hillsides (80% of North Korea’s terrain consists of mountains and 

uplands) which destroyed forest cover and consequently caused soil erosion. Furth 

exacerbated by this erosion, a series of devastating floods followed and a drought began in  



1995 which affected as much as 30% of the country. Much of the existing infrastructure, 

harvests, arable land and grain reserves were destroyed. The United Nations estimated that 

1.5 million tonnes of grain reserves were lost in 1994 and 1995 floods, with further floods in 

1996 and 1997 contributing to the loss of around 85% of North Korea’s power generation 

capabilities. Water contamination, poor health supplies and power failure further added to 

the catastrophe which occurred across North Korea throughout the 1990s.  

The North Korea government insists that between 225,000 and 235,000 people died during 

the famine, however Andrew S. Natsios (a former United States Agency for International 

Development administrator), puts this estimate between 2.5 and 3.5 million by using 

recorded death rates in cities (where records indicate that between 10 and 19% of people 

died). According to the World Health Organisation death rates for children were 93 per 1000 

while the death rate of infants was at 23 per 1000.  

Malnutrition was a huge problem for many North Koreans as the destruction of food reserves 

resulted in people searching desperately for food - even in areas designated as food 

production locations. Everyone was touched, regardless of social class, gender or race: even 

soldiers of the Korean People’s Army, who were given priority due to the nation’s ‘military 

first’ policy, were not given generous rations and often remained hungry alongside their 

families. North Korea’s cultural emphasis on extended families lead to many heads of 

households making tough decisions on who to feed.  

The turning point in the government’s domestic credibility was when ration cuts to farmers 

lead to the total collapse of the Public Distribution System. This is because farmers began  

hoarding any food they produced. Migration and corruption became widespread as a result of 

the system’s collapse. The scale of the disaster was fed when the government ‘triaged’ the 

whole of the north-eastern region in 1995 for two and a half years, blocking all food deliveries 

to ensure the capital was supplied. People working in industries considered non-essential, like 

mining, were also triaged.  

Many of the dramatic changes that occurred during the gamine have continued since, 

especially as poverty and malnutrition remains common. These “quiet revolutions” may not 

be visible from outside the country, but they are slowly starting to reshape every aspect of 

North Korea. Internal migration during the gamine, and since, by families searching for food 

has altered many people’s perception of the state as a whole which has harmed popular 

support for the regime. The arrival of international aid from the west and other places abroad 

has also significantly reduced any feeling of global supremacy and complete self-reliance. 

Despite harsh penalties foreign digital media like DVD and radio is frequently accessed by 

ordinary and elite citizens and in border areas television is also used. Exposure to foreign 

media can also have a bearing on their world view and by extension, their perception of and 

loyalty to the state. For example, by the 1990s, too much information regarding South Korea’s 

higher living standards had reached the North and 

state propaganda was forced to concede this point.  

In addition, the revival of illegal markets during the 

famine resulted in a boom of North Koreans being 

smuggled into  China across the northern border; 

widespread government corruption meant regulation 

and control was weak, allowing these activities to thrive. The country's major source of food 

for many citizens is found through these markets. Although official salaries in 2011 was $2

(USD) per month, the actual figure may be closer to $15 as most North Koreans earn money 

from small illegal businesses like trade, the selling of handmade products and subsistence 

farming. Many men are still forced to go to their official workplaces and because of this the 

illegal market is dominated by females.  

The famine undoubtedly marked a change in how North Koreans view their government and 

how they interact with each other and with people from outside the country. As North Korea’s 

internal markets continue to thrive, and the distribution of foreign media persists, the 

international community may find that the best way to influence North Korea is to interact 

with it directly.  

Nothing is impossible 

for a man with a strong 

will. ~Kim Jong-Il 

While boosting the production of consumer goods, we 

should channel great efforts into improving the welfare 

service for the people. ~Kim Jong-Un 



 

 

Our planet is home to millions of different species of organisms with just 1.6 million having 

been identified and the total number believed to be from anywhere between 2 million and 10 

million. But with an estimated 150 - 200 species going extinct every 24 hours, many die out 

before humans get a chance to discover and document them. The majority of the world’s 

species live in rainforests, despite rainforests covering only 16% of the earth’s surface.  

