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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 between 2014 and
2019, was decisively reversed in 2021 as fatalities increased significantly. UCDP registered more than 119,100 deaths in
organized violence in 2021, a 46% increase from the previous year. The increase was largely driven by escalating
conflicts in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Yemen. Fatalities increased in all three categories of organized violence, despite a
decrease in the number of active state-based conflicts, as well as the number of actors carrying out one-sided violence
against civilians. UCDP recorded 54 state-based conflicts in 2021, a decrease by two compared to the previous year.
Five of the conflicts were active at the intensity of war, the lowest number of wars since 2010. Violence in 2021 was thus
concentrated to fewer but bloodier conflicts. Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), commonly known as drones, have
become increasingly important features of modern conflicts, and the trend in their usage is discussed in the special
feature section. UAV usage has since 2019 dispersed among a significant larger number of actors, even as the down-
scaling in the involvement of the United States in the war on terror has led to a decrease in drone-related fatalities.
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Organized violence 1989–20211

The falling trend in fatalities stemming from organized
violence globally, witnessed every year between the latest
peak in 2014 up until 2019, was decisively reversed in
2021. UCDP registered just over 119,100 deaths in
organized violence in 2021, a 46% increase from the

81,700 recorded the year before. In 2021, state-based
conflicts resulted in nearly 84,000 battle-related deaths,
non-state conflicts in over 25,000, and one-sided vio-
lence caused at least 10,000 fatalities. The level of vio-
lence approaches the latest peak in 2014–15, but is still
below the levels recorded then.2 Figure 1 shows that
while the number of fatalities increased in all categories
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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
2021. See Online appendix for definitions.

2 UCDP recorded 148,236 fatalities in organized violence in 2014,
and 131,349 in 2015.
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of organized violence in 2021, compared to 2020, the
largest change occurred in the state-based category. This
increase occurred despite a decline in both the number of
active state-based conflicts and the number of actors
carrying out one-sided violence against civilians. Vio-
lence in 2021 was thus concentrated in fewer but blood-
ier conflicts. Both the number of conflicts and the
number of fatalities increased slightly in non-state
violence.

The upward trend in fatalities was mainly driven by
escalating violence in three wars: those over government
power in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Yemen. All three
were active at the level of war in in 2020, meaning that
they caused at least 1,000 battle-related deaths, but
intensified dramatically in 2021 due to large-scale
offensives.

Recent years have seen Africa overtake the Middle
East in driving the trend in organized violence. Com-
pletely dominant in one-sided violence, and the location
of almost half of all state-based armed conflicts in the
world, Africa witnessed its bloodiest year since the
Ethiopia–Eritrea war in 1999–2000.3 Despite this, Asia
was the worst hit region in 2021, with resurgent violence
in Afghanistan outpacing any other area.

The first section of this article presents recent trends
in three types of organized violence, focusing particularly
on events in 2021. The second section focuses on the use
of armed drones, highlighting how UCDP events data
can be used to explore an influential feature of many
conflicts in the 21st century. All three of the most active
state-based conflicts mentioned above are areas where
the use of UAVs has played an important role in how
these conflicts have developed.

State-based armed conflict 1946–2021
UCDP documented a decrease in the number of state-
based armed conflicts in 2021, after both 2019 and 2020
had set new record highs for active conflicts in the post-
1946 period.4 The decrease in 2021 was modest, how-
ever, from 56 state-based armed conflicts active in 2020,
to 54 active in 2021. The number of state-based armed
conflicts has remained at a historically high level since
2015, with 52–56 state-based armed conflicts recorded
annually since then. This is high compared to the 31–39
annual conflicts recorded between 2000 and 2013.

In total, UCDP recorded nearly 84,000 battle-related
deaths in state-based armed conflict in 2021, compared

Figure 1. Fatalities in organized violence by type, 1989–2021

3 The continent saw about 31,000 fatalities in 2021, more than the
24,200 killed in 2014, which was previously the most violent year of
the past two decades.

4 Since the end of World War II, 658 dyads have been active in 294
conflicts in 160 locations. Corresponding numbers for the 1989–
2021 period are 418 dyads in 190 conflicts in 99 locations. See
Online appendix for definitions.
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to almost 50,000 in 2020. This makes 2021 the deadliest
year since 2016, and the fifth deadliest since 1989.
Figure 2 shows that the global decline in the number
of battle-related deaths in state-based conflicts, previ-
ously witnessed every year since the latest peak in
2014, was thus reversed in 2021. The increase occurred
despite a drop in both the number of state-based armed
conflicts and the number of conflicts that reached the
intensity level of war. In 2021, UCDP recorded five
wars, a decrease of three since 2020, and the lowest
number since 2010.5

For the first time since the outbreak in 2011, none of
the armed conflicts in Syria reached the intensity level of
war in 2021. Both the conflict over government and the
one against IS (Islamic State) remained active, but at a
lower intensity. The war in Azerbaijan also de-escalated
sharply, dropping well below the threshold of war, but
remaining active due to intermittent clashes.

Three conflicts, those over government in Afghani-
stan, Ethiopia, and Yemen, have overwhelmingly driven
the increase in fatalities in state-based conflicts in 2021.
Afghanistan was the worst hit, but was also the only one
of the conflicts to see one side achieve victory, as the
Taliban overthrew the government. In both Ethiopia
and Yemen, attempts were made to achieve a decisive
military victory, only to result in very high costs in
human lives and in significant military setbacks.
Together, the escalation of these three conflicts caused

an increase of almost 42,600 fatalities in 2021 compared
to the previous year, and together made up 79% of all
state-based fatalities. At the same time, the combined
fatalities of all other state-based conflicts in the world
decreased substantially during the year, from almost
26,000 in 2020 to just over 17,000 in 2021.

