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Abstract

This article reports on trends in organized violence, building on new data by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program
(UCDP). The falling trend in fatalities stemming from organized violence in the world, observed for five consecutive
years, broke upwards in 2020 and deaths in organized violence seem to have settled on a high plateau. UCDP
registered more than 80,100 deaths in organized violence in 2020, compared to 76,300 in 2019. The decrease in
violence in Afghanistan and Syria was countered by escalating conflicts in, for example, Artsakh (Nagorno-Kara-
bakh), Azerbaijan and Tigray, Ethiopia. Moreover, the call for a global ceasefire following the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic failed to produce any results. In fact, the number of active state-based and non-state conflicts,
as well as the number of actors carrying out one-sided violence against civilians, increased when compared to 2019.
UCDP noted a record-high number of 56 state-based conflicts in 2020, including eight wars. Most of the conflicts
occurred in Africa, as the region registered 30 state-based conflicts, including nine new or restarted ones.
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Organized violence 1989–2020, with a special
emphasis on Syria1

The hopes that the COVID-19 pandemic would lead to
reduced violence had long been crushed as 2020 came to
an end. UCDP data, illustrated in Figure 1, shows that the
falling trend in fatalities stemming from organized violence
in the world, witnessed every year since the latest peak in
2014, broke upwards in 2020. UCDP registered more
than 80,100 deaths in organized violence in 2020, com-
pared to 76,300 in 2019. While this is a 45% drop

compared to the more than 144,700 fatalities recorded in
2014, the decline tapered off in 2018–19 and deaths seem
to have settled on a high plateau. Moreover, the number of
active state-based and non-state conflicts, as well as the
number of actors carrying out one-sided violence against
civilians, increased when compared to 2019.

The two largest wars of the past decade, Afghanistan
and Syria, both de-escalated in 2020. At the same time,
violence in other areas escalated as old tensions, having
simmered for years or even decades, flared up in conflicts
such as the one over government power in Ethiopia,
pitting the Addis Ababa regime against TPLF (Tigray
People’s Liberation Front) and the separatist conflict
over Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) in Azerbaijan.

Corresponding author:
therese.pettersson@pcr.uu.se

1 UCDP collects data on state-based armed conflict, non-state
conflict, and one-sided violence. The categories are mutually
exclusive and can be aggregated as ‘organized violence’. They also
share the same intensity cut-off for inclusion – 25 fatalities in a
calendar year. Appendices 1, 2, and 3 list the active conflicts in
2020. See Online appendix for definitions.
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In recent years, there has been a clear regional shift
from the Middle East to Africa now driving the trend in
organized violence. Completely dominant in one-sided
violence, and the location of more than half of all state-
based armed conflicts in the world, Africa witnessed its
bloodiest year since 2014.

The first section of this article presents recent trends
in three types of organized violence, focusing particularly
on events in 2020. The second section takes a closer look
at Syria, home to the bloodiest conflicts of the 21st
century. Using new disaggregated data from UCDP,
we explore how Syria has dominated the trends in orga-
nized violence in the past decade.

State-based armed conflict 1946–2020
UCDP documented a record-high number of state-based
armed conflicts in 2020, after observing a slowly rising
trend for several years. In 2020, 56 armed conflicts were
active around the world. This is an increase of one com-
pared to 2019,2 and the highest number recorded in the
post-1946 period.3 While most conflicts are minor and
result in relatively few battle-related deaths, the sheer

number of armed struggles is alarming, as they run the
risk of escalating into conflicts that are more lethal.

The year 2020 also saw several examples of escalating
violence in conflicts that had been inactive for years or
even decades. The border conflict between China and
India had not been active since 1967, but lethal
skirmishes erupted in the Galwan Valley in June
2020.4 Fighting between the two nuclear powers sub-
sided but tension lingers (Dalton & Zhao, 2020). In
February 2021, after several rounds of high-level talks
between the two nations, they agreed to pull back their
troops from some of the border areas (BBC, 2021). In
Azerbaijan, the separatist conflict against the Republic of
Artsakh, with Armenia and Turkey involved as second-
ary warring parties, had been inactive since 2017 and,
before that, active on a very low level of intensity since
the large-scale war of the early 1990s. In mid-2020,
tension between the parties escalated, followed by heavy
fighting starting on 27 September.5 After one and a half
months of clashes, resulting in over 7,500 deaths,

Figure 1. Fatalities in organized violence by type, 1989–2020

2 Last year UCDP reported 54 state-based conflicts (Pettersson &
Öberg, 2020). Based on new information, DR Congo: Islamic State
was added.
3 Since the end of World War II, 646 dyads have been active in 292
conflicts in 159 locations. Corresponding numbers for the 1989–

2020 period are 406 dyads in 186 conflicts in 98 locations. See
Online appendix for definitions.
4 References to event IDs in UCDP Georeferenced Event Dataset
(GED) version 21.1 (Sundberg & Melander, 2013) are provided
throughout the article. In this case, the corresponding GED IDs
are 347042 and 353676.
5 GED ID: 358419.
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Armenia and Azerbaijan signed a ceasefire agreement on
9 November. The leader of the Republic of Artsakh also
supported the agreement. In the settlement, Armenia
and its ally agreed to return control over most of the
occupied districts surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh to
Azerbaijan, effectively resulting in significant territorial
gains for Azerbaijan (BBC, 2020).

In general, Africa drives the growth in the number
of active conflicts. Figure 2 shows that the number
of active conflicts decreased or remained at the same
level in all regions except Africa, where conflicts have
increased from 19 in 2017 to 30 in 2020. Pettersson
& Öberg (2020) observed this trend in 2019, and it
became even more pronounced in 2020, with nine
new or restarted conflicts in the region. Most of the
increase was due to conflicts restarting after having
been inactive for one or a few years, but one conflict,
Tanzania: Islamic State, was completely new in
2020, and another, Ethiopia: Government, had not
been active since 1991. Africa is now home to more
than half of all state-based armed conflicts in the
world.

