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Beirut, Lebanon where broken streets mirror a shattered economy and political system (Hiba Al Kallas/Shutterstock)

Schoolgirls chat on return from school, Kabul  
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Girls and conflict
James Cleverly, UK Minister 
of State for Middle East and 
North Africa, has urged the UN Security 
Council to “condemn the alarming increase in 
attacks on schools and the abduction of and 
sexual violence against girls”. At a debate 
on Children in Armed Conflict, he called for 
gender perspectives to be incorporated in all 
their thinking. 

Read more: www.sat7.org/girls-and-conflict

No accountability, 
no peace
Over 30 NGOs have called 
on Iraqi authorities to establish 
a court to prosecute Islamic State members 
for atrocities committed against Yazidis, 
Turkmen, Christian, and Shabak minority 
groups. Despite a court decision barring such 
a tribunal, the group said “dealing with the 
past is essential for Iraq ́s peaceful future”.

Read more: www.sat7.org/accountability

State v Church in 
Algeria
Algeria’s Association of 
Protestant Churches (EPA) has 
won a legal case to regain use of a former 
church in the port city of Mostaganem. Loaned 
to the Ministry of Health in 1976, the local 
governor later gave it to an Islamic charity. 
The EPA has a pastor and Christian community 
keen to move in but faces a battle to reopen 
16 other churches closed by the authorities. 

Source: Christianity Today

REGION REMAINS FRAGILE 
AMID MULTIPLE CHALLENGES AND 
TENSIONS
Lebanon’s economic depression has been described by the World Bank as “likely 
to rank in the top 10, possibly top 3, most severe crisis episodes globally since the 
mid-nineteenth century”. Years of economic mismanagement and the racking up of 
unsustainable debt depleted currency reserves and forced it to default on repayments 
last year. Then the COVID-19 pandemic hit followed by a disastrous explosion of 
illegally-stored materials in the port of Beirut, bringing Lebanon to its knees. 

Foreign nations sent aid and personnel, and local NGOs, churches and volunteers 
rolled up their sleeves. Meanwhile, Lebanon’s politicians have so far blocked an 
investigative judge from prosecuting MPs and officials responsible for the port. 
Reappointed Prime Minister-Designate Saad Hariri resigned in July and was 
replaced by Najib Mikati, a telecoms tycoon and former PM. On the explosion 
anniversary thousands processed to Beirut port carrying photographs of blast victims. 

CONTINUED ON P2

DANGEROUS DAYS IN AFGHANISTAN
The world watched in horror as the Taliban swept through Afghanistan following the withdrawal 
of NATO forces in July, capturing the capital Kabul on 15 August. The alarming speed at which 
the Taliban seized control of the country, 20 years after it was ousted by US-led troops, prompted 
thousands of Afghans to flee – including President Ashraf Ghani. 

The UK Parliament was recalled from its summer recess to debate the situation. Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson had previously said that the security threat from al-Qaeda to the UK had been overcome 
and it was time to replace military intervention with “every diplomatic and humanitarian lever”. 

 (Continued on p4)
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An exodus of medical workers has brought Lebanon’s health service to the brink, 
while lengthy power cuts, fuel and medicine shortages add to the misery. King 
Abdullah of Jordan raised Lebanon’s future with President Biden and said he 
asked, “When the bottom does fall out—and it will happen in weeks—what can 
we do as the international community to step in?”

IRAQ
It is just over seven years since Islamic State (IS) overran Mosul, the second largest 
city in Iraq. It ordered all the city’s Christians to convert, die, or leave the city. A 
month later in Sinjar, IS massacred 2,000 to 5,000 Yazidi men and kidnapped 
thousands of women and children. Most members of both communities remain 
displaced or have emigrated because of the continuing insecurity.

While IS had lost almost all its territory in Iraq and Syria by December 2017, cells 
remain active. An IS-claimed suicide bombing killed at least 35 people as they 
shopped at a market in a Shia district of Baghdad on the eve of the Eid al-Adha 
festival (19 July). The attack was similar to a January one that targeted Shia at a 
second-hand clothes market.

Iraq remains a scarred and fragile state. Two deadly hospital fires in April and July 
each killed scores of people and again revealed the poor state of public services 
in a nation weakened by decades of conflict. Protests that began in October 2019 
over chronic services and unemployment continue at a lower level. 