In Afghanistan, the agreement signed in February
2020 between the Taliban and USA provided for a com-
plete withdrawal of foreign forces from Afghanistan in
2021, resulting in a lull in fighting in 2020. As the
foreign forces withdrew, the Taliban gradually took con-
trol of the country, causing violence to escalate drama-
tically in 2021. On 15 August 2021, Taliban forces
entered the capital Kabul and President Ghani resigned.
Following the Taliban takeover, the Panjshir valley north
of Kabul was the main pocket of resistance against the
Taliban regime, and sporadic clashes continued.

In Yemen, fatality numbers had been relatively low
during 2019 and 2020, compared to previous years,
following the signing of a partial ceasefire for the major
port city of Hudaydah in late 2018. In early 2021,
Ansarallah,6 seen as the government of Yemen in UCDP
data due to its control of the Yemeni capital, launched a
major offensive on the last northern stronghold of the
internationally recognized government of Yemen under
Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi. The offensive made signifi-
cant progress at an extremely high cost in human lives,
although it failed to achieve the objective of capturing
the city of Marib as Hadi’s international allies, primarily
Saudi Arabia, stepped up airstrikes in response.
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Figure 2. Fatalities in state-based conflicts by region, 1946–2021

5 The wars recorded in 2021 are the conflicts over government in
Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Yemen, and the territorial
conflict Nigeria: Islamic State. 6 Commonly referred to as the Houthis.
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The conflict between the Ethiopian government, sup-
ported by Eritrea, and TPLF (Tigray People’s Liberation
Front) escalated dramatically in 2021. Having been
pushed out of Tigray’s urban centers, TPLF launched
a guerilla campaign from the mountains. In the context
of extensive one-sided violence carried out by both
Ethiopian and Eritrean troops, TPLF gained increasing
support from the population, and grew substantially in
size. Starting in mid-June, TPLF launched a counter-
offensive which was not halted until the end of Novem-
ber, only 200 km from the capital. December saw the
group retreating towards Tigray following substantial
deliveries of modern military equipment, including
armed UAVs, to the government forces from its interna-
tional partners.

Africa has been the continent with the highest num-
ber of state-based armed conflicts since 2015. The num-
ber steadily increased during 2018–20, largely due to the
expansion of IS (Pettersson & Öberg, 2020). This trend
was, however, reversed in 2021, with the number of
conflicts decreasing from its all-time high of 30 in
2020, to 25 in 2021. Despite this decrease, fatalities
increased by almost 76%, from 11,000 in 2020 to
19,300 in 2021. Almost the entirety of the increase can,
however, be attributed to the escalated war in Ethiopia,
and to a re-escalation of the conflict over government in
the Central African Republic (CAR), albeit the latter
contributed to a far lesser degree.

Seven state-based conflicts in Africa became inactive in
2021: the conflicts in Angola, Algeria, Libya, Rwanda,7

and Tanzania, and two conflicts in DR Congo.8 Simul-
taneously, however, two new conflicts broke out. The
violence of JNIM (Group for the Support of Islam and
Muslims), an al-Qaida linked jihadist movement that has
been active in Mali since 2017 and in Burkina Faso since
2018, spread across the border into Niger, activating the
conflict over government there for the first time since
2008. In another worrying development, the territorial
conflict over Biafra in Nigeria became active for the first
time since 1970.

The number of active conflicts in Asia increased from
13 in 2020 to 17 in 2021. This increase was mainly due

to the rising levels of violence in Myanmar, where five
conflicts which had not been active the year prior became
active in 2021 following the military coup in February.9

The number of interstate armed conflicts, where both
warring parties are states, decreased from the unusually
high number of three in 2020 to two in 2021. One of
these was the conflict between Iran and Israel, which has
been ongoing since 2018, and which has mainly con-
sisted of Israeli airstrikes on Iranian targets in Syria. The
second interstate conflict active in 2021 was the territor-
ial conflict between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, which
was recorded as active for the first time in UCDP data
in 2021. This indicates a worrying precedent for addres-
sing territorial disputes through armed interstate con-
flict. It is the second year running in which a new or
long latent border dispute between states has flared into
an armed conflict, the other being the China–India con-
flict over the Aksai Chin and Arunachal Pradesh. This
conflict became active in 2020 for the first time since
1967.

The year also witnessed an increasingly tense situation
in Europe, due to Russia’s belligerent rhetoric and mil-
itary buildup along the border with Ukraine in the lead-
up to its invasion in February 2022, which started the
first interstate conflict to reach the threshold of war since
the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Despite the increas-
ingly threatening rhetoric from Russia, the intrastate
conflict over the territory of Novorossiya in Ukraine
against DPR (Donetsk People’s Republic) and LPR
(Lugansk People’s Republic) saw no significant changes
in the number of fatalities from the previous year, which
was the calmest year on record since the start of the
conflict. In total, just over 200 people died in the
state-based conflict in 2021.

Except for recurring clashes between India and
Pakistan, militarized interstate conflicts have been rare
occurrences for the past 20 years. Interstate conflicts
nevertheless appear to be increasing in frequency. The
first decade of the 2000s saw eight active interstate
conflict-years, whereas the second decade saw 14. The
first two years of the 2020s has already had five active
interstate conflict-years. The presence of interstate con-
flicts, with two state armies involved, is concerning as
they carry the potential to be deadlier than intrastate
conflicts. Instances of state armies fighting each other
have also become increasingly common as a result of

7 The conflict became inactive as no single dyad passed the threshold
of 25 battle-related deaths, although the four dyads that are part of
the conflict together surpassed 25 deaths. See Online appendix for
definitions.
8 The territorial conflicts over Katanga and Kongo Kingdom in
DR Congo were no longer active in 2021. In Cameroon, the
conflict over government was no longer active, while the conflict
Cameroon: Islamic State became active again.

