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Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16 calls on the world’s countries to achieve peaceful and 
inclusive societies and to significantly reduce all forms of violence everywhere. An important 
first stage in achieving this goal is to understand conflict dynamics over time and across con-
tinents as well as the types of violence various actors use. This paper is part of a series, PRIO 
Papers on Conflict Trends. This series comprises four papers, one on Africa, one on Asia, one on 
the Middle East, and one that provides a global overview. This paper focuses on Asia and aims to 
help policymakers, decisionmakers, practitioners, and regional and country experts further un-
derstand the context in which they work.

In this paper, we provide data on and examine conflict trends in Asia, particularly since 1989, 
and place them in a global context. We focus on violence in armed conflict in general, but also 
specifically on sexual violence in armed conflict. The paper draws on the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program (UCDP),1 which comprises the best available global data about armed violence, on data 
from PRIO, and on the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) Dataset. We examine state-
based conflicts, non-state conflicts, and one-sided violence, relying on the UCDP’s conflict defini-
tion as conflicts with at least 25 battle-related deaths per year. More specific definitions will be 
presented in the course of the paper and in section 1.1. below. This paper need not be read from 
beginning to end and may be used as a reference on peace and conflict trends in Asia.

1.1. Definitions

State-based conflict: A contested incompatibility over government and/or territory, with at least 
one party being a state, and involving the use of armed force that results in at least 25 battle-relat-
ed deaths within a calendar year.

Non-state conflict: The use of armed force between organized groups, none of which is the gov-
ernment of a state, that results in at least 25 annual battle-related deaths.

One-sided violence: The use of armed force by the government of a state or by a formally orga-
nized group against civilians that results in at least 25 battle-related deaths. Extrajudicial killings 
in custody are excluded.

Battle-related deaths: Fatalities, including civilian losses, caused by warring parties and that can 
be directly related to combat.

1.2. Limitations

We would like to note four limitations of the PRIO Papers on Conflict Trends. First, these papers 
present an overview of trends in data. As such, we do not provide causal explanations for particu-
lar trends (although we highlight existing research results), and we do not expand on particular 

1. Introduction
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cases in depth. All papers in the series were sent out for review by country and regional experts 
to ensure that the quantitative evidence provided is balanced by qualitative insight. Second, we 
did not provide a separate regional paper on Latin America, although that region is one of the 
most violent in the world. Latin America experienced relatively fewer episodes of intrastate con-
flict than other regions, but it is plagued by social violence perpetrated by cartels and gangs.2 
Third, some have criticized UCDP’s data on one-sided violence for inaccuracy in reported num-
bers3 for coding source bias.4 Many view the UCDP’s one-sided violence figures as too low (e.g., 
they do not account for cartel violence in Latin America). However, the UCDP is currently the 
only source of one-sided violence data that can be compared across time and space. For simplici-
ty’s sake, unless otherwise noted, we use the term “conflict” to refer to both conflict and war. The 
exception is when we examine conflict intensity; then, “conflict” refers to an event with 25 to 999 
battle-related deaths whereas “war” refers to an event with 1,000 or more battle-related deaths. 
Also, UCDP codes both conflict dyads and the regional location of the actors involved in the dyad. 
This sometimes results in multiple regions being coded (e.g., the Americas and Asia are both 
coded when the US government and the government of Afghanistan are involved in a dyad). We 
have coded a unique variable for each conflict-dyad-year to indicate the regions in which the most 
battle-related deaths occurred; this variable is then used to calculate regionally disaggregated bat-
tle-related deaths. Fourth, although the analysis in this paper explores sexual violence, we have 
not applied a gender lens.5 We welcome comments and questions on any part of this PRIO Paper.
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The number of state-based conflicts in Asia increased in 2021. Afghanistan remains the most vi-
olent country in both the region and the world, but other countries in Asia saw an increase in the 
number of conflicts within their borders. In particular, Myanmar had five ongoing civil conflicts 
in 2021, which was more than any other country in Asia. Despite the large number, the conflicts 
in Myanmar were all classified as low-intensity. Additionally, a new interstate conflict emerged in 
2021 between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan over the border region between the two countries.

State-based battle-related deaths in Asia are at their highest point since 1988. In 2021, more state-
based battle-related deaths occurred in Asia than during any other year since 1988. This is pri-
marily attributed to the conflict in Afghanistan, which accounted for more than 20,400 fatalities 
compared to more than 1,500 battle-related deaths in all other state-based conflicts in Asia. How-
ever, when battle-related deaths in Afghanistan are excluded, battle-related deaths in the region 
still rose between 2020 and 2021.

