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CONFLICT TRENDS

Brief PointsDuring the pre–Cold War period, 
Asia witnessed some of the bloodi-
est conflicts since the Second 
World War. As of 2019, Asia is host 
to the most violent conflict scene 
in the world today: Afghanistan. 
However, the rest of the region 
is surprisingly peaceful. This 
relative peacefulness in Asia has 
often been referred to as the ‘East 
Asian Peace’. In this policy brief, 
we examine the conflict trends 
in Asia over the past 30 years and 
highlight their implications for 
policy.
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• In 2019, Asia experienced 15 state-
based conflicts in six different coun-
tries.

• For the past two years, Afghanistan 
has been the most violent place in the 
world, with almost 30,000 people killed 
in conflict-related events.

• In 2019, the other five conflict-affected 
Asian countries witnessed a total of 
1,700 battle deaths.

• In a regional comparison, Asia con-
cluded the highest absolute number of 
ceasefires between 1989 and 2018.

• In contrast to global trends, Asia expe-
rienced a relatively low level of non-
state conflicts in 2019.

• Fatalities due to one-sided violence – 
perpetrated by both governments and 
non-state actors – increased from 2018 
to 2019, a trend driven by the conflict 
between the Taliban and the Govern-
ment of Afghanistan.
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Types and Severity of Conflict

When we talk about conflict, we commonly 
focus on civil wars or wars between countries. 
However, the current conflict situation in Asia 
presents a much more complex picture.1 Figure 
1 displays types of violent political conflicts in 
the region between 1989 and 2019. We distin-
guish 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 
severity. 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 or-
ganized 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 par-
ties 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 
most attention. This category includes both 
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to the end of the Sri Lankan conflict, and the 
increase after 2014 is due to the intensification 
of the conflict in Afghanistan.

Figure 2 compares the distribution of battle 
deaths by country in 2018 and 2019. In 2019, 
the total number of battle-related deaths in Asia 
was 31,643. This was by far the highest among 
all the world’s regions. The conflicts in Afghan-
istan accounted for 29,903 of the total fatalities. 
The remaining five conflict countries in Asia 
(Pakistan, India, Myanmar, the Philippines 
and Thailand) therefore account for 1,740 battle 
deaths. This relatively low figure stands in stark 
contrast to the conflict picture in Asia before 
the Cold War, when the region experienced 
some of the bloodiest conflicts since the Second 
World War. This post-1989 phenomenon has 
been referred to as the ‘East Asian Peace’.

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 con-

conflicts between states (for example, the be-
tween India and Pakistan over Kashmir) and 
civil conflicts (such as between the Govern-
ment of Nepal and the Maoists). To be included 
in the data as a conflict, there has to be a con-
tested incompatibility that concerns the govern-
ment and/or territory.

The total number of state-based conflicts in 
Asia (depicted in pale blue in Figure 1) de-
creased from 16 in 2018 to 15 in 2019. This 
number has been relatively stable over the past 
30 years. Figure 1 also shows that state-based 
conflicts in Asia peaked in 1990 (20 in total). 
The 15 state-based conflicts recorded in 2019 
consisted of 12 civil wars, two internationalized 
civil wars, and one interstate war between Paki-
stan and India over Kashmir.

A country can be afflicted with several conflicts 
at the same time. The UCDP data counts the 
number of conflicts, and not conflict countries, 
thus a country can have several conflicts at 
the same time. For example, in 2019, the Gov-
ernment of Myanmar was engaged in three 
different civil wars: against the Palaung State 
Liberation Front (PSLF), the United League of 
Arakan (ULA), and the Kachin Independence 
Organization (KIO). In 2019, there were six 
conflict-affected countries recorded and a total 
of 15 conflicts in Asia.

Figure 1 also displays trends in battle-related 
deaths, depicted by the three lines. From 1989 
to 2005, we see a general decline in battle-
related deaths. However, from 2005 onwards, 
fatalities from state-based conflict have been on 
the rise. The peak around 2009 is attributable 
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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-
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flict is defined as a conflict fought between two 
organized groups, neither of which is related to 
the state. Organized groups come in multiple 
forms: (i) formally organized groups, (ii) informal-
ly organized groups and (iii) communal groups, 
which are defined as groups that have a com-
mon identity along religious, ethnic, national, 
tribal or clan lines.