Rainforests are defined as being “a luxuriant, dense forest rich in biodiversity, found typically 

in tropical areas with consistently heavy rainfall.” There are a number of rainforests on Earth, 

particularly in central America, central Africa, southeast Asia and northern Australasia. The 

largest, by far, is the Amazon rainforest of South America which covers an area of 

approximately 5,500,000km2 with 60% of this area in Brazil and the remainder in Peru, 

Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Guyana, Suriname and the French overseas 

department of French Guiana. The Amazon is widely regarded as having the most extensive 

biodiversity on the planet, but running a close second are the rainforests of southeast Asia.  

Southeast Asia has the oldest rainforests in the world, dating to 70 million years ago (other  

 

compared to the Amazon, which dates back to 55 million year ago). These forests cover large 

swathes of Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar, Indonesia, Laos, Cambodia, Singapore, the 

Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.  

These rainforests were able to survive for millions of years due to their location on the 

equator while the rest of the world’s temperatures fluctuated. Since the last ice age, the 

temperature there has not changed dramatically, thereby allowing the organisms in the 

forests to slowly adapt and evolve to their world. The surrounding oceans were able to sustain 

life there, bringing plenty of moisture in the form of rain to its inhabitants. During global 

changes in temperature the sea levels rose and fell, but small pockets of forest were able to 

survive which allowed the rainforest and the life within it to return time and time again. The 

changing sea levels did make a difference though; Malaysia and the island of Borneo, Sumatra 

and Java were once part of the same land mass until the sea divided them. This meant species 

took their own evolutionary paths to create such extravagant biodiversity. A example of an 

animal this is applicable to is the orangutan.  

After the separation of Borneo and Sumatra, the orangutans on each island diverged into their 

own species about 400,000 years ago. On Borneo there is the Bornean orangutan; on Sumatra 

the Sumatran orangutan and the newly discovered Tapanuli orangutan. This new species is 

even older than the other two, having split from the other great apes in Asia around 700,000 

years ago. There are about 54,500 Bornean orangutans left in the wild compared to 15,000  



Sumatran and less than 800 Tapanuli. All three are listed as ‘critically endangered’ by the IUCN 

(International Union for Conservation of Nature). Compared to their Bornean counterparts, 

Sumatran orangutans are thinner and weigh less. They also have longer faces and longer, pale 

red hair.  

The population of orangutans has declined by over 50% in the last 50 years and is expected to 

decline even further in the future. This sharp decline has been caused by logging, forest fires 

and fragmentation by roads. Palm oil plantations have destroyed much of their habitat and 

some orangutans are killed for the bush meat trade, crop protection or for traditional 

medicine. The illegal pet trade smuggles infant orangutans from the wild and sells them on 

too. The process of attaining these individuals often involve the killing of their mothers which 

can cause the infants to die due to a lack of proper care. These issues affecting the orangutan 

population are also affecting other species throughout the rainforests of southeast Asia.  

Asian elephants can be found in most parts of these rainforests, both on mainland Asia and 

the islands offshore such as Sri Lanka, Sumatra and Borneo. As with the orangutans, being 

separated by waterways caused each group to evolve and today there are three recognised 

subspecies of Asian elephant (Elephas maximus): the Indian elephant (Elephas maximus 

indicus); the Sumatran elephant (Elephas maximus sumatranus) and the Sri Lankan elephant 

(Elephas maximus maximus). The main threat to elephants in southeast Asia is the loss of 

habitation, degradation and fragmentation - similar to that of orangutans and organisms. The 

Asian elephant and its subspecies are all listed as ‘endangered’ by the IUCN, with the 

exception of the Sumatran elephant, which is listed as ‘critically endangered’.  

Deforestation in the rainforests of southeast Asia has not only caused a loss of habitat for its 

inhabitants, but has also contributed to climate change. Southeast Asia is losing its forests at a 

faster rate than any other region near the equator - more so than even the Amazon. This is 

proving very costly on the environment and it is projected that most of the primary forests of 

southeast Asia will be destroyed in the next ten years. The increase in deforestation has been 

driven by the need for land for farming and housing, as well as the need for lumber. If the 

forests die, the animals do too. Rhinos are another example of a family of animals with 

species threatened by extinction. The Sumatran rhino (Dicerorhinus sumatrensis) and the 

Javan rhino (Rhinoceros sondaicus) are both critically endangered. The tiger (Panther tigris) 

also has three subspecies in the southeast Asian rainforest: the Indochinese tiger (Panthera 

tigris corbetti) which is endangered, the Malayan tiger (Panthera tigris jacksoni) and the 

Sumatran tiger (Panthera tigris sumatrae), the latter two of which are critically endangered.  