Battle-related deaths from non-state conflicts are at a historical low. The only non-state conflict 
active in 2021 was a communal conflict between the Agarabi and Tapo in Papua New Guinea, 
which resulted in 38 battle-related deaths. The low number of both non-state conflicts and battle-
related deaths from non-state conflicts in 2021 continued the general trend of an overall decline 
in non-state conflicts in Asia since 1989.

Fatalities from one-sided violence in Asia more than tripled between 2020 and 2021. Whereas 
only 275 fatalities were recorded in 2020, in 2021, there were nearly 1,000. Moreover, the number 
of actors who used one-sided violence in Asia more than doubled between 2020 and 2021, rising 
from three to seven. Although the majority of fatalities from one-sided violence in Asia are perpe-
trated by non-state actors, the governments in Afghanistan and Myanmar are also responsible for 
one-sided violence.

2. Executive Summary
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Although the number of non-state conflicts has risen recently, state-based civil conflict is one of the 
most prevalent types of conflict globally. While we differentiate between conflicts and wars in terms 
of conflict severity, we use the term conflict to refer to both conflicts and wars unless otherwise not-
ed. In this section, we rely on data from the PRIO/UCDP dataset, which defines a state-based con-
flict as having a contested incompatibility over the government6 and/or territory7 involving the use of 
armed force between two parties that results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year. 
Battle-related deaths are fatalities caused by the warring parties that can be directly tied to combat. 
This figure is important as it provides a way to measure the severity of a conflict. A conflict is con-
sidered a war if the contested incompatibility between two parties causes at least 1,000 battle-related 
deaths in a calendar year. This measurement does not account for indirect loss of life resulting from 
conflict, such as deaths due to famine or disease, as reliable data for such deaths are lacking.

3.1. Prevalence of State-Based Conflicts in Asia

Figure 1 shows the development of state-based conflicts in Asia between 1946 and 2021. We dif-
ferentiate among the following types of state-based conflicts: colonial conflicts, interstate con-
flicts, civil conflicts, and internationalized civil conflicts. The number of interstate conflicts has 
remained relatively stable and low between 1989 and 2021. With the exception of 2020, there has 
been no more than one interstate conflict per year between 1989 and 2021. Civil conflict, on the 
other hand, is the most prevalent type of conflict in Asia. On average between 1989 and 2021, 
13 civil conflicts occurred per year in Asia. The largest number of civil wars took place in 1990, 
when 19 such conflicts were waged in Asia. Internationalized civil wars used to be rare in Asia; 
however, since 2015 the number of such conflicts has risen slightly. The total number of state-
based conflicts increased from 13 in 2020 to 17 in 2021. These 17 state-based conflicts comprised 
14 civil wars, two internationalized civil conflicts, and one interstate conflict between Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan over their shared border. Colonial conflicts were last recorded in Asia in 1962.

3. State-Based Conflicts, 1989–2021

Figure 1: State-based armed conflicts in Asia by conflict type, 1946–20218
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The conflict between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan was recorded for the first time in the UCDP/
PRIO dataset in 2021; it resulted in 56 battle-related deaths. Following the breakup of the Soviet 
Union, portions of the border between the two neighbouring states remained vague and unset-
tled, allowing shared use of natural resources and land access to continue. However, the border 
demarcation remains a tense issue between the two countries. Clashes occurred throughout the 
past two decades but the 25 battle-related death threshold was not surpassed until 2021.

Conflicts between countries are rare in Asia, but civil conflicts within a country are common. As 
shown in Figure 2, in 2021 there were 14 such conflicts in six countries: India (two civil conflicts), 
Indonesia (one), Myanmar (five), Pakistan (three), the Philippines (two), and Thailand (one).

In Myanmar, the newest civil conflict is between the government of Myanmar, or the military 
regime, and the National Unity Government (NUG), a political group that was founded in April 
2021 following the February 2021 coup. The NUG, which seeks to remove the military regime 
from power and restore democracy in Myanmar, is made up of members of the National League 
for Democracy (NLD), which won the 2020 elections. Many of the NUG’s members held posi-
tions in the government prior to the coup. The NUG thus has a high degree of legitimacy and 
represents a popularly elected government that was ousted by the military regime. After the 
coup, large-scale peaceful protests broke out throughout the country to oppose the military take-
over of the country. In May 2021, the NUG subsequently established an armed wing, the People’s 
Defense Forces (PDF). The PDF’s numbers were reinforced by unorganised anti-coup groups 
that became local chapters of the PDF, supporting the fight to remove the military regime from 
power. This civil conflict resulted in 684 battle-related deaths in 2021.