The number of non-state conflicts in Asia is de-
picted in Figure 1 (pale orange). Most non-state 
conflicts in Asia are taking place between for-
mally organized groups, followed by communal 
groups and informally organized groups. The 
total number of non-state conflicts in Asia in-
creased from two in 2018 to three in 2019. This 
increase is due to a new communal conflict in 
Papua New Guinea between the Oi Kuru and 
the Libe Koi groups. The other two non-state 
conflicts – which were also active in 2018 – are 
both taking place in Afghanistan. One repre-
sents the Taliban’s fight against the High Coun-
cil of Afghanistan Islamic Emirate2 and the 
other is between the Islamic State (IS) and the 
Taliban. The communal conflict in Papua New 
Guinea is important because it represents the 
first recorded communal conflict since 2013.

The good news is that both the number of non-
state conflicts and the resulting battle deaths 
are declining in the region. The yellow line in 
Figure 1 depicts battle-related deaths caused 
by non-state conflicts. We can see that the 
highest number of fatalities due to non-state 
conflicts took place in 1990, when more than 
2,500 deaths were recorded. Over 1,800 of these 
2,500 fatalities took place in India between the 
Hindus and Muslims. Since then, this number 
has been on the decline, with a few occasional 
spikes. 2019 saw a record low level of non-state 
conflict-related battle deaths (141). This number 
is a sharp decrease from 2018, when 631 such 
battle-related deaths were recorded. This de-
escalation in fatalities in non-state conflicts is 
attributable to the de-escalation of the conflict 
between IS and the Taliban.

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. In 2019, fatalities resulting from one sided 
violence – both that perpetrated by govern-
ments and by non-state actors – increased to 

flicts, as well as one-sided violence.

While in Afghanistan and in the Philippines, 
conflicts are spread out across most of the coun-
try, all other countries in the region experience 
certain geographical hotspots within their ter-
ritories. In India, conflicts are mainly located 
in Kashmir and in the east-central parts of the 
country (Maoist conflict). In Myanmar, the con-
flict (between the Arakan Army and the govern-
ment) is concentrated in the Rakhine State in 
the west, as well as in southwest Chin state, but 
is not connected to the Rohingya crisis there. In 
general, there are very few non-state conflicts 
in Asia. The few non-state violence events that 
are recorded are located in Afghanistan and 
are related to the conflict between the Taliban 
and IS. On the other hand, we can see a much 
larger number of one-sided violence events. 
These events are related to areas that are al-
ready involved in state-based conflicts. In most 
cases, one-sided violence is perpetrated by rebel 
groups against civilians. However, in Afghani-
stan, the Philippines and Myanmar, the respec-
tive governments are also responsible for perpe-
trating one-sided violence against civilians.

Ceasefires

Armed conflicts often experience ceasefires, yet 
until recently research has not paid systematic 
attention to the purpose, type, and impacts of 
ceasefires on conflict dynamics. We use Clayton 
et al.’s definition of ceasefires, where ‘cease-
fires can be defined as all arrangements by or 

305 from 281 in 2018, mostly due to one-sided 
violence perpetrated by the Taliban. In 2019, 
28 fatalities were recorded in the government-
perpetrated one-sided violence category, all in 
Afghanistan. Government-perpetrated one-
sided violence was at its highest in 1992, when 
governments in Tajikistan, Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka, Papua New Guinea and Myanmar all 
perpetrated one-sided violence. In 1989, the 
Government of China was responsible for most 
fatalities when government forces attacked 
demonstrators in Beijing during the Tianan-
men Square protests. In the period between 
1997 and 1999, the Government of Afghanistan 
perpetrated most of the recorded fatalities, and 
in 2017, the Government of Myanmar perpe-
trated most of the one-sided violence against 
the Rohingya minority. The level of one-sided 
violence perpetrated by non-state actors peaked 
in 2018 and was largely driven by IS’s campaign 
in Afghanistan. The number of people killed by 
non-state actor-perpetrated one-sided violence 
was at its highest in 2010, when more than 
1,600 fatalities were recorded.