In 2019, much of the increase in the number of con-
flicts was due to IS (Islamic State) moving into new areas.
In 2020, only one new conflict arose in this way as
escalating violence carried out by IS in Mozambique
spread to Tanzania. The conflict in Mozambique’s Cabo
Delgado province began in 2017 with the emergence of
the Salafist group Ansar al-Sunnah. In July 2019, the
group pledged allegiance to IS and violence escalated

sharply. The conflict has evolved from mostly one-
sided attacks by small groups of insurgents to large-
scale, coordinated attacks against the military. In August
2020, IS captured the regional hub of Mocimboa da
Praia,6 and in October, the group crossed the border
into Tanzania.7 In addition to fighting government
forces in both Mozambique and Tanzania, the group has
carried out several massacres of civilians.

The prevalence of internationalization of conflicts,
where one or both sides in the conflict receive troop
support from an external state, remained high in 2020.
Figure 3 shows that the number of internationalized
conflicts has skyrocketed in recent years, from nine in
2012 to 25 in 2020. Moreover, UCDP recorded three
interstate conflicts in 2020. While this is only 5% of the
total number of active conflicts, we have not seen as
many active interstate conflicts since 1988. The presence
of interstate conflicts, with two state armies involved, is
concerning as they carry the potential to be deadlier than
intrastate conflicts.

In total, UCDP recorded at least 49,300 battle-related
deaths in state-based armed conflict in 2020, compared
to at least 51,200 in 2019. In the beginning of 2020, the
world was hoping for a reduction in violence in the face
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Following the appeal from
UN Secretary-General António Guterres for a global
ceasefire, in March 2020 (UN, 2020), several ceasefires
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Figure 2. Number of state-based conflicts by region, 1946–2020

6 GED ID: 353112.
7 GED ID: 364156.
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were announced around the world.8 Most of them, how-
ever, failed to halt the fighting. The trend of decreasing
numbers of battle-deaths in state-based conflict around
the world, witnessed every year since the peak in 2014,
did indeed continue in 2020. However, the decline was
minor and largely driven by two cases, Syria and Afgha-
nistan. In both these cases, the reduction of violence was
caused by factors other than the pandemic.

In Syria, violence has plummeted since 2013–14, the
most violent years of the civil wars. In 2020, UCDP
recorded just over 4,500 fatalities in the two state-
based armed conflicts active in Syria,9 a decrease of
almost 2,800, or 38%, since 2019. The situation has
evolved from a countrywide war involving hundreds, if
not thousands, of groups, to a frozen situation with a few
regional hotspots. The conflict with IS, however, inten-
sified in 2020, despite the reported defeat of the group in
2019. Although IS has lost all territory it previously held
in Syria, it continues to carry out attacks against both
security forces and civilians. After a one-year lull, the
conflict again reached the intensity of war in 2020, with
more than 1,000 battle-related deaths.

In Afghanistan, violence had been rising steadily since
2013, and UCDP recorded almost 30,000 battle-related
deaths there in 2019. In 2020, however, fatalities
decreased substantially. UCDP data show a 32%
decrease in 2020, or almost 9,500 fewer deaths, com-
pared with 2019. The main reasons are the peace process
and the drastic drop in airstrikes carried out by the USA
in support of Afghan forces. Following 18 months of
negotiations, the Taliban signed an agreement with the
USA on 29 February 2020. The agreement provided for
a complete withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghani-
stan and the start of intra-Afghan talks (Maizland, 2020).
During the first half of 2020, battle-related deaths
dwindled. When intra-Afghan talks finally started in
September, violence had begun to increase again, how-
ever, and in October, large-scale offensives took place in
the southern provinces of Hilmand and Kandahar.10

Escalating violence in the face of, or during, periods of
peace talks can be used as a way of strengthening one’s
negotiating position (e.g. Bara, 2020), and this could
potentially explain the Taliban escalation of violence.
The peace talks failed to yield any significant progress
as the deadline for full US troop withdrawal was
approaching. Despite escalating violence during the sec-
ond half of 2020, however, the total number of battle-
related deaths in Afghanistan reached its lowest level
since 2016. Still, the conflicts in Afghanistan accounted
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Figure 3. Number of state-based conflicts by type, 1946–2020

8 For example in Colombia, Philippines, Cameroon, and Ukraine
(Gowan, 2020).
9 UCDP codes conflicts based on the stated goal of incompatibility.
In Syria, this means that three different state-based conflicts have
been active in recent years: over government, over the territory
Islamic State, and finally over both government and the territory
Rojava Kurdistan. 10 For example GED IDs: 363895, 363900, 364357, and 364199.
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for 40% of global battle-related deaths in state-based
conflicts in 2020.

Failing to result in de-escalation, the COVID-19 pan-
demic was in fact the driving force behind some conflicts
flaring up in 2020. In DR Congo, two conflicts, which
had been inactive for several years, escalated again in
2020 following protests against the responses to the pan-
demic by the Congolese government. In late March,
police killed protesters from the Kata Katanga and
Bundu dia Kongo movements in Lubumbashi and Kin-
shasa,11 causing both these conflicts to escalate and to
become active in 2020.