9 The conflict over government in Myanmar as well as four conflicts
over the territories of Kachin, Karen, Karenni, and Kokang became
active after having been inactive for at least one year.
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internationalized intrastate conflicts in which external
states support non-state actors fighting against govern-
ments. There has been a steady increase in this type of
interstate confrontation in the last decade. Both 2020
and 2021 had four such cases each year, the most
instances of states participating with military force
against another state in support of a non-state actor of
any year since 1997.10 The first decade of the 2000s saw
only seven such instances, whilst the 2010s witnessed 22.

As seen in Figure 3, internationalized intrastate con-
flicts, where one or both parties to an intrastate conflict
receive troop support from an external state, remained at
historically high levels in 2021 at 25, despite a drop by
two since the previous year. The first time UCDP
recorded more than ten internationalized conflicts in a
year was in 2014, and the prevalence of internationalized
conflicts has continued to increase since. This trend has
largely been driven by efforts by the United States and its
European allies to combat transnational jihadist groups,
most notably IS. In 2014, only one country, Iraq, was

receiving secondary warring support to combat IS, but
this had grown to six in 2015. In 2021, ten instances of
secondary warring support were recorded in conflicts
against IS, as well as seven more instances in which a
government received troop support to combat other
transnational jihadist groups. The prevalent use of UAVs
as a form of secondary warring support highlights how
the trend of increasingly internationalized intrastate con-
flicts has been enabled by using UAVs as a cheaper form
of secondary warring support, discussed more in the final
section of the paper.

Non-state conflicts 1989–2021
Both the number of non-state conflicts, and the number
of fatalities incurred in them increased in 2021. UCDP
registered 76 different non-state conflicts in 2021, which
is an increase by three compared to 2020.11 The number
of non-state conflicts decreased in both Africa and the
Middle East, but increased in the Americas. These con-
flicts resulted in over 25,200 fatalities in 2021, compared
to 23,200 in 2020.

Non-state conflict remains at historically high levels,
both in terms of fatalities and the number of conflicts, as
has been the case for the past eight years. The increase
eight years ago was largely due to the proliferation of
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Figure 3. Number of state-based conflicts by type, 1946–2021

10 The four cases in 2021 were Armenian support for the Republic of
Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) against Azerbaijan, Russian support in
the Ukraine: Novorossiya conflict, the Saudi-led coalition supporting
the Forces of Hadi against the Ansarallah government in Yemen, and
Turkish support for the armed opposition in Syria. 2014 also had
four cases of state secondary-warring support for non-state actors, but
three of these were Russian forces fighting alongside separatist groups
in different conflicts against the government of Ukraine (the conflicts
Ukraine: Lugansk, Ukraine: Donetsk, and Ukraine: Novorossiya).

11 Last year we reported 72 non-state conflicts (Pettersson et al.,
2021). Based on new information we have added one new conflict
for 2020; the communal conflict Arab-Bulala in Chad.

Davies et al. 597



non-state conflicts in the context of the wars in Syria.
Figure 4 shows that the continued increase in non-state
fatalities since 2017 has been driven by the Americas in
general, and Mexico in particular. Having gone from
dominating the trend in 2014–17, the Middle East is
now relatively spared from this type of organized vio-
lence; there were less than 400 deaths in three active
conflicts in 2021, compared to over 13,000 in 21 con-
flicts in 2017.

The trend in the Americas has been the reverse, with
non-state violence beginning to escalate in 2017. Since
then, we have recorded an increased number of conflicts
resulting in more fatalities each year, making the Amer-
icas the hardest hit region in terms of non-state fatalities
for the past four years. In 2016, there were eight active
non-state conflicts in the Americas resulting in 1,300
deaths, whereas in 2021 this number had reached 30
conflicts and 21,300 fatalities, the highest number of
conflicts and fatalities recorded in the region.

Mexico has been the most heavily affected country by
far for several years, with 16 active conflicts and at least
18,700 fatalities in 2021. This signifies an increase of
two new conflicts and over 2,000 fatalities compared to
2020, which was already the most violent year recorded
by UCDP. In recent years, most of the fighting has
involved the Jalisco Cartel New Generation, which
emerged in 2010 as a splinter group from the Sinaloa
Cartel, and has since grown into one of the most domi-
nant organizations in Mexico. The Jalisco Cartel New
Generation was involved in nine out of the 16 non-state
conflicts in Mexico during 2021, and fighting involving

the group accounted for 14,400 deaths, or about 77% of
the total fatalities in non-state conflicts registered in
Mexico.

One-sided violence 1989–2021
In 2021, UCDP recorded 40 actors carrying out one-
sided violence. While this is a decrease by four since
2020, the number of actors in the past two years is at
its highest level since the early 2000s.12 In addition, the
number of civilians killed in direct, targeted violence
continued to rise in 2021. UCDP recorded 10,000 fatal-
ities from one-sided violence during the year, compared
to just over 8,500 in 2020. This is an increase by 16%
and the highest number since 2015. Africa continued to
dominate the trend of one-sided violence. In 2021, 82%
of all fatalities from this type of violence occurred in
Africa.