TURMOIL IN TUNISIA
Uncertainty hangs over Tunisia, seen as the only success story of the Arab 
Spring uprisings. At the time of writing, President Saied has sacked Prime Minister 
Mechichi and other key ministers and suspended parliament for a month. The 
move came after nationwide protests over a mismanaged COVID-19 vaccination 
programme, resulting health crisis and continuing economic failure. Saied claimed 
to be acting on behalf of the public, but there was international concern that 
democratic processes should quickly resume. 

Israel and the Palestinian Territories returned to the headlines in May. 
Protests over threatened evictions of Palestinians in East Jerusalem and violence 
outside the Al-Aqsa Mosque escalated after Hamas fired missiles at Israeli cities 
and Israel launched massive strikes on densely populated districts of Gaza. 
Noteworthy was the show of solidarity by Palestinians across Israel and the West 
Bank in a general strike protesting against Israeli actions and ethnic discrimination. 

A month later, after four elections in two years, Israel found itself with a 
remarkably diverse new government. In order to unseat long-serving Benjamin 
Netanyahu, it brought together pro-settlement Naftali Bennett as Prime Minister, 

Anti-corruption protesters at Freedom Monument in Baghdad, November 2019 (Bilal Izzudin/Shutterstock) 
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AFGHANISTAN
Ethnic groups

 Pashtun 42%
 Tajik 27%
 Hazara 9%
 Uzbek 9%
 Aimak 4%
 Turkmen 3%
 Balok 2%
 Others 4%

Religions 

    Muslim 99.7%
 Sunni Muslim 85-90%
 Shia Muslim 10-15%

 Other 0.3%

Languages

Dari (Afghan Persian) 80%, 
Pashto 47%, Uzbek 11%, English 
5%, Turkmen 2%, Urdu 2%

Timeline

1747 State established

1839–42, 1878–80, 1919 Three Anglo-Afghan 
wars

1880–1921 Britain controls Afghan foreign 
policy in exchange for protection against Russia 
and Persia

1925–73 Modernisation

1973 Army-backed coup; Afghanistan declared 
a republic

1978 Coup by People’s Democratic Party, 
implements Marxist-Leninist policies

1979 Soviet invasion to back new government 
prompts Mujahideen insurgency 

1989 Soviet Union withdraws

1992 Coup by Mujahideen leads to civil war

1996 Taliban take control

2001 US-led invasion removes Taliban; new 
government supported by International Security 
Assistance Force 

2004, 2009 Hamid Karzai elected president

2014 Ashraf Ghani elected president

2021 Drawdown of NATO forces
          Taliban re-capture Afghanistan
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religious conservatives, political centrists and a small group of Arab Islamists. 
Despite this, the eviction threats remain. 

An important change of direction was seen in meetings with King Abdullah 
of Jordan to confirm an overdue water sharing agreement. Other areas of 
cooperation were discussed in efforts to repair relations that had hit a low-point 
under Netanyahu. July’s visit to the White House by Abdullah demonstrated that a 
Biden government, unlike its predecessor, sees Jordan as key to its approach to the 
Israeli–Palestinian conflict.

NILE THREAT
Water stocks continue to be a major concern for Egypt and Sudan as Ethiopia 
completes the building of its Grand Renaissance Dam. Egypt’s Foreign Minister 
urged Ethiopia to agree to a legally binding solution, calling the dam an 
“existential threat” to his country. 

Egypt also released several prominent journalists and activists ahead of the Eid 
al-Adha festival. Among them was Esraa Abdelfattah, whose use of social media 
to mobilise protests that helped unseat President Mubarak in 2011 earned her the 
nickname “Facebook Girl”. Abdelfattah was arrested in October 2019 and held 
for 22 months on “pre-trial detention” on alleged charges of “spreading false 
news” and “collaborating with a terrorist group”. 

Turkey’s President Erdogan is looking ahead to the centenary of the founding 
of the Turkish Republic in 2023. In anticipation, he announced a new, grand 
engineering project. The Istanbul Canal aims to be a kind of Suez Canal between 
the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmara. Critics point out that the Bosphorus Strait 
already provides such a passage naturally. For Erdogan and his supporters, it is a 
prestige project that will ease heavy tanker traffic passing through the Bosphorus, 
minimise risks to Istanbul, and earn political capital ahead of Turkey’s presidential 
elections in the centenary year.