Eight conflicts reached the intensity level of war in
2020. This is an increase by one since 2019, but still a
lower number than the 10–12 wars listed in 2014–17.
As mentioned above, Syria: Islamic State escalated in
2020 and reached the intensity of war after a one-year
lull. Additionally, two conflicts that were not even active
in 2019 were added to the list following heavy fighting
during the second half of the year; Azerbaijan: Artsakh
and Ethiopia: Government. In Afghanistan, the conflict
against IS de-escalated below the level of war for the first
time since 2015, and in Libya, a UN-brokered ceasefire
signed in October 2020 and subsequent peace talks
halted the fighting between the two rival governments.
The eight wars accounted for 80% of all battle-related
deaths recorded in 2020.12

Non-state conflict 1989–2020
Non-state conflict increased in 2020, in terms of both
the number of active conflicts and the number of deaths
incurred in fighting between non-state groups.

UCDP registered 72 different non-state conflicts in
2020, which is an increase of two compared to 2019, but
a lower number than in most years since 2013.13 In total,
these conflicts resulted in at least 23,100 fatalities. Fig-
ure 4 shows that this is an increase when compared to the
20,000 deaths recorded in 2019, and that non-state
fatalities remain at a historically high level. The past
seven years are in fact the bloodiest ones in non-state
violence in the period covered by the UCDP data. Since

1989, UCDP has registered 808 different non-state con-
flicts, with a yearly average of 42 active conflicts resulting
in 8,100 deaths. In contrast, the average for the past
seven years is 76 active non-state conflicts resulting in
19,000 deaths.

Figure 4 shows that the trend of decreasing violence in
the Middle East is also visible when looking at non-state
conflict. In this case, however, the Americas have
replaced the Middle East as the worst hit region. The
development in the latter is remarkable. Dominating the
trend in non-state conflict for several years, the Middle
East is now relatively spared from this type of organized
violence. Syria made up a large share of the fatalities
registered in the region and the weakening of IS is the
most important factor behind this decrease. In 2014, the
group was involved in almost 10,000 of the non-state
fatalities in the region, while in 2020, UCDP recorded
just over 170 fatalities in non-state conflicts involving IS
in the Middle East.

Mexico is now driving the trend in non-state conflict,
as the country witnessed almost 16,300, or 71%, of
the global fatalities in 2020. Figure 4 shows that the
Americas has been the region hardest hit by non-state
violence for the past three years. This trend is largely
driven by Mexico, but non-state violence has also been
on the rise in Brazil. Fatalities have risen steeply since
2016, partly explained by the power vacuum that fol-
lowed the (re)capture of Sinaloa Cartel leader Joaquı́n ‘El
Chapo’ Guzmán, and the subsequent rise of the Sinaloa
splinter group Jalisco Cartel New Generation. Mexican
and US counter-drug efforts to remove cartel leaders
have, in many cases, increased cartel fragmentation and
in-fighting (Calderon et al., 2020). Research on civil
wars shows that increased fragmentation is associated
with increased violence, including targeting of civilians
and fighting between organizations (Cunningham,
2016). In recent years, the Jalisco Cartel New Genera-
tion has grown into one of the dominating organizations,
controlling several key areas and having a presence in at
least 27 of Mexico’s 32 federal entities (Americas
Quarterly, 2021). The Jalisco Cartel was involved in
seven of the 14 non-state conflicts in Mexico during
2020, and fighting involving the group accounted for
more than 14,500 deaths. This is 89% of the total
non-state fatalities registered in Mexico.

One-sided violence 1989–2020
UCDP recorded 39 actors carrying out one-sided vio-
lence in 2020. This is an increase by eight since 2019,
and the highest number noted since 2004. Since 1989,

11 GED IDs: 336538 and 336347.
12 The remaining five wars were the same as last year: Afghanistan:
Government, Syria: Government, Somalia: Government, Yemen:
Government, and Nigeria: Islamic State.
13 Last year we reported 67 non-state conflicts (Pettersson & Öberg,
2020). Based on new information we have added three conflicts; two
in Mexico (Cartel Independiente de Acapulco against Los Virus,
CRAC-PF against Los Ardillos) and one in Sudan (SLM/A – MA
against SLM/A – SB).
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UCDP has registered 295 actors active in one-sided vio-
lence, with a yearly average of 33. Figure 5 shows that the
increase in the number of actors was accompanied by an
increase in the number of killings registered, almost
7,700 in 2020 compared to just over 5,000 in 2019.
However, fatalities remain lower than in many years of
the 2010s, with current levels corresponding to a 48%
decrease from the latest peak in 2014 when at least
14,700 one-sided killings were registered.

Just as in state-based violence, Africa is the main area
of concern and the region that is currently driving the
trend. Of the almost 7,700 intentional killings of civi-
lians documented in 2020, nearly 7,000 occurred in
Africa. Africa has not dominated one-sided violence so
completely since the 1990s.

This recent trend can be partly explained by the con-
tinuation of the regional shift of IS from the Middle East
to Africa, as 2020 witnessed large-scale killings of

Figure 5. Fatalities in one-sided violence by region, 1989–2020
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Figure 4. Fatalities in non-state conflict by region, 1989–2020
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civilians by IS in Mozambique and DR Congo. In
Mozambique, one-sided violence went hand in hand
with the escalating state-based conflict discussed
above.14 In DR Congo, a government offensive against
IS forced the group to relocate to new areas, often lead-
ing to increased targeting of civilians.15

In Africa, as well as on the global scene, IS was the
actor killing most civilians in one-sided violence. The
group was responsible for at least 2,400 deaths in
2020, an increase of almost 1,000 fatalities, or 59%,
since 2019. Almost 2,200 of these were killed by IS in
Africa. However, UCDP recorded IS killings on four
different continents, and in 19 different countries in
2020. The group is unique in its transnational spread
and global reach, having been registered in one-sided
violence in all five regions of the world in recent years.