Figure 5 shows that most of the increase in one-sided
violence came from government actors, as a few, very
violent cases influenced the trend in 2021. In the esca-
lating war in Ethiopia discussed above, all sides in the
conflict also carried out large-scale one-sided violence
and human rights abuses, including widespread sexual
violence. In total, UCDP recorded almost 4,000 fatal-
ities in civilian targeting in Ethiopia last year, of which
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Figure 4. Fatalities in non-state conflict by region, 1989–2021

12 Last year we reported 39 actors in one-sided violence (Pettersson
et al., 2021). Based on new information we have added six actors
(TPLF, CODECO-BTD, Government of Colombia, Government
of Syria, CNPSC, and FARC dissidents) and removed one
(Hapa na pale).
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the governments of Ethiopia and Eritrea killed at least
3,500. Much of the violence took place in Tigray as
Ethiopian and Eritrean troops often retaliated with
attacks on civilians after battles against the TPLF
(ICG, 2021). As long as the conflict was concentrated
in Tigray, TPLF mostly refrained from attacking civi-
lians. When the group entered the Amhara region in
mid-2021, its one-sided attacks against the civilian pop-
ulation intensified (Amnesty International, 2022). How-
ever, the amount of violence performed by TPLF was on
a much lower scale than violence by the government-
controlled troops.

In Myanmar, the military under the leadership of Gen-
eral Min Aung Hlaing took power from the democrati-
cally elected ruling party in a coup d’état on 1 February
2021. The military takeover led to series of popular non-
violent protests throughout the country, demanding the
reinstatement of the civilian regime. The military
responded violently, killing at least 600 civilians in peace-
ful protests or in the extensive use of executions during the
year, in addition to hundreds killed in violent protests.13

Government actors are responsible for the recent
increase in one-sided violence, but IS has been the actor
with the highest number of one-sided killings in the
world every year since 2015. In 2021, UCDP recorded
just over 3,000 civilians targeted and killed by IS, in 15
different countries. The number of victims has doubled
since 2019, and last year’s number is the highest since
2016. One-sided violence, such as targeted killings and
suicide attacks, is a low-cost tactic, and experts have
argued that as groups lose ground on the battlefield
they may increasingly shift to such cheaper strategies
(e.g. Winter, 2017). Most IS assaults took place in
DR Congo, with government offensives against IS strong-
holds being followed by retaliatory killings of civilians
(Ram, 2022).

Drones in armed conflict

UAVs, commonly known as drones, have come to play
an increasingly prominent role in armed conflicts over
the past two decades. UAVs have been around since the
end of World War II, first being used as target drones
and later during the Cold War being used mainly for
reconnaissance, artillery spotting, and as decoys. In more
recent times the technological sophistication and the ease
of operating UAVs have increased dramatically, at the
same time as the costs have decreased (Frantzman,

Figure 5. Fatalities in one-sided violence, by type of actor, 1989–2021

13 When protests turn violent they do not meet the definition of
UCDP one-sided violence, which requires that civilians do not use
armed force. Such events are instead coded as part of our forthcoming
Violent Political Protest dataset (VPP). UCDP coding is always done
on an event basis, meaning that there may be several types of violence
ongoing simultaneously.
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2021). In this section, we look at the use of armed drones
in UCDP data.

Armed drones in UCDP data
The first lethal drone strike recorded in the UCDP Geor-
eferenced Events Dataset (GED) occurred in October
2001 in Afghanistan.14 Since then, we identified 1,983
events in which armed drones were used to lethal effect,
out of the 240,000 events included in GED. The usage
of armed drones is likely higher, as manned airstrikes and
UAVs are often lumped together in the reporting, not
necessarily mentioning armed drones specifically.15

Since 2001, warring parties used UAVs in lethal
events in at least 46 different conflicts located in at least
26 different countries. Most of the strikes took place in
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Israel, and Syria. Warring
parties in state-based conflicts dominate the trend, but
armed drones have also been used in non-state conflicts,
including as secondary warring support from the USA to
groups such as SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) in Syria,
and Forces of Hadi in Yemen (the internationally recog-
nized government).16

GED events involving armed drones resulted in
almost 15,000 fatalities, of which around 4,000 were
civilians or victims of unknown identity. Most civilian
casualties occurred in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Israel,
Syria, and Yemen.

Figure 6 shows that the USA dominates the picture,
being involved in 1,466 of the 1,983 events and about
11,000 of the 15,000 fatalities. US involvement has
declined over time, however, from being responsible
for 88% of the fatalities from drone strikes in the first
half of the 2010s, to around 16% in 2021. The down-
ward overall trend in the number of battle-deaths since
2018, is driven by a reduction in the number of events
with US involvement – reflecting a decline in US air-
strikes in Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq during this
period.

At the same time, fatalities from non-US strikes more
than doubled from 2018 to 2021. Figure 7 illustrates the
geographical distribution of fatalities from UAV strikes,
including French use of drones in Burkina Faso, Mali,
and Niger, and Turkish use of drones in Libya and
Syria.17 Several primary parties also used drones in their
conflicts; for example Azerbaijani use of drones in the
Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) conflict, the two rival gov-
ernments in Libya using drones against each other,
Ukraine striking DPR and LPR, and Israel targeting Pales-
tinian groups in Gaza as well as Iranian forces in Syria.18
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Figure 6. Drone-related fatalities in organized violence, 2001–21

14 GED ID 146798.
15 UCDP notes types of warfare in GED events. All the lethal events
mentioning drones or UAVs were checked and evaluated, and only
the ones involving armed UAVs were added to the UAV dataset.
Events involving only surveillance drones, which are frequently
guiding artillery, missile, airstrikes and even attacks by conventional
ground forces, were not included.
16 E.g. GED IDs: 205174, 272249, 216229, 254704, 383979.