Figure 2 displays conflicts with and without international involvement. UCDP defines an inter-
nationalized conflict as a conflict in which the government, or the opposing side, or both sides 

Figure 2: Civil conflicts and internationalized civil conflicts in Asia, 1946–2021
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receive support from external states that actively participate in the conflict. The deployment of 
peacekeeping forces can but does not automatically make a conflict internationalized. It is im-
portant to note that the involvement of IS in a conflict is not counted as an internationalization 
of conflict, despite IS being an external third-party interfering in a conflict. (We elaborate on the 
involvement of IS in conflicts in the associated PRIO Paper, “Conflict Trends: A Global Overview, 
1946–2021.”).

The first internationalized civil conflict in Asia was recorded in 1958. The period between 2003 
and 2014 saw two internationalized civil conflicts – both in Afghanistan. One was against the 
Taliban and the Islamic Party of Afghanistan (Hizb-i Islami-yi Afghanistan) and the other was 
against al-Qaida. In 2014, as many as 49 states were involved in supporting the Afghan govern-
ment. In 2015, the number of internationalized conflicts doubled to four, with two in Afghani-
stan, one in Pakistan, and a cross-border conflict involving the governments of Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and the United States against al-Qaida. The greatest number of internationalized civil 
conflicts in Asia was seen in 2017, when five were recorded in Afghanistan (two), the Philippines 
(one), and Pakistan (one). Since then, the number has declined, with two recorded in 2020, both 
of them in Afghanistan against IS and the Taliban. These two conflicts continued into 2021 and 
are categorized as internationalized civil conflicts because external actors were involved, specifi-
cally, the government of the United States, which provided support to the Afghanistan govern-
ment.

3.2. Battle-Related Deaths from State-Based Conflicts in Asia

Figure 3 shows trends in battle-related deaths in state-based conflicts, as depicted by the orange 
line. We can see a sharp decrease in battle-related deaths after 1950, a year in which 546,211 
deaths were recorded. That year saw four colonial conflicts (one each in Cambodia, Laos, Viet-
nam, and Malaysia), two interstate conflicts (between China and Taiwan9 and between North and 
South Korea10), and nine civil conflicts in four countries.11 After over two decades of decline in 
fatalities, a spike occurred in 1972, when more than 277,900 battle-related deaths were recorded. 
This increase was largely attributable to the war in Vietnam, with the United States and South 
Vietnam on one side and the National Liberation Front (NLF) and North Vietnam on the other.12 
Viewed over the long-term, battle-related deaths in Asia have steadily declined since 1984. How-
ever, since 2016, a slight upward trend is notable, as shown in Figure 4. In 2020, the number of 
fatalities was greater than in any year since 2009.

Conflicts in Asia were dominated by high-intensity warfare in the period 1946–1979. In com-
parison, the 1980–2020 period was remarkably peaceful (except in Afghanistan and Sri Lanka). 
This contrast is even more pronounced if we limit the focus to East Asia, a region with more 
than 30 percent of the world’s population.13 Since the 1980s, most of the few conflicts in East 
Asia have been low intensity; this relative absence of conflict has been called “East Asian Peace” 



13

(Tønnesson, 2009, 2017). The reasons for the decline in severe conflicts in Asia are manifold. 
The region, however, is not without conflict, as we will show in this paper.15

Because Asia experienced extreme levels of battle-related deaths in the 1950s, detecting trends af-
ter 1989, as shown in Figure 3, is difficult. Thus, in Figure 4, we present data only for the period 
1989–2021. This clearly shows a sharp increase in battle-related deaths since 2005, despite the 
number of conflicts having remained relatively stable. The increase in battle-related deaths is at-
tributable to the conflicts in Afghanistan.

In 2020, battle-related deaths in Asia decreased for the first time since 2016. The decrease was short-
lived, though, and in 2021, there were more battle-related deaths than in any other year since 1988.

Figure 5 compares battle-related deaths in Asia in 2020 and 2021. Afghanistan is by far the most 
violent country in the region and, as we will discuss in section 3.4, in the world. Myanmar had 
the second highest number of deaths as a result of the five state-based ongoing conflicts there in 
2021. These conflicts are described in section 3.3. Of the 20 deadliest conflict-dyads in the world 
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in 2020, only one was in Asia – between the government of Afghanistan and the Taliban. It re-
sulted in 20,473 battle-related deaths in Afghanistan that year. In contrast, all the other conflict-
dyads in Asia combined resulted in 1,513 battle-related deaths.