The largest escalation in one-sided violence, however,
came from government actors. Compared to 2019, one-
sided killings by government forces surged from just
under 900 to over 3,000, an increase of 244%. The
escalating conflict in Tigray between the government
of Ethiopia and TPLF led to several massacres against
civilians carried out by Ethiopian troops and, to an even
higher extent, by Eritrean troops on Ethiopian soil.
Although information is scarce, human rights organiza-
tions have documented several large-scale massacres of
civilians in the Tigray area since the outbreak of the war
in November 2020. One-sided killings often followed
clashes between the government and TPLF, as Ethiopian

and Eritrean troops retaliated by summarily executing
civilians, particularly boys and young men (Bader,
2020; HRW, 2021). Several of the massacres took place
in, or in connection to, churches and places of wor-
ship.16 A particularly bloody event occurred in late
November, when Eritrean forces killed at least 750 civi-
lians in the town of Axum over a 24-hour period.17

Conflicts in Syria, 2011–20

In the past decade, the multiple conflicts in Syria have
driven many of the trends in organized violence. As
illustrated in Figure 6, Syria has dominated the trend
of fatalities in the world since the start of the uprising in
2011, being largely responsible for the global increase
in state-based fatalities 2012–14. In 2013, the conflicts
in Syria were responsible for over three-quarters of all
recorded state-based fatalities, with the proportion
thereafter dropping year-by-year. It remained the coun-
try with the most fatalities in state-based violence until
2018, when a combination of the winding down of the
Syrian conflicts and the escalating violence in Afghani-
stan made Afghanistan surpass Syria. The three dead-
liest state-based dyad-years recorded by the UCDP
globally are all part of the dyad ‘Government of Syria
versus Syrian insurgents’. Since 2016, the state-based
conflicts in Syria have seen a massive decline in fatal-
ities, from over 41,000 fatalities that year to just over
4,500 in 2020.
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Figure 6. Fatalities in state-based conflict, 2011–20

14 For example GED IDs: 339615, 343343, and 371237.
15 For example GED IDs: 332546, 342964, and 348710.

16 For example GED IDs: 383414, 382145, and 385866.
17 GED ID: 382143.
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Nevertheless, two wars involving the government of
Syria were simultaneously ongoing in 2020, against the
Syrian insurgents and IS. This highlights that despite the
dramatic decline in violence in recent years, the war in
Syria is not yet over. Much of the country is still under
the control of non-state actors, and with most of these
actors being backed either by Turkey or by the USA, a
permanent solution is unlikely without broader geopoli-
tical shifts. International tensions have regularly resulted
in violence in Syria in recent years, including direct vio-
lence between foreign states. The interstate conflict
between Iran and Israel, which has been active since
2018, has mainly been fought on Syrian territory and
contributed to a broader conflagration in 2020 as the
USA was drawn in to support Israel and counter Iranian
influence. Several worrying trends have also been visible
in Syria over the past year, with the government appear-
ing to struggle to maintain control over the areas it has
recaptured. IS appears to be regrouping and regaining
momentum in the periphery of state control, and the
government is struggling to contain renewed bouts of
violence in Daraa.

Having recorded more than 392,000 fatalities in over
78,000 events in Syria since 2011, the intensity of the
conflicts in Syria posed unique challenges for data col-
lection and coding. The violence in Syria comprises just
over 49% of the global total number of events since
2011, or 29% of all events recorded since 1989. Another
challenge has been the exceptional fragmentation of the
opposition, with some reports speaking of more than
1,000 armed groups fighting at the same time. This
fragmentation has made it impossible to distinguish
between different armed groups in the state-based con-
flict, due to the difficulty of attributing events to specific
actors. As a result, the UCDP has coded all groups fight-
ing in the conflict over government under the umbrella
of ‘Syrian insurgents’. Groups fighting for distinct aims,
such as IS, which fought to incorporate Syria into an
Islamic State, were coded separately. In contrast, actors
were coded as separate entities in the non-state violence
category, although many small groups have only been
included as part of broad coalitions of groups which
often formed to fight together for specific short-term
goals. These coalitions characterize both how non-state
conflicts were fought in Syria, and the difficulties related
to coding such a broad array of actors. The fragmenta-
tion of the opposition has likely contributed to the dur-
ability of the insurgency, as multiparty civil wars are
more difficult to resolve through negotiated settlements
(Cunningham, 2006).

Another unusual aspect of the Syrian conflict, which
has likely contributed to its intensity, was the collapse of
state authority in many areas. These areas ended up
under the control of non-state actors, and constituted a
base from which these actors were able to extract
resources and manpower to fuel the conflict against the
government. This has also shaped how parties use vio-
lence, with most of the conflict occurring along con-
tested front lines. The conflict has thereby in many
respects resembled a conventional war, rather than the
more common counterinsurgencies that intrastate con-
flicts often are characterized by. Many areas of Syria were
only periodically affected by direct fighting, though most
areas have ended up close to the front lines at some point
during the conflict. Many areas under the control of
non-state actors also suffered tremendous damage from
indiscriminate airstrikes behind the front lines, and com-
munities on both sides of the front lines suffered under
heavy shelling.

This type of warfare changes the risk experienced
by civilians in a conflict setting, with fewer civilians
being directly and deliberately targeted, but more suf-
fering from indiscriminate and indirect violence.
Non-state actors that govern territory often prefer to
establish governing institutions that can win civilian
support, rather than relying solely on the use of coer-
cion through one-sided violence (Loyle, 2021). This
is visible in the UCDP one-sided violence data from
Syria. It shows that whereas civilian fatalities have
remained high throughout the Syrian conflict, rela-
tively few of these have been the result of direct and
deliberate violence against civilians. Since the start of
the conflict in 2011, one-sided violence in Syria has
constituted less than 4% of all fatalities, whereas it
constituted just under 9% of the global total in the
same period. Instead, most civilian fatalities in Syria
have been the result of indiscriminate shelling and
airstrikes. With every neighborhood and town as a
potential battlefield, urban areas have been among the
most contested sites throughout the wars, and the
indiscriminate use of heavy weaponry in these areas
has greatly contributed to the high death toll and
civilian suffering in Syria. Figure 7 shows that signif-
icant portions of the almost 109,000 civilian fatalities
recorded in Syria have clustered in besieged urban areas
such as Aleppo, Homs, and Damascus and its suburbs.

