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CONFLICT TRENDS

Brief PointsAfrica has seen some of the deadli-
est conflicts in history. Since the 
early 2000s, however, battle-related 
deaths in the region have remained 
relatively low and stable. While the 
number of state-based conflicts in 
Africa reached a record high in 2019, 
these conflicts are mostly of a low in-
tensity. Nevertheless, Africa exhibits 
worrisome trends in the increasing 
number of non-state conflicts and 
conflicts involving the Islamic State. 
In this policy brief, we describe 
conflict trends in Africa between 
1989 and 2019. We also present novel 
data on peacekeeping operations in 
the region.
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• In 2019, 25 state-based conflicts were 
recorded in Africa. This represents the 
highest number since 1946.

• 14 of these 25 civil conflicts experi-
enced involvement by an external 
government, while nine involved the 
Islamic State. Both of these numbers 
reflect an increase from 2018.

• In 2019, a total of 8,400 battle-related 
deaths were recorded in Africa, a slight 
increase from 2018. In both 2018 and 
2019, Somalia was the country with the 
highest number of battle deaths.

• The number of non-state conflicts 
decreased from 49 to 42 in 2019, but 
this number remains high compared 
to previous decades.

• Africa is the region with the highest 
number of incidents of one-sided 
violence recorded between 1989 and 
2019, though 2019 saw a decrease from 
2018 in such violence.
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Types and Severity of Conflict

When we talk about conflict, we commonly 
focus on civil wars or wars between countries. 
Yet, the current conflict situation in Africa pres-
ents a much more complex picture. Figure 1 
displays types of violent political conflicts in the 
region between 1989 and 2019. We distinguish 
between three types of lethal conflict: state-
based conflict, non-state conflict, and one-sided 
violence. The three lines in Figure 1 show the 
trends in battle-related deaths (for each conflict 
type), an important indicator of conflict sever-
ity. Battle-related deaths are defined as deaths 
caused by the warring parties, directly related 
to combat (including related fatalities among 
civilians). Civilian fatalities stemming from 
one-sided violence are caused by an organized 
armed force (government or non-state actor). 
To be included in the statistics, a conflict has to 
reach 25 battle-related deaths within a calendar 
year. Obtaining precise data on conflict-related 
events is notoriously difficult, in part because it 
is in the interests of conflict parties to obscure 
such information. The data used in this policy 
brief is sourced from the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program (UCDP). The numbers presented in 
this policy brief represent the best available 
estimates.

State-Based Conflict

State-based conflicts are defined as conflicts in 
which at least one of the actors is a government. 
Globally, state-based conflict is both the most 
common and the most deadly type of conflict. 
As such, this conflict type tends to garner the 
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was allegedly defeated in Syria in 2019, we see 
that the organization still maintains a strong 
grip on conflicts around the world, particularly 
in Africa. In 2019, IS was involved in nine out 
of the 25 conflicts in Africa, and in 16 out of 54 
conflicts globally.

Figure 1 also displays trends in battle-related 
deaths, depicted by the three lines. Since the 
early 2000s, the level of battle deaths in Africa 
has been relatively low and stable. The number 
of people killed in state-based conflicts in Af-
rica has not exceeded 10,000 since 2001 – with 
the exception of 2014, which saw a substantial 
increase in battle deaths.

Figure 2 compares battle-related deaths in 
Africa between 2018 and 2019, indicating a 
slight increase from 6,700 in 2018 to 8,400 
in 2019. The figure reveals some noteworthy 

most attention. This category includes both 
conflicts between states (for example, the 
border conflict between Ethiopia and Eritrea) 
and civil conflicts (such as between the Gov-
ernment of Mozambique and Renamo). To be 
included in the data as a conflict, there has to 
be a contested incompatibility that concerns the 
government and/or territory.