Countries like Indonesia which contain large sections of rainforest are currently in a state of 

political uncertainty and instability which means conservation efforts are far from their 

priority. This unfortunately means that illegal deforestation and poachers are able to operate 

easily, proving catastrophic for the wildlife there. We can only hope that conservation efforts 

in future will be successful and that the rainforest’s exotic species will be preserved.  

 
 

The Black Sea is one of the most well known seas in the whole world. It is bordered by six 

countries: Ukraine, Russia, Georgia, Turkey, Bulgaria and Romania. The sea has many 

stunning mountains lying on its borders, but my personal favourites are those on the border 

of Turkey. There are over eight mountains. They are all tourist mountains and are the most 

eye-catching. The Köroglu mountain is one of the more popular mountains due to the new ski 

facilities. It is 2,499m high, which is not astonishingly large. It is a very touristy area and is 

packed with forests consisting of firs and pines. It also has many yaylas (mountain resorts 

with alpine cabins). The view from a distance is amazing, especially when fog is passing by.  

The large Mt Elbrus lies between the colossal Caspian Sea and the Black Sea. Mt Elbrus is in 

the Caucasus region. It is Europe’s highest mountain at 5,642m high. It effectively acts as a 

barrier between eastern Europe and western Asia. In addition to this, Mt Elbrus is a dormant 

volcano which consists of two summits. The west is the tallest at 5,642m and the east is 

5,621m. There were many debates about whether Mt Elbrus is in Asia or Europe, because of 

its borderline position, but it was finally declared to be in Europe due to its location in Russia. 

Mt Elbrus actually formed 2.5 million years ago. It has been dormant for a very long time - its 

last eruption was in 50AD. The longest flow of lava extends to 24km, coming from the 

northeast summit. This indicates that there were big eruptions from the volcano. Despite its 

history Mt Elbrus is a popular tourist attraction and is used a lot for trading between Asia and 

Europe. Smaller companies trade over the border where earnings are higher.   

The Pontic Mountains are situated to the southern coast of the Black Sea. It expands into 

Georgia and is west of the Sea of Marmara. The Pontic Mountains’ summit is at a height of 

2,937m. Anatolian conifer forests which cover most of the area and are home to wildlife like 

the Eurasian sparrowhawk.  

 



 
 

In a tricolour flag such as Afghanistan’s, the colours often have their own individual meanings. 

In the Afghan flag the black stands for their troubled past, the red for the blood of the martyrs 

who fought for the country and the green for Islam (the state religion) and for hope in the 

future. The image in the centre of the flag is the emblem of Afghanistan, featuring a mosque; 

sheaves of wheat; two small Afghan flags and the Shahadah (the Muslim declaration of faith) 

in Arabic at the top. The name fo the country also features in Arabic at the bottom. The 

Islamic year 1298 is featured (1919 in the Gregorian calendar) which is the year it was 

liberated from Britain to become an independent Afghanistan. This current rendition of the 

flag was adopted in 2013.  

The flag is relatively unique in a few ways: its mosque makes it one of three national flags to 

feature a building (along with Spain and Cambodia), its miniature flags make it one of two 

flags to feature smaller versions of the flag on the flag (along with Haiti) and finally, the 

Afghan flag has had the most changes of any national flag since the start of the 20th century 

(the most recent of which being the addition of the year of independence to the emblem). 

These changes, which are mostly small tweaks to the emblem, are mainly due to the shifts in 

power that have occurred in Afghanistan during this time period. It has been an Islamic 

republic, an Islamic state and a democratic republic, each with their own slightly different 

versions of the flag. Recurring themes throughout all of these, however, are the same black / 

red / green tricolour and Muslim imagery.  