The peak of one-sided violence in Syria occurred
early on in the conflict, in 2011–13, as the govern-
ment brutally suppressed the Arab Spring protests and
massacred suspected opposition sympathizers in
recently recaptured areas. Since 2014, the trend in
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one-sided violence, globally and in Syria, has come to
be largely driven by IS. It has since then been the
actor responsible for the most one-sided fatalities each
year in Syria. In 2015 and 2016, IS was responsible
for over half of all one-sided fatalities in the world. As
mentioned above, still as of 2020, IS was responsible
for almost one-third of the global one-sided killings,
although most of these occurred in Africa, rather than
in Syria and the Middle East as was the case in earlier
years.

Syria has also driven the global trend in non-state
fatalities. From 2014 to 2017, over half of the annual
non-state fatalities in the world occurred in conflicts
in Syria, with the vast majority of these involving IS.
The various anti-IS coalitions of non-state actors that
took shape in early 2014 began a prolonged battle
against the group, which in Syria was largely fought
by non-state actors but also rapidly attracted foreign
state support. This external secondary warring sup-
port, most notable in the US support for PYD (Dem-
ocratic Union Party) and SDF (Syrian Democratic
Forces) against IS and Turkish support for the SNA
(Syrian National Army) against IS and SDF, provided
these non-state actors with far greater capabilities than
would otherwise have been available to them, includ-
ing the ability to call in airstrikes. This greatly inten-
sified several of the non-state conflicts in Syria,
contributing to the fact that many of the most deadly
non-state conflict-years recorded by the UCDP

occurred in Syria. Of the 53 non-state conflict-years
to surpass 1,000 battle-related deaths since 1989, 11
have been fought in Syria since 2013. These include
three of the five deadliest non-state conflict-years on
record, all three between IS and SDF. As such, the
collapse of IS in Syria has largely driven the decline in
non-state violence in Syria, though a decline in the
global trend was counteracted by the surge in non-
state violence in Mexico since 2018.

Conclusion

The falling trend in fatalities stemming from organized
violence in the world, observed for five consecutive years,
ceased in 2020 and deaths in organized violence seem to
have settled on a high plateau. The decrease in violence
in Afghanistan and Syria was countered by escalating
conflicts in Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) and Tigray,
and the call for a global ceasefire following the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic failed to produce any last-
ing results.

The conflicts in Syria have dominated the trends in
organized violence in the 2010s, and IS remains one of
the most important actors. In recent years, the group has
shifted its focus from the Middle East to Africa, resulting
in increasing levels of violence there. IS is far from
defeated in Syria and Iraq, however, and fighting against
the Syrian government again reached the intensity of war
in 2020.

Figure 7. Geographical distribution of civilian fatalities in Syria, 2011–20

Pettersson et al. 817



Replication data
The complete UCDP datasets updated to 2020, as
well as older versions of the datasets, are found at
http://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/. The figures in this article
were created directly from the Excel sheets at the UCDP
web page. Detailed descriptions of the individual cases
are found in the UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia at
www.ucdp.uu.se/. Replication data for this article can
be found both at http://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/ and
https://www.prio.org/jpr/datasets/.

Authors’ notes
The data for all three categories included in organized
violence go back to 1989; for state-based armed conflict,
they extend back to 1946.

The UCDP Georeferenced Events Dataset version 20.1
for the first time included preliminary events data for Syria.
The data were significantly revised for version 21.1, and
further revisions are expected in future versions.
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Appendix 1. State-based armed conflicts active in 2020
This list includes all conflicts that exceeded the minimum threshold of 25 battle-related deaths in 2020 and fulfilled
the other criteria for inclusion.1 The column ‘Year’ shows the latest range of years in which the conflict has been
active without interruption. The start year is found in parentheses in the Incompatibility column, which indicates
when the armed conflict reached 25 battle-related deaths for the first time. If a conflict has been inactive for more
than ten years or if there has been a complete change in the opposition side, the start year refers to the onset of the
latest phase of the conflict. The column ‘Intensity in 2020’ displays the aggregated number of battle-related deaths.
Thus, if more than one dyad is active in the conflict, the intensity column records their aggregated intensity. Three
fatality estimates are given in the table: low, best and high.

Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) in 2020 Year

Intensity in 2020

Low Best High

EUROPE
Azerbaijan Territory (Artsakh

(Nagorno-Karabakh)2 (1991)
Republic of Artsakh3 2020 7,535 7,633 9,063

Russia Territory (Islamic State) (2015) IS 2015–20 24 30 31
Ukraine Territory (Novorossiya) (2014) DPR, LPR4 2014–20 92 195 248

(continued)

Pettersson et al. 819



Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) in 2020 Year

Intensity in 2020

Low Best High

MIDDLE EAST
Egypt Territory (Islamic State) (2015) IS 2015–20 205 327 536
Iran, Israel Government5 (2018) 2018–20 398 461 473
Iran Government (2005) PJAK 2018–20 19 27 34
Iraq Government6 (2004) IS 2004–20 637 670 709
Syria Government7 (2011) Syrian insurgents 2011–20 3,443 3,521 3,724
Syria Territory (Islamic State)8 (2013) IS 2013–20 763 1068 1362
Turkey Territory (Kurdistan) (1983) PKK 2015–20 367 370 386
Yemen Government (2009) Forces of Hadi9 2009–20 2,236 2,330 2,512
Yemen Territory (Islamic State) (2015) IS 2020 11 32 61