What are the conflicts in Asia fought over? Following UCDP, we differentiate between two types 
of incompatibilities: those over government and/or those over territory. Conflicts over govern-
ment concern the type of political system, the replacement of the central government, or a 
change in the government’s composition. Conflicts over territory concern the status of a territory, 
secession, or autonomy. Figure 6 shows the number of conflicts in Asia fought over territorial 
or governmental incompatibilities or a mixture of the two between 1946 and 2021. In general, 
more conflicts are fought over territory than over government in Asia. A conflict involving both 
types of incompatibility remains a rare event; the last recorded instance was in 1958 between the 
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People’s Republic of China and the Republic of China (Taiwan). This is also the only instance of 
a conflict over both government and territory in Asia.

A state-based conflict in Asia is twice as likely to be fought over territory as over government con-
trol. Since 1946, the first year for which UCDP data is available, 704 conflicts have been fought 
over territory in Asia whereas 318 have been fought over government. The number of conflicts 
over government in Asia has remained relatively steady since 2001. In 2021, there were 12 con-
flicts fought over territory (an increase from nine in 2020) and five fought over government (one 
more than in 2020). The largest recorded number of conflicts over territory between 1946 and 
2020 was in 1987, when 14 such conflicts were fought. The greatest number of conflicts over a 
governmental incompatibility was recorded in 1990, when there were seven.

3.3. Conflict Intensity in Asia

The year 2021 saw the greatest number of battle-related deaths in Asia in decades. That year, 
37,879 battle-related deaths were recorded as a result of state-based conflicts in Asia. Sixteen 
low-intensity conflicts were the cause of 2,551 of these deaths, and one high intensity war in Af-
ghanistan, which led to 35,328 recorded fatalities. Figure 7 shows a nearly 60% increase in battle-
related deaths from wars in 2021 over the number for any other year since 1989. Prior to 2021, 
2019 was the precedent-setting year, with a recorded 31,686 fatalities.

In 2021, battle-related deaths in Asia from both conflicts and wars increased to 37,879. Afghani-
stan accounts for the vast majority of the deaths (94%) in 2021. However, various low-intensity 
conflicts also took place in the region, for example, along the borders of India, Kyrgyzstan, and 
Tajikistan. Notably, the number of battle-related deaths from conflicts other than those in Af-
ghanistan increased from 1,512 in 2020 to 2,287 in 2021. Small-scale or low-intensity conflicts 
can escalate into more severe conflicts, requiring the attention and resources of policymakers.
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Figure 7 illustrates conflict intensity and shows that most battle-related deaths in Asia are the result 
of wars, as explained above. Although the number of conflicts increased from 12 in 2020 to 16 in 
2021, four of the conflicts that were ongoing in 2020 fell below the minimum threshold of 25 battle-
related deaths in 2021. These included the interstate conflicts between the governments of India and 
Pakistan and between the governments of India and China, as well as the civil conflicts between the 
government of Myanmar and the United League of Arakan (ULA) and its military wing, the Arakan 
Army (AA), and between the government of the Philippines and the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG).

There were seven new or renewed conflicts in 2021. We consider a renewed conflict any conflict 
(or war) that was not active in 2020 but was active both in 2021 and any year prior to 2020. Of 
the six renewed conflicts, four were in Myanmar. Two of them – the conflict between the govern-
ment of Myanmar and the Kachin Independence Organization (KIO) and its military wing, the 
Kachin Independence Army (KIA), and between the government and the NUG18 – have been 
active on and off since 1990 and were last active in 2019. The conflict between the Myanmar gov-
ernment and the KNU has been active sporadically since 1989 and, prior to 2021, was last active 
in 2013. The conflict between the government and the MNDAA is relatively new, occurring on 
and off only since 2009 and, prior to 2021, was last active in 2017. Indonesia and Pakistan also 
saw the re-emergence of conflicts: between the government of Indonesia and the Organization 
for a Free Papua (OPM) and between the government of Pakistan and IS. The conflict in Indone-
sia only surpassed the 25 battle-related death threshold in 2018 and in 2021, whereas the conflict 
between the Pakistan government and IS was active from 2016 to 2019 and again in 2021. In 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, a new conflict emerged in 2021 over the border between the two coun-
tries. We discussed this conflict in section 3.1.