 

The Saudi Arabian flag’s relatively simple 

design may seem boring but there is a 

great depth of meaning behind the 

symbolism. The text, like the Afghan flag, is 

the Shahadah. The green stands for Islam 

and the sword is the symbol of the Al Saud 

family and also serves to represent 

strictness and justice. The flag’s design 

comes from the Al Saud family, who are 

closely associated with the Wahabbi 

religious movement, who themselves are known for their use of the Shahadah on flags. 

Previous flags have included a more curved sword as well as a vertical stripe on the left 

side. The Shahadah is considered holy in Islam. For this reason, the Saudi flag is never lowered 

to half-mast when others are. This is also true for the flags of Iraq, Afghanistan and the 

autonomous region of Somaliland. The presence of the Shahadah on the flag also means it is 

not usually featured on clothes or other items. In 2002 the Saudi government protested these 

of the Saudi flag on a football design for the 2002 FIFA World Cup, as the kicking of the creed 

would be completely unacceptable and disrespectful.   

 

The Sri Lankan flag, also known as the Lion 

or Sinha flag, looks complex at first glance. 

The three main background colours stand 

for the different ethnic groups of the 

island: maroon for the Sinhalese majority, 

orange for the Tamil minority and green 

for the Muslim Moor minority. 

Encompassing these colours is a gold 

border; the unity of all Sri Lankan people. 

The lion and its kastane sword represent 

the bravery and sovereignty of the 

Sinhalese people. The four bo leaves in each corner of the maroon panel symbolise the four 

Buddhist main concepts: kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity. The current 

flag was brought into use in 1972. The lion’s features are also significant: the eight hairs of the 

lion’s mane stand for the novel eightfold path of Buddhism, its nose for intelligence and its 

beard for purity of words.  

The lion supposedly comes from the first king of Sri Lanka - Vijaya. Upon his arrival in Sri Lanka 

in 486BCE he brought with him a flag bearing a lion, which has since become a symbol in Sri  



Lankan history. The lion was used on flags until King Sri Vikrama Rajasinha was replaced with 

King George III and the new flag of British Ceylon was taken, featuring an elephant in front of 

a dagoba Buddhist temple. After independence was gained in 1948 Sri Lanka took a very 

similar flag to its current one with just a few minor changes being made later in the 20th 

century.  

 

The dragon is Druk, the thunder dragon of Bhutanese mythology. This comes from the belief 

that thunder is the sound of dragons roaring. The founder of the Drukpa Buddhist lineage 

heard thunder while seeing glowing lights in a valley, where he set up the first Drukpa 

monastery with the thunder dragon as its symbol. Druk has become closely associated with 

Bhutan - to the point that the nation itself is referred to as ‘Druk’ by the Bhutanese people. 

Druk carries a norbu jewel in each claw, which represents the wealth and security of  

Bhutan, while his snarling mouth symbolises his commitment to the defence of the country. 

The two background colours also have meanings: yellow for the civil tradition and monarchy 

of the country (kings will 

wear yellow scarves 

(kabney) as part of their 

garb) and orange for 

Buddhism. The position 

of Druk on the dividing 

line of the two colours 

signifies the equal 

importance of both civil 

and religious tradition in 

the country. Druk’s white 

colour symbolises the 

purity and unity of the 

people of Bhutan.  

On the first Bhutanese flag Druk was turquoise according to religious texts. The colour was 

changed in 1956 and later so were the flag’s dimensions. The king noted that the Bhutanese 

flag did not flutter as well as the Indian flag and then ordered the size to be changed for a 

more effective and noticeable flutter. In previous versions, Druk has had different designs and 

renditions as well as varying positions on the flag. The flag has remained unchanged since 

1969.  

 

-  
 

Nestled in the centre of the Arabic world 

lies the modern manifestation of Persia– 

Iran. Bordered by focal countries in 

Western politics, including but not limited 

to, both Iraq and Afghanistan, Iran has 

become entangled wantonly in the world 

political stage. While not an economic 

powerhouse, or a military opponent to 

Western nations, Iran does possess one 

unaccountable quality: ambition.  