The total number of state-based conflicts in 
Africa (depicted in pale blue in Figure 1) in-
creased from 21 in 2018 to 25 in 2019. This 
represents the highest recorded number since 
1946. The 25 state-based conflicts consist of 14 
internationalized civil conflicts – i.e. conflicts 
where the government of an external country is 
involved in an internal conflict, most often sup-
porting the government side – and 11 civil con-
flicts. Internationalized civil conflicts are also 
at a record high level. In 2019, 11 countries ex-
perienced the involvement of external actors in 
their internal conflicts. While in most of these 
countries, there are between one and three ex-
ternal countries involved, in Mali, a striking 59 
foreign governments are involved. One explana-
tion for this is Mali’s central geographical and 
strategic position in Western Africa, but also 
between Sahel and North Africa, and thus fur-
ther towards Europe. It is also a hub for inter-
national agencies such as the UN and the EU. 
The US is the country with the highest number 
of involvements in conflicts in the region (7), 
while Chad is the African country involved in 
the most conflicts outside its own borders (4).

Another significant trend is the involvement of 
the Islamic State (IS). Despite the fact that IS 
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Figure 2: Battle deaths in 2018 and 2019. 
Source: UCDP Battle-Related Deaths Dataset
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Figure 1: Conflict types and battle deaths, 1989–2019. Source: UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Data-
set and UCDP Non-State Conflict, One-Sided Violence and Battle-Related Deaths Datasets
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trends. Somalia is the country with the high-
est number of battle-related deaths for both 
years. Libya, which saw very few battle deaths 
in 2018, experienced the second highest num-
ber of battle deaths in 2019. This increase is 
largely attributable to the government’s fight 
against the Libyan National Army. This conflict 
killed more than 1,600 people in 2019. We can 
also see a moderate escalation in Nigeria and 
another significant escalation in Burkina Faso. 
The countries that experienced escalation were 
Libya, Nigeria, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Mo-
zambique, and Rwanda. Notably, the majority 
of these countries fought against IS as well as 
against other non-state actors. Further, all of 
these countries experienced the involvement of 
external states in their conflicts.

Non-State Conflict

Conflicts do not have to involve the government 
of a state to cause considerable human suffer-
ing. In fact, a large amount of contemporary 
violence takes place between groups that are 
not linked to the government. A non-state 
conflict is defined as a conflict fought between 
two organized groups, neither of which is re-
lated to the state. Organized groups come in 
multiple forms: (i) formally organized groups, (ii) 
informally organized groups and (iii) communal 
groups, which are defined as groups that have 
a common identity along religious, ethnic, 
national, tribal or clan lines. Figure 3 shows 
that non-state conflicts are significantly on the 
rise, especially in the past 10 years. We can also 
see that most non-state conflicts in Africa are 
communal conflicts. However, we do not see a 

2018 to 2,791 in 2019. This number is the low-
est recorded since 2012. In 2019, 12 countries 
experienced non-state conflicts in Africa. Cer-
tain countries experienced multiple non-state 
conflicts at the same time. In 2019, both South 
Sudan and Nigeria experienced eight different 
non-state conflicts in their territories.

One-Sided Violence

One-sided violence is defined as violence 
against civilians by a formally organized group, 
which can be either the state or a non-state ac-
tor. Besides the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, 
the most lethal year of one-sided violence per-
petrated by non-state actors in Africa took place 
in 2014, when more than 8,500 people were 
killed. The majority of these killings were per-
petrated by Boko Haram in Cameroon, Chad 
and Nigeria. In 2019, 2,675 people were killed 
by one-sided violence perpetrated by non-state 
actors, while 742 people were killed by one-
sided violence perpetrated by the government. 
It is worth noting, however, that UCDP data 
may not capture the full extent of government-
perpetrated one-sided violence, as conflict 
parties have a strategic interest in hiding these 
numbers for reputational concerns and to avoid 

corresponding increase in battle-related deaths. 
The highest number of battle-related deaths 
from non-state conflicts was recorded in 1993, 
when almost 10,000 people died in non-state 
conflicts. This was mainly driven by conflict in 
Sudan and DRC.