Figure 8 compares the number of conflict-affected countries with the total number of state-based 
conflicts in Asia between 1946 and 2021. Most of the time, these two numbers mirror each other. 
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The UCDP data counts the number of conflicts per year rather than conflict-affected countries 
each year; thus, one country can have several conflicts ongoing at the same time. For example, in 
2021, the government of the Philippines was engaged in two state-based conflicts on its territory: 
one against IS and the other, against the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP). The gov-
ernment of Pakistan was involved in three state-based conflicts in 2021 – against IS, against the 
Baluch National Freedom Movement (BRAS), and against and The Taliban Movement of Paki-
stan (TTP). We can see from Figure 8 that the number of conflicts is greater than the number of 
conflict-affected countries, meaning some countries experienced multiple conflicts. The largest 
number of conflicts took place in 1990, when 20 state-based conflicts were recorded, affecting 11 
countries. In 2021, 17 conflicts were recorded and nine conflict-affected countries. This marks an 
increase since 2020 in both the number of conflicts (from 13 to 17) and the number of conflict-
affected countries (from seven to nine).

3.4. Regional Trends in State-Based Conflicts

Figure 9 indicates the variation in state-based conflict trends by region between 1946 and 2021. 
Africa experienced the highest number of unique state-based conflicts (105 conflicts) during the 
1946–2021 period, followed by Asia19 (82), the Middle East (41), Europe (38) and the Americas 
(27). Over the past ten years, the number of conflicts in Africa rose significantly, from 15 in 2011 
to 25 in 2021. This is the largest relative as well as absolute increase for any region (except for Eu-
rope, which saw an increase from one conflict in 2011 to two in 2021). The only region to experi-
ence a decrease in the absolute number of conflicts over the past ten years, from two conflicts to 
one, was the Americas.

Although the number of battle deaths in a single year in one country can be large, the accumu-
lated battle deaths over time can be even more devastating. Figure 10 shows the total number of 
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battle-related deaths between 1989 and 2021 for each of the 11 countries with the largest totals. 
Two countries stand out: Syria and Afghanistan due to the much larger total number battle-relat-
ed deaths compared to the remaining countries listed. Eritrea, which experienced a civil war in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, as well as an international war with Ethiopia in 1998–2000, is also 
notable. Figure 11 presents the cumulative battle-deaths in state-based conflicts between 1989 
and 2021 as a percentage of a country’s population, using 2020 population figures. The list re-
veals that relatively low numbers in absolute battle-related deaths can be substantial for a country 

Country Cumulative BRDs,
1989–2021
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Figure 10: Cumulative battle-related deaths by country, 
1989–2021

Figure 11: Battle-related deaths as share of a country’s popula-
tion, 1989–202120
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Figure 12: Global comparison of battle-related deaths per country in 2020 and 2021
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with a relatively small population. Syria and Afghanistan are still high on the list, but smaller 
countries are as well. The most notable difference between Figures 10 and 11 is the place of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Although it sustained a lower cumulative battle-related death toll between 
1989 and 2021 than did the other countries in Figure 10, it ranks third in Figure 11, having lost 
1.10% of the population in battle-related deaths in these years. Eritrea tops the list, with 2.77% of 
its population killed in state-based conflicts between 1989 and 2021, followed by Syria, which lost 
1.90% of its population to battle-related deaths.

One conflict in Asia – in Afghanistan – accounts for a significant number of the world’s battle-
related deaths. Figure 12 shows that a few conflicts – notably those in Afghanistan, Azerbaijan 
(2020), Syria, and Yemen (2021) – account for a large number of global battle-related deaths. The 
conflict in Azerbaijan, although one of the deadliest of 2020, was short-lived, spanning roughly 
three months and fought between Azerbaijan and Armenia over the Nagorno-Karabakh region. 
In both 2020 and 2021, the conflict in Afghanistan accounted for the most battle-related deaths 
in the world. Following an initial decline in battle-related deaths in Afghanistan between 2019 
and 2020, the death toll rose significantly after international forces withdrew in August 2020 and 
the Taliban mounted an offensive, succeeding in taking control of several urban areas, border 
crossings and, eventually, the capital city.
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Many countries experienced state-based conflicts in 2021. This does not necessarily mean that 
entire countries were engulfed by conflict. Very often, conflicts are limited to geographical areas 
within countries. In this section, we examine the geographical location of state-based conflict 
within countries in Asia. We use the latest 2021 version of the UCDP Georeferenced Event Da-
taset (GED), which codes the geographical location of all conflict events (Sundberg & Melander, 
2013). This dataset includes state-based conflicts, non-state conflicts, and one-sided violence. The 
geographical distribution of the latter two types of conflict is presented in later sections of this 
paper.