Historically, the land now titled ‘Iran’ has been an epicentre on the global stage. Constantly, 

the borders of Persia have been redefined, diminished and expanded and for centuries the 

prominence of this mighty nation was known throughput the world. Recently, however, Iran’s 

status as a world superpower has faltered, as humanity has left the agriculturally-based era of 

its existence. Resultantly, the ‘fertile crescent’ and its outlying lands have fallen from grace 

and remain only as a relic of humanity’s former imperial glory.  

In 550BCE (Before Common Era) ‘Cyrus the Great’ formed the Achaemenid Empire through 

the forced agglomeration of the numerous realms already existing in the ancient east. Initially, 

Cyrus rose to eminence as a consequence of his blunt opposition to the management inflicted 

upon the Persis, that is, those nomadic peoples originating from their homeland beside the 

Persian Gulf (of whom the Archaemenes family were part of the populace), by the Medes. 

This is arguably one of the most significant uprisings of this ancient world and irrefutably set 

the stage for global politics. Far more influential than that of Spartacus (those few gladiatorial 

slaves have been defeated and crucified along the 

Appian way mere years after their media-inflated 

rebellion). Far more influential, too, than that of the 

Iceni leader Boudicca who committed suicide as an 

alternative to capture (and probably enslavement) by 

the Romans. This was an insurrection of the truly 

monumental size, not because of the quantity of 

people involved, but because Cyrus grasped the fact 

that there were no foreseeable limits to his expansion 

and reign.  

Cyrus’ empire became a world superpower instantly.  



At the time, it was rivalled by only the Egyptian Empire; China was in disarray, rivalling 

families and clans warring for supremacy; Rome was a relatively new city, still coming to 

terms with its founding; and the Greek city states, so famed for their contributions in so many 

fields, were too small and hostile to form any kind of unified opponent. Carthage, if its focus 

lay anywhere but trade, may potentially have been a worthy opponent, but this is just 

speculation granted with retrospect.  

Summarising, the Archaemenid Empire was at its founding thrown to the forefront of the 

world’s ceaseless cultural competition and subsequently came to dominate it.   

Cyrus undertook a venture as yet unparalleled . He merged the majorly different peoples of 

west Asia into one nation and successfully administered this nation until his death, said by 

Herodotus to be at the hands of the Massagetae tribe in battle as he sought for yet further 

expansion. During this reign of twenty-nine years, Cyrus the Great formed the largest domain 

the world had ever seen. His immediate successor was Cambyses II, who despite ruling for 

only eight years, contributed possibly the drastic change to the Archaemenid Dynasty: the 

defeat of the only major opponent of the time, the Egyptian dynasty. 

This victory contributed massively to the development of the swiftly progressing Persians, 

contributing valuable technologies, techniques and information, as well as new, fertile lands.  

Darius I was the final expansionist Persian monarch. Under his reign, the Archaemenid Empire 

stretched across the known world; from Macedon to the Himalayas and in total spanned 

more than 5.5 million square kilometres. It was a kingdom of absurd proportion.  

The Achaemenid Empire might have claimed the title as one of the largest empires in history, 

but it is also a competitor for the most well administered. The sheer size of the empire 

removed the possibility that it could be solely ruled by one man and one man alone. The King 

of Kings therefore, despite ruling supreme, invented the position of ‘Satrap’ which effectually 

delegated rule to governors until the matter was of, fittingly, supreme importance. Cyrus the 

Great created twenty six Satraps who acted not as kings, but as viceroys ruling in the king’s 

name. Under Darius the Great, this number was increased to thirty six and fixed their annual 

tribute as can be seen even today, as part of the Behistun inscription in western Iran. 

Satraps were given land over which they ruled as administrators with the help of a court. A 

Satrap was responsible for collecting taxes as well as ensuring peace in regions previously 

marred with conflict. The Satrap was an ingenious form of delegation and ensured conflict 

between ethnic groups remained at a minimum. Satraps also represented the first detailed 

form of legal system, acting as Supreme Justice of their province and ruling on each individual 

case of criminality to be brought before them. In order to prevent any one Satrap gaining too 

much power or influence, the King of Kings made clear the presence of a royal secretary as 

well as emissaries who acted as the ‘eye of the king’, who himself made only one annual 

inspection. To further check the power of each Satrap, the chief financial official and the 

generals of his province acted independently of him and directly reported to the Shah (King of 

Kings) in person. This is a notable example of the first known centralised bureaucratic 

administration. 