17 E.g. GED IDs: 358910, 408891, 425843, 328161, 309606.
18 E.g. GED IDs: 366824, 293527, 409427, 179425, 342930.
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Non-state actors have also employed armed UAVs, nota-
bly IS in Syria and Iraq.19

The use of armed UAVs for combat missions by both
state actors and non-state actors has been argued to have
important effects on conflict dynamics in several recent
conflicts (see e.g. Gatoupolus, 2021; Evans & Flanagan,
2021; Waters, 2018). In addition, the use of unarmed
UAVs for surveillance may also have significant effects
on conflict dynamics, in particular on the ability to suc-
cessfully organize and conduct insurgencies (cf. Guster-
son, 2019, Evans & Flanagan, 2021). Modern military
UAVs often have extensive loitering times, enabling
them to fly over a target area for many hours. These
extended loitering times combined with high resolution
video live feeds give governments a powerful counter-
insurgency tool, in principle allowing them to establish
continuous surveillance of potential rebel staging areas.

The Ethiopian government’s ability to halt and then
turn the tide of the TPLF advance on Addis Ababa in
November 2021 has at least partially been credited to the
government’s employment of UAV surveillance. The
surveillance made TPLF positions and movements
known to the government in real time, exposing them

to government attacks.20 The increased exposure led the
TPLF to conclude that it was not possible for them to
continue and therefore decided to retreat (Gatoupolus,
2021; Evans & Flanagan, 2021). To the extent that
governments adopt and master the use of UAV surveil-
lance, this might make conventional insurgencies and
guerilla tactics significantly more difficult.

In the Azerbaijan: Artsakh conflict of 2020, Azerbai-
jan employed several types of Turkish and Israeli armed
UAVs for intelligence gathering and to provide targeting
information for artillery, missile and airstrikes, as well as
to directly attack identified targets.21 Analyses of the war
suggest that UAVs played a significant role in the fight-
ing by enabling Azerbaijan to strike at key targets deep
into Armenian controlled territory, and also to take out
Armenian air-defenses (see e.g. Shaikh & Rumbaugh,
2020; Kasapoglu, 2020). The Ansarallah government
in Yemen is another actor which has used UAVs to strike
at key targets far beyond the front lines.22 Ansarallah
have used armed drones on targets deep inside Saudi
Arabia and United Arab Emirates, illustrating how

Figure 7. Geographical distribution of drone-related fatalities

19 E.g. GED IDs: 246747, 250603.

20 E.g. GED IDs: 418898, 418900.
21 E.g. GED IDs: 358419, 366824.
22 E.g. GED IDs: 302034, 290609.
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drones can also be a weapon of the weak and pose a
dilemma for actors defending against UAVs. An armed
drone, especially a commercial off the shelf UAV modified
to carry improvised explosive devices, can be purchased at a
fraction of the cost of an advanced air-defense missile (Jones
et al., 2021). These examples illustrate how governments
and non-state actors alike can use drones to affect conflict
dynamics across a range of different situations.

Conclusion

The number of fatalities in organized violence increased
significantly in 2021, to the highest levels since 2015,
reversing the decrease in violence observed every year
between 2014 and 2019. The increase took place across
all three categories of organized violence, though it was
most marked in state-based violence, with Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, and Yemen driving the trend. Africa continued
to dominate the trend of one-sided violence, with vio-
lence largely escalating due to the behavior of the Ethio-
pian and Eritrean governments in Ethiopia’s Tigray
region. For the fourth consecutive year, the Americas,
in particular Mexico, dominated the trend in non-state
violence, having replaced the Middle East as the worst
hit region. The number of state-based conflicts, in par-
ticular the number of internationalized intrastate con-
flicts, remains at historically high levels at 54. The
world has experienced a new peak in the number of
conflicts after 2014, matched only by the early 1990s.
Our special feature section showed that the UAV usage
has dispersed amongst a larger number of actors, even as
the downscaling in the involvement of the United States
in the war on terror has led to a decrease in the number
of incidents and fatalities involving UAVs.

Replication data
The complete UCDP datasets updated to 2021, as well
as codebooks and 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 Ency-
clopedia at www.ucdp.uu.se/. Replication data and the
Online appendix for this article can be found both at
http://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/ and at https://www.prio
.org/jpr/datasets/.
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Sollenberg & Magnus Öberg (2021) Organized violence
1989–2020, with a special emphasis on Syria. Journal of
Peace Research 58(4): 809–825.

Ram, Ed (2022) Anything to stop the massacres: Peace still
eludes DRC as armed groups proliferate. Guardian 11 Feb-
ruary (https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/
2022/feb/11/massacres-peace-democratic-republic-congo-
kivu-rebels-uganda).

Shaikh, Shaan & Wes Rumbaugh (2020) The air and mis-
sile war in Nagorno-Karabakh: Lessons for the future of
strike and defense. Center for Strategic and International
Studies, 8 December (https://www.csis.org/analysis/air-
and-missile-war-nagorno-karabakh-lessons-future-strike-
and-defense).

Waters, Nick (2018) The poor man’s air force? Rebel drones
attack Russia’s airbase in Syria. Bellingcat 12 January
(https://www.bellingcat.com/news/mena/2018/01/12/
the_poor_mans_airforce/).

Winter, Charlie (2017) IS using suicide attacks on
‘industrial scale’. British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)

28 February (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-
east-39106657).

SHAWN DAVIES, b. 1992, MA in Peace and Conflict
Research (Uppsala University, 2018); Research Assistant,
Uppsala Conflict Data Program, Department of Peace and
Conflict Research (2018– ); articles on conflict data
published in Journal of Peace Research.
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Appendix 1. State-based armed conflicts in 2021

This list includes all active conflicts in 2021.23 The column Year shows the latest range of years in which the conflict has
been active without interruption. The start year (in parentheses) 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’
displays the number of battle-related deaths in 2021. Three fatality estimates are given: low, best, and high.