ASIA
Afghanistan Government10 (1978) Taleban, High Council

of Afghanistan
Islamic Emirate

1978–2020 18,678 20,157 21,364

Afghanistan Territory (Islamic State)11 (2015) IS 2015–20 279 316 356
China, India Territory (Aksai Chin,

Arunachal Pradesh) (2020)
2020 25 25 25

India Government (1991) CPI-Maoist 1996–2020 152 153 175
India Territory (Kashmir) (1990) Kashmir insurgents12 1990–2020 310 311 311
India, Pakistan Territory (Kashmir) (2014) 2014–20 162 162 168
Myanmar Territory (Arakan) (2016) ULA 2016–20 160 160 198
Pakistan Government (2007) TTP 2007–20 186 186 186
Pakistan Territory (Balochistan) (2004) BRAS 2019–20 77 120 121
Philippines Government (1969) CPP 1999–2020 165 165 166
Philippines Territory (Mindanao) (1972) ASG 1993–2020 108 108 109
Philippines Territory (Islamic State) (2016) IS 2016–20 74 75 75
Thailand Territory (Patani) (2003) Patani insurgents13 2003–20 39 48 48

AFRICA
Algeria Government (1991) AQIM 2020 25 25 25
Angola Territory (Cabinda) (1991) FLEC-FAC-TN 2019–20 11 25 136
Burkina Faso Government14 (2018) JNIM 2018–20 183 349 359
Burkina Faso Territory (Islamic State) 15 (2019) IS 2019–20 131 160 182
Burundi Government16 (2014) RED-TABARA,

FNL-Ubugabo-
Burihabwa

2019–20 115 119 181

Cameroon Government (2015) Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna
Lidda’awati wal-Jihad17

2020 28 28 34

Cameroon Territory (Ambazonia) (2017) Ambazonia insurgents 2017–20 377 401 457
CAR Government18 (2018) UPC (Ali Darass Fulani

supporters), CPC
2018–20 57 57 67

Chad Government (2018) CCMSR 2020 6 53 53
Chad Territory (Islamic State) (2015) IS 2017–20 143 143 696
DR Congo Government19 (2011) APCLS, CMC, CNPSC 2016–20 201 211 232
DR Congo Territory (Kongo Kingdom)20 (2007) BDK 2020 60 64 64
DR Congo Territory (Islamic State)21 (2019) IS 2019–20 625 628 648
DR Congo Territory (Katanga)22 (2013) Kata Katanga 2020 39 52 75
Ethiopia Government (2020) TPLF 2020 1,186 1,318 4,283
Ethiopia Territory (Oromiya) (2020) OLA 2020 25 25 457
Kenya Territory (Northeastern Province

and Coast)23 (2015)
Al-Shabaab 2015–20 94 94 142

(continued)
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Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) in 2020 Year

Intensity in 2020

Low Best High

Libya Government24 (2014) Forces of the House of
Representatives

2019–20 554 668 767

Mali Government25 (2009) JNIM 2012–20 486 502 623
Mali Territory (Islamic State) 26 (2017) IS 2017–20 57 62 106
Mozambique Territory (Islamic State) (2019) IS 2019–20 636 924 1,246
Niger Territory (Islamic State)27 (2015) IS 2015–20 510 512 550
Nigeria Government (2009) Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna

Lidda’awati wal-Jihad
2011–20 403 442 503

Nigeria Territory (Islamic State)28 (2015) IS 2015–20 1,293 1,555 2,470
Rwanda Government29 (2001) FDLR, FDLR-RUD, CNRD 2018–20 133 134 137
Somalia Government30 (2006) Al-Shabaab 2006–20 1,862 1,901 2,188
Somalia Territory (Islamic State)31 (2019) IS 2019–20 34 41 46
South Sudan Government (2011) NAS 2011–20 49 58 135
Sudan Government (1983) SLM/A 2020 45 45 48
Tanzania Territory (Islamic State) (2020) IS 2020 22 25 26

AMERICAS
Colombia Government (1964) FARC dissidents 2018–20 33 33 33
Total number of battle-related deaths in 2020 45,568 49,304 59,410

1 See Online appendix for definitions.
2 Government supported by troops from Turkey.
3 Supported by troops from Armenia.
4 Supported by troops from Russia.
5 Israel supported by troops from United States of America.
6 Government supported by troops from France, United Kingdom, and United States of America.
7 Government supported by troops from Iran and Russia.
8 Ibid.
9 Supported by troops from Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and United Arab Emirates.
10 Government supported by troops from United States of America.
11 Ibid.
12 E.g. Lashkar-e-Toiba, Hizbul Mujahideen, and Jaish-e-Mohammed.
13 E.g. BRN-C and RKK.
14 Government supported by troops from France.
15 Ibid.
16 Government supported by troops from DR Congo.
17 Commonly known as Boko Haram.
18 Government supported by troops from Rwanda.
19 Government supported by troops from Malawi, South Africa, and Tanzania.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Government supported by troops from United States of America.
24 Government supported by troops from Turkey.
25 Government supported by MINUSMA, involving troops from Armenia, Australia, Austria, Bangladesh, Belgium, Benin, Bhutan, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Cameroon, Canada, Chad, China, Czech Republic, Denmark, Egypt, El Salvador, Estonia,
Ethiopia, Finland, France, Gambia, Germany, Ghana, Guatemala, Guinea, Indonesia, Iran, Ireland, Italy, Ivory Coast, Jordan, Kenya, Latvia,
Liberia, Lithuania, Madagascar, Mauritania, Mexico, Nepal, Netherlands, Niger, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, Romania, Senegal,
Sierra Leone, Spain, Sri Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, Togo, Tunisia, Ukraine, United Kingdom, United States of America, and Zambia.
France also contributed troops via the French-led counter-terrorism Operation Barkhane, which succeeded Operation Serval (2013–14).
26 Ibid.
27 Government supported by troops from Chad, France, and United States of America.
28 Government supported by troops from Cameroon, Chad, and Niger.
29 Government supported by troops from DR Congo.
30 Government supported by AMISOM, involving troops from Burundi, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Uganda,
and Zambia. Also, United States of America contributed troops on the side of the government.
31 Government supported by United States of America.