Other clear indications of the advanced nature of the empire are its road systems, use of one 

official language (despite the obvious cultural differences it must have encompassed) and its  



postal system– the first known exemplification of this national service. The ‘Royal Road’ was 

another astounding hallmark of the ancient world. Darius I ordered its construction to reduce 

the time taken to cross the heartland of the Achaemenid Empire, from Susa to Sardis, which 

before the road was a ninety day 

journey by foot. The couriers of 

the Angarium, who were 

effectively the royal courier 

service, could make this 2,699m 

journey utilising the road in just 

seven days. Herodotus notably 

praised these couriers with the 

quotation: “There is nothing in 

the world that travels faster than 

these Persian couriers… Neither 

snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom 

of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed round” which has 

now been immortalised as an engraving on the James Farley Post Office in New York, and is 

often referred to as the United States postal service creed.  

Overarching the enormity of the Achaemenid Empire is its repeated reincarnations under 

different names. To reel off a few; the Parthian Empire; the Sassanian Empire; the Safavid 

Dynasty; the Afsharid Dynasty and the Qajar Dynasty, as well as modern day Iran. This 

embedded status in Asian culture is, I would argue, entirely due to the geography of the 

region Iran is situated. 

The proximity of the region to both the Oman and the Persian Gulf, as well as its border with 

the Caspian Sea, mean Iran is in a position of strength navally. The abundance of mountains 

within its borders have also shaped the economic, cultural and political circumstances of the 

area. This can be prominently seen through the existence and upkeep of the ‘basin towns’ 

which have sprung seemingly from very little. Before the construction of railroads and roads 

through the mountains, the naturally formed basins were isolated from one other and trade 

between them was minimal. Each basin town became its own agriculturally subsistent 

settlement and residents are still, even now, proud of their independence from the 

centralised bureaucratic system pioneered by the Achaemenid Empire millennia previously. 

This isolation also allowed practices such as transhumance, which is the seasonal movement 

of livestock, to thrive and become a major economic factor for each basin town. While the 

geography of the area seems to have allowed progression on a scale before, it does lack key 

important features, which could have restricted development when looking at the area from a 

more long-term perspective. The most obvious of these is the absence of large river systems, 

leading to caravan-dominated trade in every incarnation of Persia.   

Climatically, much of the modern-day Iran is primed for agriculture. Huge wathes of land in 

the north and west are subjected to Mediterranean weather, accompanied by spring rains, 

which allowed a agriculture-based economy to form and provided the aforementioned basin 

towns with their necessary crops to subsist.  

Particularly, the Zagros mountains forming the western border of Iran have been a pivotal 

natural structure in the history of Persia. A near impenetrable barrier between the Persian 

homeland and military contenders, the has countless time throughout history served as an 

important, if not the deciding factor in conflicts. Most recently, in the Iran-Iraq war beginning 

in 1980, the mountain range became the fortress for Iranian troops who used it as a ready-

made and easily-defensible position from which Iraqi forces could be repelled. 

Its topography also rendered aerial assaults near useless, as shown by the ‘War of the Cities’ 
in which Iraq’s vastly superior aircraft were unable to inflict any serious or lasting damage to 
any Iranian city targeted.  

Historically, these mountains have also served as a primary factor in military campaigns, 

During Alexander the Great’s (Styled after Cyrus the Great) campaign eastward, the 

Achaemenid Persian army realised its dire situation and selected the Persian as the location of 

its final stand. The King of Kings was not present at the battle, but the Satrap of Persia– 

Ariobarzanes– was, and it is recorded that he was viewed as a perfectly adept military figure. 

He was spoken of so highly, in fact, that King of Kings did not his ability to defeat one of the 

most capable generals the world has ever seen, with less troops and worse equipment. 