23 See Online appendix for definitions.
24 Supported by Armenia.
25 Supported by Russia.

26 Israel supported by USA.
27 Supported by France, Netherlands, UK, and USA.

Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) Year

Intensity

Low Best High

EUROPE
Azerbaijan Territory (Artsakh) (1991) Republic of Artsakh24 2020–21 40 40 43
Ukraine Territory (Novorossiya) (2014) DPR, LPR25 2014–21 174 208 220
MIDDLE EAST
Egypt Territory (Islamic State) (2015) IS 2015–21 99 112 204
Iran, Israel Government26 (2018) 2018–21 157 162 172
Iran Government (2005) PJAK 2018–21 18 30 30
Iraq Government27 (2004) IS 2004–21 628 707 816
Israel Territory (Palestine) (1949) Hamas, PIJ 2021 269 269 269
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(continued)

Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) Year

Intensity

Low Best High

Syria Government28 (2011) Syrian insurgents29 2011–21 662 674 783
Syria Territory (Islamic State)30

(2013)
IS 2013–21 680 680 774

Turkey Territory (Kurdistan) (1983) PKK 2015–21 438 447 545
Yemen Government (2009) Forces of Hadi31 2009–21 21,937 23,189 33,466
ASIA
Afghanistan Government32 (1978) Taliban, NRF 1978–2021 33,412 35,328 39,548
Afghanistan Territory (Islamic State)33

(2015)
IS 2015–21 206 264 322

India Government (1991) CPI-Maoist 1996–2021 175 181 193
India Territory (Kashmir) (1990) Kashmir insurgents 1990–2021 247 250 254
Indonesia Territory (West Papua)

(2018)
OPM 2021 24 51 59

Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan Territory (Common border)
(2021)

2021 56 56 56

Myanmar Government (2021) NUG 2021 595 684 3,288
Myanmar Territory (Kachin) (2011) KIO 2021 132 136 503
Myanmar Territory (Karen) (1989) KNU 2021 72 78 991
Myanmar Territory (Karenni) (2021) KNPP 2021 40 62 317
Myanmar Territory (Kokang) (2009) MNDAA 2021 71 71 337
Pakistan Government (2007) TTP 2007–21 257 259 273
Pakistan Territory (Balochistan) (2004) BRAS 2019–21 109 129 147
Pakistan Territory (Islamic State)

(2016)
IS 2021 26 26 26

Philippines Government (1969) CPP 1999–2021 195 195 195
Philippines Territory (Islamic State)

(2016)
IS 2016–21 71 71 71

Thailand Territory (Patani) (2003) Patani insurgents 2003–21 30 38 38
AFRICA
Burkina Faso Government34 (2018) JNIM 2018–21 721 836 924
Burkina Faso Territory (Islamic State) 35

(2019)
IS 2019–21 152 170 176

Burundi Government36 (2014) RED-TABARA 2019–21 26 26 29
Cameroon Territory (Ambazonia) (2017) Ambazonia insurgents 2017–21 510 519 644
Cameroon Territory (Islamic State)37

(2015)
IS 2021 56 62 134

CAR Government38 (2018) UPC, CPC 2018–21 765 928 931
Chad Government (2018) FACT 2020–21 431 431 631
Chad Territory (Islamic State)

(2015)
IS 2017–21 55 55 82

(continued)

Appendix 1

28 Supported by Iran and Russia.
29 Supported by Turkey.
30 Supported by Iran and Russia.
31 Supported by Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and United Arab
Emirates.
32 Supported by USA.
33 Supported by USA.
34 Supported by Chad, France, Ghana, Ivory Coast, Niger, and Togo.
35 Supported by Chad, France, and Niger.

36 Supported by DR Congo.
37 Supported by Nigeria.
38 Supported by Bangladesh, Benin, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Burundi,
Cambodia, Cameroon, Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, France, Gabon,
Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Indonesia, Ivory Coast, Jordan,
Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Nepal, Niger, Nigeria,
Pakistan, Peru, Portugal, Romania, Rwanda, Senegal, Serbia, Spain,
Sri Lanka, Sweden, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Zambia.
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(continued)

Location Incompatibility
Opposition
organization(s) Year

Intensity

Low Best High

DR Congo Government39 (2011) APCLS, CMC,
CNPSC, M23, RNL

2016–21 395 406 416

DR Congo Territory (Islamic State)40

(2019)
IS 2019–21 586 614 638

Ethiopia Government41 (2020) TPLF 2020–21 8,103 8,637 42,253
Ethiopia Territory (Oromiya) (2019) OLA 2019–21 276 280 3,774
Kenya Territory (Northeastern

Province and Coast)42

(2015)

Al-Shabaab 2015–21 78 78 184

Mali Government43 (2009) JNIM 2012–21 578 616 660
Mali Territory (Islamic State) 44

(2017)
IS 2017–21 110 110 129

Mozambique Territory (Islamic State)45

(2019)
IS 2019–21 532 711 1,033

Niger Government46 (2021) JNIM 2021 17 76 82
Niger Territory (Islamic State)47

(2015)
IS 2015–21 297 380 464

Nigeria Government48 (2009) Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna
Lidda’awati wal-Jihad

2011–21 266 273 304

Nigeria Territory (Islamic State)49

(2015)
IS 2015–21 1,431 1,597 2,493

Nigeria Territory (Biafra) (2021) IPOB 2021 76 129 216
Somalia Government50 (2006) Al-Shabaab 2006–21 2,110 2,119 2,645
Somalia Territory (Islamic State)