Where Are Conflicts Located?

Most conflicts are geographically concentrated, 
with only a small part of a country directly af-
fected. Figure 3 depicts the conflict-affected 
areas within each country in Asia. 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 con-
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Figure 3: 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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between conflict parties to stop fighting from a 
specific point in time’.3 Here, we use data from 
the ETH/PRIO Civil War Ceasefire Dataset, 
which includes information on all ceasefires 
during civil conflict between 1989 and 2018.

In a regional comparison, most ceasefires in 
this period were concluded in Asia (679), fol-
lowed by Africa (626), the Middle East (364), 
Europe (348), and the Americas (90). Figure 
4 displays all ceasefires in Asia between 1989 
and 2018 and disaggregates them by purpose. 
Regarding trends in the number of ceasefires 
over time, we can see that ceasefires clustered 
in certain periods between 1994 and 2000 and 
around 2008. The highest number of ceasefires 
in Asia (50 in total) was recorded in 2008 in the 
following six countries: Nepal, the Philippines, 
Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India. 
In terms of the purposes of ceasefires in Asia 
across this period, the region largely resembles 
global trends, except for in the case of holiday-
related ceasefires. Most ceasefires in Asia be-
tween 1989 and 2018 were peace process-related 
(396), followed by holiday- (130), other- (84), 
humanitarian- (63), and election-related (6) cat-
egories. Compared to other world regions, Asia 

has concluded a relatively high share of holiday-
related ceasefires. For example, in 2008, 14 
holiday-related ceasefires were coded, amongst 
which four were recorded in Nepal to observe 
the Hindu Dashain holiday. In the Philippines, 
the CPP and the Government of the Philippines 
have traditionally agreed to a ceasefire over 
Christmas and over New Year.

Conclusion

In this policy brief, we have examined conflict 
trends in Asia over time and across types. We 
have also provided novel insights into trends 
in ceasefires in the region. The conflict trends 
explored in this brief point to several policy 
implications. Policymakers face a complex 
conflict environment in Asia. This complex-
ity is further enhanced by such dominant 
regional actors as China and North Korea (and 
their relations to the US), and the regional 
cultural norm of non-intervention. Although 
the number of civil wars and battle-related 
deaths are on the decline, the past few years 
saw a gradual, but significant military build-up 
in the region. Recent militarization, especially 
by China in the South China Sea, should be 

closely monitored to prevent the eruption of 
inter-state conflicts.

Contrary to global trends, Asia has experienced 
a general decline in the number of non-state 
conflicts over the past 30 years. Nevertheless, 
this declining trend should not diminish the 
international community’s focus on non-state 
groups in Asia and the violence between them. 
In order to prevent both the escalation of exist-
ing conflicts and the eruption of new ones, we 
recommend that effective monitoring and early-
warning systems be established in potential 
conflict hotspots in the region.  

Notes

1. This policy brief is a summary of the following 
PRIO Paper:  
Palik, Júlia; Siri Aas Rustad & Fredrik Methi 
(2020) ‘Conflict Trends in Asia, 1989–2019’, 
PRIO Paper. Oslo: PRIO. Available at: www.prio.
org/Publications/Publication/?x=12507.  
For a more detailed overview of these trends 
and a richer understanding of the topics covered 
here, we recommend reading the full paper.

2. The High Council of Afghanistan Islamic 
Emirate is an Afghan rebel group which split 
from the Taliban movement in 2015. For more 
information on the group, see UCDP’s relevant 
actor site at: ucdp.uu.se/actor/6252.

3. Clayton, Govinda; Simon J. A. Mason; Valerie 
Sticher & Claudia Wiehler (2019) ‘Ceasefires 
in Intra-state Peace Processes’. CSS Analyses 
in Security Policy, No. 252, November. Zurich: 
Centre for Security Studies, ETH Zurich.
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Figure 4: Ceasefires by purpose, Asia, 1989–2018. Source: ETH/PRIO Civil War Ceasefire Dataset
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