Consequently, in the winter of 330BCE, Alexander the Great’s army confronted Ariobarzane’s 

forces in the heavily fortified narrow pass leading to Persian to the Persian Gate.  The 

importance of this battle was not wasted on either general: should Ariobarzane succeed it 

would unravel the campaign of Alexander the Great and could potentially have sparked a 

rekindling of the almighty Achaemenid Empire. It is coincidence, then, than this location was 

chosen. The pass was narrow– only a few metres at its widest point, and despite being 

outnumbered and (for some) unarmed, the Persian forces remained undaunted, proceeding 

to rain boulders, arrows and other projectiles from the high vantage points they controlled. It 

is said Alexander lost entire  platoons in this first engagement, and the advancing rear guard 

prevented an orderly retreat, thus resulting in further casualties. Ultimately, this led to 

Alexander abandoning his fallen soldiers in order to preserve the remainder of his army– a 

disgraceful act by both Greek and Macedon standards. The sheer size of Alexander’s army  



would have been enough to slaughter the Persian forces if they were to meet head on in 
battle, especially when one considers the lack of weapons and equipment the Persian army 
was suffering. But the strategic location of the Persian Gate reduced  Alexander’s military 
superiority to irrelevance and he was unable to make headway for an entire month– the 
longest dash Alexander had, or would, ever face in war. Historians today believe this was the 
battle in which Alexander suffered the greatest losses throughout his campaign across the 
known world, which finalised in the outskirts of India. In total, Alexander the Great’s 
conquered lands ranged from Macedon in the west to the fringes of India in the east. It is the 
common consensus then, that the Zagros Mountains have been critical for Persian history 
militarily. Those same mountains were also sovereign in their contributions to however, and 
arguably, more crucial to the development of the Empire in the first place.  

Herodotus, who is relied upon rather heavily for insights into the ancient world, wrote that 
from five years of age Persian youths were instructed to 
learn three things: “to ride a horse, to draw a bow and to 
speak the Truth”. He continues this by saying “the most 
disgraceful thing in the world [the Persians] think, is to 
tell a lie; the next worst, is to owe a debt: because, 
among other reasons, the debtor is obliged to tell lies.” 
This focus on honesty is further displayed by the 
knowledge we now have that to tell a lie was considered 
a cardinal sin, and 

was in some instances punishable by death according to 
tablets discovered in the 1930s at the site of Persepolis. 
In Darius I’s reign, it is shown in the Behistun inscriptions 
that the rebellions he crushed had been sparked through 
the insurrectionist liars. Whether this is true is entirely 
speculation, as we have no other records detailing the 
other side’s perspective.  

The prevalence of honesty and morality is a remarkable 
feature of the Persian peoples, but it is coupled with  

another astonishing (for the time) policy: religious toleration. Potentially one of the most 
notorious and recorded acts of the Roman Empire was the crucifixion of Christ. The 
persecution [by Rome] of those who disagreed with the polytheistic religion of Rome is 
commonly cited in the modern age. This broad history of Rome’s early relationship with 
Christianity is punctuated by blunt examples of the common opinion - gladiatorial battles 
between Christians and lions, as well as the infamous use of Christians as living candles by 
emperor Nero - are two well known samples. The genocidal acts committed against Jews are 
also noted. This evidence is indicative of Rome being a culturally oppressive and unaccepting 
empire, which is commonly misinterpreted as representative of the ancient world, for Rome 
was centred on Europe, where much of our knowledge and own culture derives from.  

Conversely to the Romans, the Achaemenid Empire supported religious and cultural 
toleration. The definition of the word ‘supported’ is here blurred, as in ancient times the 
absence of persecution was seen as support, but the principle of toleration stands 
nonetheless. One source showing the appreciation for differing religions is the Old Testament, 
in which Cyrus the Great is believed to have released the Jews from their decades of capitivity 
at the hands of both Assyrian and Babylonian rulers and then further allowed them to return 
to their homeland.  

Zoroastrianism too, surged in popularity. Until this adoption by Persian rulers, Zoroastrianism 
lacked formal structure but among its small numbers stressed the importance of several 
modern ideas, such as those of liberty and free will. Once more, Herodotus is key in providing 
insights into the customs of Persian religion at this period of time. During the reigns of 
Artaxerxes I and Darius II, it was noted that “[the Persians] have no images of Gods, no 
temples nor altars, and consider the use of them a sign of folly.” This vivid description was 
justified with the line “This comes, I think, from their not believing the Gods to have the same 
nature with men, as the Greeks imagine.” Ostensibly, the stark differences in religious culture 
of the ancient world are clear to Herodotus, who is seen as relatively accepting of culture and 
writes with the intention not to slander, but to inform. The earliest descriptions of Zoroastrian 
practice also come from Herodotus, where he describes their worship as a form of sacrifice, 
given to “the sun and moon, to the earth, to fire, to water and to the winds.” Promptly, he 
then moves on to describe the inevitable (due to 
proximity and absorption of peoples) adoption of 
the religious pinnacles of both the Assyrians and the 
Arabian Empires, which both contribute very little to 
the final form of Zoroastrianism.  