4. Geographic Spread of State-Based Conflict, 
    2021

Conflict event, 2021
Conflict-affected country, 2021

Figure 13: State-based conflict countries and conflict events in Asia, 202121

The map in Figure 13 shows state-based conflict countries in pale yellow and indicates conflict 
events with blue dots. A large variation is visible among conflict-affected countries in terms of a 
conflict’s expansiveness. Furthermore, variation can also be seen within each country regarding 
the location of conflict. In Afghanistan and in the Philippines, conflicts are spread across most of 
their territories, whereas, in all the other countries, conflicts are limited to certain geographical 
hotspots. In India, conflicts are mainly in Kashmir and in Chhattisgarh, which is in the central 
eastern region of the country. In Myanmar, the conflict (between the Arakan Army and the govern-
ment) is concentrated in the state of Rakhine and in southwest Chin state, which is in the west, 
leaving the Rohingya caught in the middle. The powerful Arakan Army is fighting for the inde-
pendence or self-determination for the people of Arakan, whereas the smaller Arakan Rohingya 
Salvation Army (ARSA) carries out attacks against Hindus and Rakhine Buddhists.22 The second 
predominant conflict area in Myanmar, which dates to the 1960s, is a territorial one over Kachin 
State in the northeast. In 2021, two other conflicts over territory were active in Myanmar as well as 
a new conflict over government between the NUG and the SAC, as was discussed in Section 3.1.
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Figure 14 shows the location of all state-based conflict events in the world in 2021 and reveals 
a number of conflict hotspots. In the Middle East, notable hotspots are in Syria, northern Iraq, 
and Yemen; in Asia, they are in Afghanistan, Myanmar, and the Philippines. There are very few 
state-based conflicts outside of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, although in 2021, several state-
based conflict events were recorded in Ukraine prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion in early 2022.

Conflict country 2021
Conflict event 2021

Figure 14: Location of state-based conflict countries and conflict events, 2021
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Conflicts need not involve the government of a state to cause considerable human suffering. In 
fact, a large amount of contemporary violence takes place between groups that are not part of a 
state structure. UCDP defines a non-state conflict as the use of armed force between organized 
groups, none of which is the government of a state, that results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in 
a calendar year. Organized groups come in three forms: (i) a formally organized group, which is any 
non-governmental set of people with an announced name for itself that uses armed force against 
another formally organized group; (ii) an informally organized group, which refers to any group with-
out an announced name that uses armed force against another similarly organized group; and (iii) 
an informally organized identity group, which is a set of people with a common religious, ethnic, na-
tional, tribal, or clan identity. Conflicts involving such a group include those defined as communal, 
wherein incompatibility is based in communal identity of the group which lacks a clear command 
hierarchy or organizational brand. We refer to such incompatibilities as communal conflicts.

Relatively little research exists on non-state conflicts, but there are several explanations for this 
type of conflict. First, many of these conflicts occur on the periphery of a state. This could indi-
cate a lack of control or lack of interest by the state, and as such, signal a loss of state monopoly of 
violence (Wahlert 2007). Second, many non-state conflicts occur during civil conflict, when the 
state is either weakened or has directed its resources to the civil conflict. Third, non-state con-
flicts are often related to organized crime (Kalyvas 2015), the most obvious example of which is 
the drug cartels in Mexico. However, this category also includes rebel groups, which may engage 
in, for example, extraction and smuggling of natural resources. Fourth, the splintering of rebel 
groups, as occurred in the Philippines, can also lead to an increase in non-state conflicts (Pearl-
man and Cunningham 2012).

Figure 15 displays the number of non-state conflicts in Asia, disaggregated by conflict type, be-
tween 1989 and 2021. As the figure shows, most non-state conflicts in Asia take place between 
formally organized groups, followed by conflicts between communal groups, and rarely, between 
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informally organized groups (otherwise known as supporter groups). The total number of non-
state conflicts remained the same between 2020 and 2021, but non-state conflicts in Asia have 
declined since 2015. There was only one non-state conflict active in Asia in 2021 – a communal 
conflict in Papua New Guinea between the Agarabi and Tapo. 

The black line in Figure 15 depicts the number of battle-related deaths caused by non-state con-
flicts. The greatest number of fatalities resulting from non-state conflicts occurred in 1990, when 
more than 2,500 deaths were recorded. More than 1,800 of these deaths took place in India as a re-
sult of the conflict between Hindus and Muslims. This conflict was reignited in 2020 and was the 
only non-state conflict of any type in Asia that year. Battle-related deaths have continued to decline 
since 2018, falling to 38 in 2021, the lowest number since compilation of the dataset began in 1989.