(2019)
IS 2019-21 53 53 104

South Sudan Government (2011) NAS, SPLM/
A-IO-Kitgwang

2011–21 188 188 209

Sudan Government (1983) SLM/A 2020–21 31 31 72
AMERICAS
Colombia Government (1964) ELN, FARC dissidents 2018–21 136 136 144
Total number of

battle-related deaths
in 2021

78,799 83,858 143,311

Appendix 1

39 Supported by Kenya, Nepal, South Africa, and Tanzania.
40 Supported by Kenya, Nepal, South Africa, Tanzania and Uganda.
41 Supported by Eritrea.
42 Supported by USA.
43 Supported by 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,
Luxembourg, Mauritania, Mexico, Nepal, Netherlands, Niger, Nigeria,
Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, Romania, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sri
Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, Togo, Tunisia, Turkey, Ukraine, United
Kingdom, United States of America, Zambia.
44 Supported by 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,
Luxembourg, Mauritania, Mexico, Nepal, Netherlands, Niger, Nigeria,
Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, Romania, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Spain, Sri
Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, Togo, Tunisia, Turkey, Ukraine, United
Kingdom, United States of America, Zambia.
45 Supported by Angola, Botswana, DR Congo, Lesotho, Malawi,
Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zambia.
46 Supported by Burkina Faso, Chad, France, and USA.
47 Supported by Chad, France, and USA.
48 Supported by Cameroon and Chad.
49 Supported by Cameroon, Chad, and Niger.
50 Supported by Burundi, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya,
Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Zambia, and USA.
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Unclear cases of state-based conflict in 2021

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.

Appendix 2. Non-state conflicts in 2021

This list includes all active non-state conflicts in 2021.51 The column ‘Start year’ shows the first year when the non-
state conflict caused at least 25 fatalities (since 1989). The column ‘Fatalities’ displays the number of people killed in
2021, in the low, best, and high estimate.

Location/government Opposition organization(s) Unclear aspect

DR Congo AFP-Gutabara, FDBC, URDPC Incompatibility
Ethiopia, Sudan Number of deaths
Morocco POLISARIO Number of deaths
Myanmar CNF, PSLF Number of deaths
Uganda IS Number of deaths
Yemen AQAP Number of deaths

Location Side A Side B
Start
year

Fatalities

Low Best High

MIDDLE EAST
Syria IS SDF52 2015 119 120 160
Syria SNA53 SDF 2019 177 187 208
Yemen AQAP Forces of Hadi54 2015 50 57 64
ASIA
Papua New Guinea Agarabi Tapo 2021 38 38 38
AFRICA
Burkina Faso, Mali IS JNIM 2020 121 122 128
Cameroon Choa Arab Musgum 2021 12 26 32
Chad Arab Kagal, Kibete 2021 159 159 159
DR Congo CNPSC Twiganeho 2020 39 39 41
DR Congo FPP-AP NDC-R 2021 61 61 61
DR Congo FPP-AP, NDC-R-GBS NDC-R 2021 42 42 42
DR Congo Iyeke (Batwa) Nkundo 2021 65 68 68
DR Congo NDC-R NDC-R-GBS 2020 41 41 41
DR Congo Nyatura Nduhuye Raia Mutomboki Butachibera 2021 4 60 60
Ethiopia Agaw, Amhara,

Shinasha
Gumuz 2021 130 130 173

Ethiopia Amhara Oromo 1991 26 26 26
Kenya Borana Gabra 2005 25 25 25
Mali Dan na Ambassagou JNIM 2020 49 49 51
Mali Dozos (Mali) JNIM 2018 230 233 313

(continued)

51 See Online appendix for definitions.
52 Supported by USA.

53 Supported by Turkey.
54 Supported by Saudi Arabia and USA.
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(continued)

Location Side A Side B
Start
year

Fatalities

Low Best High

Mali IS MSA 2017 25 25 68
Niger IS Banibangou Vigilance

Committee
2021 69 69 69

Niger, Nigeria IS Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna
Lidda’awati wal-Jihad

2021 303 308 608

Nigeria Atyap Fulani 2020 32 37 40
Nigeria Black Axe Eyie 2011 30 38 38
Nigeria Ezza Korri 2021 34 61 94
Nigeria Fulani Irigwe 2017 83 98 126
Nigeria Fulani Izzi (Igbo) 2021 30 30 30
Nigeria Fulani Tiv 2011 214 284 292
Nigeria Fulani Yoruba 2021 41 41 81
Nigeria IS Yan Gora 2015 17 45 61
South Africa Black Indian 2021 36 36 74
South Sudan Agar Dinka Gok Dinka 2006 31 31 31
South Sudan Ayiel Dinka Pagok Dinka 2021 26 26 26
South Sudan Balanda Azande 2021 0 189 207
South Sudan Cie Kho Cie Guandong 2021 41 41 41
South Sudan Gawaar Nuer Murle 2021 156 156 156
South Sudan Gony Dinka Thiyic Dinka 2011 14 36 36
South Sudan Luac Jang Dinka Lou Paher 2021 41 41 41
South Sudan Luac Jang Dinka Lou Paher, Thiyic Dinka 2021 94 94 94
South Sudan Toposa Buya 2021 25 25 25
South Sudan, Sudan South Sudanese Sudanese 2021 26 26 26
Sudan Arab Masalit 2021 412 412 463
Sudan Fulani Rizeigat Baggara 2020 70 70 70
Sudan Fulani Taisha 2021 48 48 48
Sudan Kawahla, Kenana, Nuba

Logan
Dar Ali (Hawazma) 2021 39 39 39

Sudan Dar Ali (Hawazma) Kenana 2021 25 26 26
Sudan Misseriya Arab 2021 59 85 85
AMERICAS
Brazil Amigos Para Sempre Famı́lia Terror Amapá 2021 110 110 110
Brazil Anti-Bala Bala na Cara 2021 103 103 103
Brazil Associação Famı́lia