Pettersson et al. 821



Unclear cases of state-based armed conflict in 2020

Cases that have been completely rejected because they definitely do not meet the criteria of armed conflict are not
included in the list below. For the conflicts listed here, the available information suggests the possibility of the cases
meeting the criteria of armed conflicts, but there is insufficient information concerning at least one of the three
components of the definition: (a) the number of deaths; (b) the identity or level of organization of a party or (c) the
type of incompatibility. The unclear aspect may concern an entire conflict or a dyad in a conflict that is included
above.

Appendix 2. Non-state conflicts active in 2020
This list includes all non-state conflicts that exceeded the minimum threshold of 25 deaths in 2020 and fulfilled the
other criteria for inclusion.1 The column ‘Start Year’ shows the first year when the non-state conflict caused at least
25 fatalities (since 1989). The column ‘Fatalities in 2020’ displays the number of people killed, in the low, best and
high estimate.

Location/government Opposition organization(s) Unclear aspect

DR Congo UPLC Number of deaths
DR Congo ALC, FPIC, NDC-R, Twiganeho, Mayi Mayi Kabido, URDPC Incompatibility
Myanmar KNU Number of deaths
Nigeria Jama’atu Ansarul Musilimina fi Biladi Sudan Number of deaths
Uganda UHLM/F Organization

Location Side A Side B
Start
Year

Fatalities in 2020

Low Best High

MIDDLE EAST
Syria Ahrar al-Sharqiya al-Moutasem Brigade, Hamza

Division
2020 32 32 32

Syria HTS Tanzim Hurras ad-Din 2020 30 30 30
Syria IS HTS 2017 19 33 41
Syria IS SDF2 2015 138 139 194
Syria SNA3 SDF 2019 434 482 520
Yemen AQAP Forces of Hadi4 2015 26 27 51
Yemen Forces of Hadi STC 2018 256 269 296
ASIA
India Hindus (India) Muslims (India) 1989 50 50 51
AFRICA
Burkina Faso, Mali IS JNIM 2020 381 381 385
CAR FPRC MLCJ 2019 81 81 90
CAR FPRC MLCJ, RPRC 2020 40 40 40
CAR FPRC MLCJ, PRNC, RPRC 2020 39 39 54
DR Congo APCLS NDC-R 2018 42 42 42
DR Congo APCLS, CMC NDC-R 2019 83 83 83
DR Congo Baluba Batwa 2016 75 77 78
DR Congo CMC NDC-R 2019 74 74 74
DR Congo CNPSC Forces of Makanika 2020 29 29 29
DR Congo CNPSC Forces of Makanika, Ngumino,

Twiganeho
2020 62 69 80

DR Congo CNPSC Ngumino 2019 35 60 60

(continued)
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Location Side A Side B
Start
Year

Fatalities in 2020

Low Best High

DR Congo CNPSC Ngumino, Twiganeho 2020 45 45 45
DR Congo CNPSC Twiganeho 2020 28 28 28
DR Congo Hutu Nande 2016 28 28 28
DR Congo Mayi Mayi Kabido Mayi Mayi Mazembe, NDC-R 2020 41 41 41
DR Congo NDC-R NDC-R-GBS 2020 98 102 103
Ethiopia Afar Oromo 2020 26 26 26
Ethiopia Afar Somali 2020 35 35 35
Ethiopia Agaw, Amhara Gumuz 2020 28 28 74
Ethiopia Ale Konso 2020 25 25 25
Ethiopia Amhara Gumuz 2019 142 142 142
Ethiopia Amhara, Guraghe Oromo 2020 94 94 156
Ethiopia Amhara, Oromo, Shinasha Gumuz 2020 222 222 222
Ethiopia, South

Sudan
Lou Nuer Murle 2012 310 310 533

Guinea Kpelle Konianke, Malinké 2020 30 30 30
Mali Dan na Ambassagou JNIM 2020 118 118 118
Mali Dozos (Mali) JNIM 2018 54 54 57
Nigeria Atyap Fulani 2020 110 110 115
Nigeria Black Axe Eyie 2011 50 50 51
Nigeria Chabo Hausa 2020 34 34 34
Nigeria Fulani Irigwe 2017 29 29 37
Nigeria Fulani Kadara 2017 119 119 121
Nigeria Fulani Tiv 2011 36 45 59
Nigeria Ichen Tiv 2020 25 25 83
Nigeria Jole Shomo 2020 25 25 25
Somalia Majerteen subclan (Darod) Awramale subclan (Darod) 2020 59 59 79
South Sudan Agar Dinka Gok Dinka 2020 51 51 51
South Sudan Apuk Padoc Atok Buk 2020 32 32 32
South Sudan Bor Dinka Murle 2011 58 58 58
South Sudan Bor Dinka, Lou Nuer Murle 2020 31 31 31
South Sudan Bor Dinka, Gawaar Nuer, Lou