Figure 16 shows trends in the number of non-state conflicts and conflict-affected countries 
in Asia between 1989 and 2021. The graph shows that the number of non-state conflicts has 
declined unevenly since 1989, when a record number of nine conflicts took place. Since 2013, 
five or fewer non-state conflicts occurred in the region, with only one recorded in 2020 and in 
2021. Since 1989, between one and nine countries have been affected by non-state conflict an-
nually. Since 2004, four countries or fewer have been affected each year. Every non-state conflict 
between 2014 and 2019 took place in either Pakistan or Afghanistan. Between 1989 and 2021, 
nearly half of all non-state conflicts occurred in Pakistan and/or Afghanistan (some of which 
took place in both countries).

5.1. Regional Overview of Non-State Conflicts

Figure 17 shows the variation in the number of non-state conflicts across regions of the world 
from 1989 to 2021. Africa is currently the region most severely affected by non-state conflicts. 
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The Middle East experienced the largest relative increase in the number of non-state conflicts 
in the 2010s but has since seen a decrease in the number. Figure 17 shows a steady rise in the 
number of non-state conflicts in the Americas in recent years. Although Africa and the Americas 
both experience high levels of non-state conflict, they are affected by different types. The most 
common type of non-state conflict in the Americas is conflict between highly organized actors, 
whereas in Africa, it is communal conflict.
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Regardless of whether a conflict is state-based or non-state, civilians are often the hardest hit by 
the violence. A third UCDP category is one-sided violence, defined as “the use of armed force by 
the government of a state or by a formally organized group against civilians which results in at 
least 25 deaths. Extrajudicial killings in custody are excluded.”

One-sided fatalities more than tripled between 2020 and 2021, from 275 to 988. The number 
of actors that used one-sided violence in Asia more than doubled, from three in 2020 to seven 
in 2021. In 2021, the Taliban, the government of Afghanistan, and IS all perpetrated one-sided 
violence in Afghanistan. The Communist Party of India-Maoist perpetrated one-sided violence 
in India, whereas the Karen National Union (KNU), NUG, and the government of Myanmar all 
perpetrated one-sided violence in Myanmar. We should note that IS was active not just in Asia 
but also in other regions; thus fatalities resulting from IS-perpetrated violence are not recorded 
in Figure 19. However, in 2021, IS perpetrated one-sided violence that resulted in 3,036 deaths in 
Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Chad, DR Congo, Egypt, India, Iraq, Mali, Mozambique, Niger, Nige-
ria, Pakistan, Syria, Tanzania, and Uganda.

Figure 18 shows trends in one-sided violence in Asia, including the number of fatalities, between 
1989 and 2021, and differentiates between government-perpetrated and non-state actor violence. 
The majority of fatalities from one-sided violence in Asia are perpetrated by non-state actors, 
but there were four major exceptions, indicated by the four spikes in the solid line in Figure 18. 
First, in 1989 the governments of China and Sri Lanka perpetrated one-sided violence resulting 
in 2,600 and 59 fatalities, respectively. In 1989, the predominant perpetrator of one-sided violence 
was the government of China, which attacked demonstrators during the Tiananmen Square 
protests. Second, between 1997 and 1999, the government of Afghanistan perpetrated one-sided 
violence which resulted in 6,560 fatalities or 64% of the fatalities during this period. Other 
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governments that used one-sided violence between 1997 and 1999 included those of Indonesia, 
Myanmar, and Nepal. Third, in 2017 the government of Myanmar was responsible for 1,776 fatal-
ities, mainly resulting from the eviction of the Rohingya. In contrast to the two previous spikes 
in government-perpetrated violence, this one involved only one government. Fourth, in 2021 the 
governments of Afghanistan and Myanmar perpetrated one-sided violence that led to 85 and 600 
fatalities, respectively.

As previously stated, one-sided violence in Asia is usually perpetrated by non-state actors. How-
ever, when state actors do perpetrate violence, the number of fatalities is greater than when non-
state groups commit one-sided violence. Thus, although governments perpetrate one-sided vio-
lence less frequently than do non-state groups, they do so with greater brutality and severity. The 
number of people killed by one-sided violence perpetrated by non-state actors peaked in 2010, 
when 1,616 fatalities were recorded. In comparison, the largest number of fatalities resulting 
from government-perpetrated violence was 6,400, recorded in 1998. The majority of these fatali-
ties were perpetrated by the government of Afghanistan.