Read Middle East Briefings every month at www.sat7uk.org/briefings
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GENDER 
EQUALITY
FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN 
PARLIAMENT

Middle East and 
North Africa: 18% of 
parliamentary seats 
are held by women 

Top 5 MENA parliaments for proportion 
of women members:

Source: World Bank

EDUCATION: OVERCOMING 
ILLITERACY

All MENA adults illiterate in 2000:   

Female 42% Male 22%

MENA young adults (aged 15-24) 
illiterate in 2000:

Female 23% Male 11%

Sources: UNESCO, UN Development Programme

WOMEN IN THE LABOUR FORCE

• Despite a slow upward trend (from 17 
per cent of women aged 15+ in 1990 to 
20% in 2019), women’s participation in 
the workforce is the lowest of any world 
region

•  Although slightly more women enroll in 
university degrees, the unemployment 
rate for women seeking work is 43.9% 
and 22.9% for men 

•  Women are more vulnerable to 
unemployment during economic crises. 
During economic recession in North 
Africa, young female unemployment rose 
by 9.1% compared to 3.1% for males 
(IMF, 2013)

Source: World Bank, 2019

Construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (dpa picture alliance/Alamy)
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DANGEROUS DAYS 
IN AFGHANISTAN
(Continued from p1) There are fears for Afghan citizens 
amid reports of summary executions, the destruction of 
schools, electricity pylons and development projects, 
and of women facing severe restrictions. SAT-7 heard 
that Taliban fighters were also searching for Christian 
converts, most of whom come from the Hazara minority, 
the Shia ethnic group which has been targeted in some 
of the worst terrorist attacks.

READ MORE: www.sat7uk.org/afghanistan-statement

HUMAN RIGHTS FEARS IN IRAN
Since his election in June, 
Iran observers have been 
contemplating what the 
presidency of former Chief 
Justice Ebrahim Raisi will 
mean for human rights. The 
new president is a protégé 
of Ayatollah Khamenei 
and fierce opponent of 
dissidents. In the 1980s, 
Raisi approved the 
execution of at least 3,000 
political prisoners. 

Iran’s direction of travel is concerning. New regulations in June took the power to issue or 
withdraw lawyers’ licences away from the independent Bar Association and gave it to Iran’s 
conservative judiciary, making it easier to remove lawyers who defend human rights cases.  On 
Freedom of Religion, Tehran has denounced house-churches as “hostile” entities and recent 
prosecutions of Christians have described them as members of “enemy” groups. The Baha’i 
Community (8 July) also complained of an “intensification” of “hate speech” by official channels.

READ MORE: www.sat7uk.org/article18

ISTANBUL SETBACK
On 1 July Turkey formally withdrew from the Istanbul Convention designed to prevent violence 
against women. The 2011 pact commits governments to adopt legislation that criminalises 
behaviours such as physical, psychological and sexual violence. Turkey itself has seen a sharp 
rise in femicides in recent years, with 474 deaths in 2019. SAT-7’s Turkish language channel last 
year launched a special series, You Are Not Alone, in which lawyers, psychologists and women’s 
workers share practical information to support domestic violence victims.  

Prayer meeting of Iranian Christians in exile (SAT-7)]
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WHO ARE SAT‑7?

SAT-7 is an international 
Christian media ministry, 

bringing life-changing joy to 
the people of the Middle East & 
North Africa through powerful, 
faith-filled television and digital 
media programmes. In a region 

marked by conflict, SAT-7 
presents a positive vision for life 

and society. Our programmes 
are holistic and inclusive, 

seeking to meet the needs of the 
whole person – often through 

education, health and social 
inclusion – as our response 

to the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Greetings to you. I wanted 
to ask, could you please 
send me the books and 
also provide teaching 
for me? Despite all the 
difficulties here, I would 
like to know more about 
Christianity and if possible 
to come to faith in Jesus.” 

A SAT-7 Afghan viewer
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MAKING GOD’S LOVE VISIBLE 
ACROSS THE MIDDLE EAST  

AND NORTH AFRICA  
THROUGH CHRISTIAN TV  

AND DIGITAL MEDIA

   O U T A N D A B O U T

SEPT
27

Labour Party 
Conference: Panel 
with Christians on 
the Left

Free to believe? Can religious freedom be assured?
SAT-7 will partner Christians On The Left (COTL) to deliver this 
debate on the fringe of the Labour Party conference in Brighton. The 
panel will include MPs, church leaders and SAT-7 representatives. 

12.30pm, open to all. St Paul’s Church, West St, Brighton BN1 
2RE

DATE
TBC

Conservative Party 
Conference

Free to believe? Can religious freedom be assured?
A panel discussion involving MPs, church leaders and SAT-7 
representatives in partnership with the Conservative Christian 
Fellowship (CCF)

Zoom event, open to all. Details available soon.
 

www.sat7uk.org/events
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