The total number of non-state conflicts de-
creased from 49 in 2018 to 42 in 2019. Similarly, 
battle-related deaths decreased from 5,228 in 
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Figure 4: State-based, non-state, and one-sided violence events, 2019. Source: UCDP GED Dataset
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THE PROJECT PRIO
The Conflict Trends project aims to answer 
questions relating to the causes, consequences 
and trends in conflict. The project will 
contribute to new conflict analyses within 
areas of public interest, and works to produce 
thorough and quality based analysis for the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is 
a non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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sanctions from the international community. 
Thus, the numbers of reported one-sided vio-
lence events in Figure 1 likely represent only a 
fraction of the total incidents.

Where Are Conflicts Located?

Most conflicts are geographically concentrated, 
with only a small part of a country directly af-
fected. Figure 4 depicts the conflict-affected 
areas within each country in the region. The 
grey colour indicates countries that experienced 
conflict in 2019, while the dots depict where the 
conflict events took place. The conflict events 
include both state-based and non-state conflicts, 
as well as one-sided violence. We can see that 
only Nigeria has conflict events in a large share 
of the country, while most other countries’ con-
flicts are geographically limited.

However, there are a few hotspots: the Lake 
Chad region (Northeast Nigeria, Cameroon, 

Chad and Niger) and the eastern part of the 
DRC have been ridden by conflict for years. At 
the same time, we can also see new hotspots 
that have become much more violent over the 
past year, such as the border region between 
Mali and Burkina Faso, as well as the Amba-
zonia region in Cameroon, which is located at 
the southern border of Nigeria. In many cases, 
state-based and non-state conflicts take place 
in the same areas. However, in Libya, non-state 
conflicts are mostly – with some exceptions – in 
the central parts of the country, where neither 
of the two Libyan governments have control. 
One-sided violence is also quite prevalent in 
the above-mentioned hotspots. We also see that 
countries like the Central African Republic 
(CAR) and Sudan have more one-sided violence 
and non-state violence than state-based violence 
events. In fact, Sudan did not experience a state-
based conflict at all in 2019.

Peacekeeping Operations

As described earlier, conflicts in Africa are 
increasingly seeing international involvement. 
This also includes UN peacekeeping operations 
(PKOs). Since 2002, there has been a steady 
increase in the number of missions and troops 
deployed in Africa. In 2018, eight PKO missions 
were recorded, a slight decrease from nine in 
2017. Troop size has increased since 1999, when 
the average troop size was 2,348, up until 2010, 
when the average number of troops reached 
80,000. This means that in 11 years, the aver-
age troop number increased more than 33-fold. 
After a short period of decline in the number of 
deployed troops, the period between 2013 and 
2016 experienced a renewed increase in troop 
size, which corresponded with an increase in 
the number of missions. There was a decrease 
in the number of troops from 72,663 in 2017 to 
69,569 in 2018. The map in Figure 5 indicates 
where UN troops were deployed in 2018.

Conclusion

In this policy brief, we have presented conflict 
trends in Africa over time and across conflict 
types. We have also provided novel insights into 
trends in peacekeeping missions in the region. 
The expansion of IS in Africa is a worrisome 
development. Defeating the organization is dif-
ficult because a negotiated solution to IS-related 
conflicts is unviable. To prevent the further 
expansion of IS and IS-affiliated groups, the 
UN and regional organizations should continue 
to invest in early warning systems across the 
region.  

Notes

This policy brief is a summary of the following PRIO 
Paper: Palik, Júlia; Siri Aas Rustad & Fredrik Methi 
(2020) ‘Conflict Trends in Africa, 1989–2019’, PRIO 
Paper. Oslo: PRIO.  
Available at: www.prio.org/Publications/
Publication/?x=12495.

For a more detailed overview of these trends and 
a richer understanding of the topics covered here, 
we recommend reading the full paper.
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Figure 5: PKO location and troop size in Africa, 
2018. Source: Geo-PKO dataset
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