Nuer
Murle 2020 67 67 67

South Sudan,
Sudan

Misseriya Ngok Dinka 2020 51 51 69

Sudan Beni Amir Nuba 2019 57 57 60
Sudan Fulani Masalit 2020 47 47 47
Sudan Fulani Rizeigat Baggara 2020 40 40 40
Sudan Hawazma Nuba 2020 26 26 26
Sudan Mahariya, Mima Masalit 2020 84 84 84
Sudan SLM/A – MA SLM/A – SB 2019 201 201 201
AMERICAS
Brazil Comando Vermelho FDN 2020 165 165 165
Brazil Comando Vermelho GDE 2017 2,041 2,041 2,041
Mexico Caborca Cartel, Sinaloa Cartel –

Los Mayos faction
Sinaloa Cartel – Chapitos faction 2020 313 314 318

Mexico Cartel Independiente de
Acapulco

Los Virus 2019 30 30 30

Mexico Fuerza Anti Unión La Union de Tepito 2018 70 70 70
Mexico Guerreros Unidos Los Tlacos 2020 120 120 132
Mexico Gulf Cartel Los Zetas 2010 127 127 128
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation La Familia 2018 2,061 2,061 2,062
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation La Nueva Familia 2017 1,215 1,215 1,217

(continued)
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Appendix 3. One-sided violence in 2020
This list includes all cases of one-sided violence that exceeded the minimum threshold of 25 fatalities in 2020 and
fulfilled the other criteria for inclusion.1 The column ‘Start Year’ shows the first year when one-sided violence caused
at least 25 fatalities (since 1989). The column ‘Fatalities in 2020’ displays the number of civilians killed, in the low,
best, and high estimate.

Location Side A Side B
Start
Year

Fatalities in 2020

Low Best High

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation Los Rojos 2019 92 92 92
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation Los Zetas 2011 515 515 516
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation Nueva Plaza Cartel 2018 1,838 1,838 1,838
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation Santa Rosa de Lima Cartel 2018 4,362 4,362 4,381
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New Generation Sinaloa Cartel 2015 4,455 4,455 4,455
Mexico Juarez Cartel Sinaloa Cartel 2004 937 937 938
Mexico Sinaloa Cartel – Chapitos

faction
Sinaloa Cartel – Los Mayos faction 2020 186 192 192

Total number of fatalities in non-state conflicts in 2020 23,009 23,140 23,838

1 See Online appendix for definitions.
2 Supported by troops from United States of America.
3 Supported by troops from Turkey.
4 Supported by troops from United States of America and United Arab Emirates.

Location Actor
Start
Year

Fatalities in 2020

Low Best High

MIDDLE EAST
Iran Government of Iran 2019 2 27 53
Iraq Government of Iraq 1990 17 28 35
Yemen Government of Yemen (North Yemen) 2011 29 45 45
ASIA
Afghanistan Taleban 1996 164 178 252
India CPI-Maoist 2005 72 72 72
Philippines CPP 2015 25 25 25
AFRICA
Burkina Faso Government of Burkina Faso 2018 175 175 256
Burkina Faso Koglweogo 2019 43 43 44
Burkina Faso, Mali JNIM 2019 111 140 147
Burundi Government of Burundi 1995 33 65 88
Cameroon Government of Cameroon 1994 127 132 186
Cameroon Ambazonia insurgents 2020 83 83 84
DR Congo Government of Congo (Zaire) 1989 92 93 99
DR Congo CMC 2017 41 44 44
DR Congo FDLR 2004 13 32 32
DR Congo FPIC 2020 65 92 92
DR Congo Hapa na pale 2020 36 39 39
DR Congo Mayi Mayi Mazembe 2016 32 32 32
DR Congo NDC-R 2019 72 73 161
DR Congo Twiganeho 2020 33 34 34
DR Congo URDPC 2019 472 505 618
DR Congo Zaire self-defense group 2020 39 39 39

(continued)
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Location Actor
Start
Year

Fatalities in 2020

Low Best High

DR Congo, Mozambique,
Nigeria, Burkina Faso2

IS 2004 2,116 2,453 2,639

Ethiopia Government of Ethiopia 1989 213 223 302
Ethiopia Government of Eritrea, Government of Ethiopia 2020 451 451 459
Ethiopia Government of Eritrea 2020 1,117 1,201 1,654
Ethiopia OLA 2020 64 73 96
Mali Government of Mali 1990 220 221 221
Mali Dan na Amassagou 2018 18 54 54
Mali Dozos (Mali) 2017 43 69 71
Mozambique Government of Mozambique 2020 69 110 143
Niger, Mali Government of Niger 1990 138 139 210
Nigeria Government of Nigeria 1990 38 43 115
Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad,

Niger
Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad3 2010 268 316 338

Somalia, Kenya Al-Shabaab 2008 72 98 98
South Sudan, DR Congo Government of South Sudan 2012 29 29 47
Sudan Government of Sudan 1989 52 52 58
AMERICAS
Haiti Delmas 19 gang , Delmas 6 gang, Delmas 95 gang, Nan Belekou

gang, Nan Boston gang, Nan Chabón gang, Nan Ti Bwa gang,
Pilate Base gang, Rue St. Martin gang, Simon Pele gang, Wharf de
Jeremie gang

2020 34 34 34

Haiti G9 an Fanmi e Alye 2020 107 107 107
Total number of fatalities from one-sided violence in 2020 6,825 7,669 9,123

1 See Online appendix for further information regarding definitions.
2 The majority of the violence took place in these four countries. However, killings were also registered in Afghanistan, Austria, Bangladesh,
Cameroon, Chad, Egypt, France, Iraq, Libya, Mali, Niger, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and United Kingdom.
3 Commonly called Boko Haram.
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