Capixaba
PCC 2021 25 25 27

Brazil Bonde do Maluco Katiara 2021 25 25 25
Brazil Bonde do Maluco Comando Vermelho 2021 38 38 39
Brazil Cartel do Norte Comando Vermelho 2021 79 79 79
Brazil Comando Vermelho GDE 2017 1,651 1,651 1,651
Brazil Comando Vermelho PCC 2018 69 69 69
Brazil GDE, PCC Sindicato RN 2021 80 80 80
Brazil PCC Sindicato RN 2017 54 54 54
Brazil, Bolivia Bonde dos 13 Comando Vermelho 2021 43 43 43
Ecuador Los Choneros Los Chone Killers, Los Lobos,

Los Pipos, Los Tiguerones
2021 105 105 105

Ecuador Los Choneros Los Lobos 2021 186 186 186
Haiti G9 an Fanmi e Alye G Pep 2021 52 52 67

(continued)
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(continued)

Location Side A Side B
Start
year

Fatalities

Low Best High

Mexico Caborca Cartel, Sinaloa
Cartel - Los Mayos
faction

Sinaloa Cartel - Chapitos faction 2020 1,521 1,521 1,521

Mexico Cartel del Sur Los Rojos 2021 26 26 26
Mexico Cartel Independiente de

Acapulco
Jalisco Cartel New Generation 2021 197 197 198

Mexico Carteles Unidos Jalisco Cartel New Generation 2021 1,862 1,862 1,868
Mexico Grupo Escorpion Gulf Cartel - Los Ciclones

faction
2021 30 30 30

Mexico Guerreros Unidos Los Tlacos 2020 150 150 151
Mexico Gulf Cartel Los Zetas 2010 319 320 327
Mexico Jalisco Cartel New

Generation
La Familia 2018 1,919 1,919 1,920

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New
Generation

Los Rojos 2019 364 364 366

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New
Generation

Los Zetas 2011 1,260 1,260 2,001

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New
Generation

Nueva Plaza Cartel 2018 1,674 1,674 1,674

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New
Generation

Santa Rosa de Lima Cartel 2018 2,224 2,225 2,225

Mexico Jalisco Cartel New
Generation

Sinaloa Cartel 2015 4,890 4,890 4,890

Mexico Juarez Cartel Sinaloa Cartel 2004 1,672 1,692 1,692
Mexico Los Colombianos Los Maya 2021 416 416 416
Mexico Sinaloa Cartel -

Chapitos faction
Sinaloa Cartel - Los Mayos

faction
2020 181 181 18

Total number of fatalities in
non-state conflicts in 2021

24,734 25,247 26,810

Appendix 2
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Appendix 3. One-sided violence in 2021

This list includes all cases of active one-sided violence in 2021.55 The column ‘Start year’ shows the first year when
one-sided violence caused at least 25 fatalities (since 1989). The column ‘Fatalities’ displays the number of civilians
killed in 2021, in the low, best, and high estimate.

Location Actor
Start
Year

Fatalities

Low Best High

MIDDLE EAST
Iran Government of Iran 2019 12 26 38
Iraq Government of Iraq 1990 17 34 43
Yemen Government of Yemen 2011 24 34 36
ASIA
Afghanistan Government of Afghanistan56 1993 36 85 318
Afghanistan Taliban 1996 152 156 229
India CPI-Maoist 2005 39 40 41
Myanmar Government of Myanmar 1991 600 600 600
Myanmar KNU 2021 25 25 25
Myanmar NUG 2021 82 82 111
AFRICA
Burkina Faso, Mali JNIM 2018 122 295 306
Burundi Government of Burundi 1991 38 52 52
Cameroon Government of Cameroon 1994 49 55 79
Cameroon, Nigeria Ambazonia insurgents 2020 35 35 48
CAR Government of CAR 2001 25 25 34
CAR UPC 2002 50 50 50
CAR CPC 2021 76 79 122
DR Congo Government of Congo 1989 98 99 100
DR Congo AFP-Gutabara, Ngumino 2021 30 30 80
DR Congo FPIC 2020 56 57 62
DR Congo URDPC 2019 383 408 419
DR Congo Zaire self-defense group 2020 182 182 182
DR Congo, Niger, Afghanistan,

Mozambique57
IS 2004 2,762 3,036 3,421

Ethiopia, Sudan Government of Ethiopia 1989 932 1,117 1,752
Ethiopia Government of Eritrea, Government of

Ethiopia
2020 858 877 948

Ethiopia TPLF 2020 227 293 380
Ethiopia, Yemen Government of Eritrea 2020 1,230 1,555 1,846
Kingdom of eSwatini Government of eSwatini 2021 22 47 48
Mali Government of Mali 1990 21 27 59
Mozambique Government of Mozambique 2020 12 25 31
Nigeria Bonta Boys 2021 33 33 33
Nigeria IPOB 2021 17 37 62
Nigeria, Cameroon, Niger Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-

Jihad
2010 97 102 109

Nigeria Yan Sakai 2018 32 32 37
Somalia, Kenya Al-Shabaab 2008 85 87 87
South Sudan Government of South Sudan 2012 46 46 46
Sudan Government of Sudan 1989 80 80 80

(continued)

55 See Online appendix for definitions.
56 This actor includes both the previous regime and, from 15 Aug
2021, the Taliban regime.

57 Killings were also registered in Burkina Faso, Chad, Egypt, India,
Iraq, Mali, Nigeria, Pakistan, Syria, Tanzania, and Uganda.
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(continued)

Location Actor
Start
Year

Fatalities

Low Best High

AMERICAS
Colombia Government of Colombia 1990 26 26 27
Colombia, Venezuela FARC dissidents 2018 39 39 39
Haiti G9 an Fanmi e Alye 2020 69 69 69
Mexico Government of Mexico 2014 26 26 26
Total number of fatalities from one-sided violence

in 2021
8,745 10,003 12,075

Appendix 3
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