One defining feature of Zoroastrianism is the 
existence and importance of Magi. An observation, 
again by Herodotus, said that “no prayer or offering 
can be made without a Magus present”. The Magi 
were a hereditary priesthood found all over western 
Iran and who were responsible for all religious 
services (not just Zoroastrianism). The religious text 
of Zoroastrianism is the Avesta and includes the 
ritual practices of Zoroastrianism, possibly the most 
famous of which is the exposure of the deceased.  

Exposure of the dead was carried out through the  



use of the ‘Tower of Silence’ which , despite its ominous name, is merely a tower used for 
excarnation by carrion birds. The dating of the use of such towers is predicted to be 
somewhat later than Herodotus’ writings of the fifth century, perhaps sometime around the 
ninth. The Tower exists because of the sacredness of both fire and earth. This religious 
significance means the dead are prohibited by doctrine to come into contact with either 
because they are unclean. The corpse-demon (nasu.daeva) was believed to rush into the body 
upon death and thereby contaminate everything the corpse came into contact with.  

The religious tolerance provided by the Achaemenid family was of enormous importance to 
the development of Persia. Ultimately, the clearest advantage of religious tolerance is the lack 
of insurgency. Insurrections were sparse in the middle and later years of the empire 
(excluding the prolific revolts of Darius I’s reign) and this is largely because of the freedom of 
expression of faith which was permitted. This also meant that expansion was far easier. 
Neighbouring regions were less concerned with being swamped by Persia because of the few  
changes to their administration, governing and religious practices. A secondary advantage is 
trade. Regions who otherwise would refuse to trade due to religious and cultural disparities 
were forced by the overseeing Satraps to become more inclusive and accepting of alternative 
cultures and beliefs. This allowed for development at a considerably higher rate in many 
regions of west Asia, and could arguably be linked to the Islamic Golden Age approximately 
one millennium later. The astounding scale of cultural acceptance can be summarised by the 
name of a structure found in Persepolis. Constructed by Xerxes I, the ‘Gate of all Nations’ 
provides enormous clarity as to the opinion, if only publicly, of whomever was King of Kings at 
any given time.  

Art and architecture also held a particular podium in Persian society. Achaemenid architecture 
featured large cities (urban sprawls), temples, palaces and mausoleums. One of the most 
famous mausoleums on earth is that of Cyrus the Great, which it is reported was visited by 
countless famed individuals in the years to come, including Alexander the Great (upon his 
conquest). An unofficial holiday in modern day Iran is celebrated around the tomb of Cyrus 
into Babylon, which was a significant moment in the initial expansion of the empire.  

Due to the vast incorporation of culture under the Persian King of Kings, Persian architecture 
is now identified as an eclectic mix of Median, Assyrian, Asiatic Greek and Babylonian 
influences. The most famous example of Persian architecture is the Grand Palace at 
Persepolis. The sheer size of the site is immense - including a 125,000m2 terrace - which was 
partly artificially constructed and partly cut out of the adjacent mountains, is evidently 
indicative of the precedent of the scale of construction for the empire. It is, as has been 
noted, a rival to the famous Pyramids of Giza in terms of size - yet another example of the 
spectacular fashion of the time. The grandeur too, is remarkable. The use of Grecian pillars; 
revolutionary architectural methods, including primitive machinery, and artwork are all ever 
evidencing the intricacy and complexity of the Persian empire.  

To summarise, I believe Persia is a focal point for both world history and world culture. It 
possesses a rich link to the ancient world, as well as a largely significant role in the middle 
ages and even now, in its somewhat shrunken form of Iran, it opposes the global superpowers 
of the United States and United Kingdom with glorious splendour and ambition and remains 
the only thriving theocracy.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