6.1. Regional Variation in One-Sided Violence

Figure 19 shows the regional variation from 1989 to 2021 in the number of groups conducting 
one-sided violence. In 2021, Africa was host to the greatest number of groups engaged in one-
sided violence (27), followed by Asia (six), and the Americas (four). Between 2020 and 2021, Asia 
was the only region in which the number of groups perpetrating one-sided violence against civil-
ians grew (from three to six). In these same years, the number of such groups decreased in Af-
rica (from 33 to 27) and in the Middle East (from four to three). The number remained the same 
in the Americas (four) and in Europe (zero).
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Figure 20 offers a regional comparison of the number of fatalities resulting from one-sided vio-
lence in 2020 and in 2021. Rather than including fatalities resulting from IS-perpetrated violence 
in the regional numbers, IS is presented separately because its operations cut across Africa, the 
Middle East, and Asia. This figure clearly shows that Africa accounts for more deaths from one-
sided violence than any other region, followed by IS, Asia, the Americas, and the Middle East. 
The numbers of such deaths in Africa rose slightly from 2020 to 2021. The increase is attributed 
to the one-sided violence in Ethiopia, committed by the governments of Ethiopia and Eritrea and 
resulting in at least 3,549 fatalities, or 39% of all one-sided fatalities in Africa in 2021.
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Figure 20: Fatalities in one-sided violence in 2020 and 2021 by region and IS
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7. Geographic Spread of Conflict, 2021

The map in Figure 21 shows conflict events in Asia related to three different types of conflict: 
state-based conflict, non-state conflict, and one-sided violence. In general, very few non-state con-
flict events occurred in Asia in 2021. The few that were recorded took place in Afghanistan and 
related to the conflict between the Taliban and IS and in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Papua New 
Guinea. However, there were many one-sided violence events in the region. In most cases, this 
violence was perpetrated by rebel groups against civilians. However, in Afghanistan and Myan-
mar, the government has also been responsible for one-sided violence.

Figure 22 offers global maps of conflict events in 2021 according to the three types of conflict 
(state based, non-state, and one-sided violence). State-based conflict events, as shown in the first 
map, occurred in Syria, Afghanistan, Yemen, and several African countries. The second map, 
which depicts non-state conflicts, shows them to be more common in the Americas and in Africa 
than in Asia. In fact, there were remarkably low levels of non-state conflict in Asia compared both 
to other regions and to previous years in Asia. Mexico stands out here, due to its large number of 
non-state conflicts and the absence of state-based violence. Non-state violence in Mexico results 
mainly from fighting among drug cartels. One-sided violence, which is depicted in the third 
map, was widespread in conflict areas in Africa in 2021. It is worth noting that one-sided violence 
often occurs in the geographical areas that experience state-based conflicts.

Figure 21: State-based conflicts, non-state conflicts and one-sided violence events in Asia, 2021

Conflict eventState-based conflict country Non-state conflict country One-sided conflict country



29

Conflict event
State-based conflict country
Non-state conflict country
One-sided conflict country

Figure 22: State-based conflicts, non-state conflicts and one-sided violence events worldwide, 2021
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Research on sexual violence has examined the causes, patterns, and consequences of sexual vio-
lence in conflicts. It shows that sexual violence is not an omnipresent feature of war, and that it 
varies significantly in terms of its perpetrators, its victims, the forms of violence used, and the 
locations in which it occurs (Cohen, 2013, 2016; Wood, 2006). We know that sexual violence is 
perpetrated by and against men, women trans-, and non-binary individuals and that not all con-
flicts involve sexual violence. Research shows that sexual violence is more often perpetrated by 
state actors than by rebels (Cohen & Nordås, 2014) and that sexual violence by armed groups may 
continue in the post-conflict period, sometimes at very high levels (Cohen & Nordås, 2014).

Earlier work showed that wartime sexual violence can be a weapon of war, perpetrated by com-
manders pursuing military goals (Skjelsbaek, 2001). Others argued that sexual violence can take 
place, even at high levels, without direct orders from the top or as part of a military strategy, but 
that leaders often tolerate it or fail to punish it (Wood, 2018). Cohen (2013, 2016) and Cohen and 
Nordås (2015) showed that non-state actors who recruit members by force are more likely to perpe-
trate sexual violence, and that combatant socialization can explain gang rape by both state forces 
and rebel groups as well as by pro-government militias (Cohen, 2013, 2016; Cohen & Nordås, 2015).

In this section, we rely on the most up-to-date data from the Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
(SVAC 3.0) data project to take a closer look at trends in Asia (Cohen & Nordås, 2014).25 The 
definition of sexual violence used in SVAC 3.0 builds on the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
definition, which includes (1) rape, (2) sexual slavery, (3) forced prostitution, (4) forced pregnancy, 
and (5) forced sterilization/abortion (ICC, 2000). Following Wood (2009) and Cohen and Nor-
dås (2014), we also include (6) sexual mutilation and (7) sexual torture (Cohen & Nordås, 2014). 
SVAC does not cover sexual violence committed in non-state conflicts, sexual violence committed 
by groups against individuals within their own group, or sexual violence perpetrated by peace-
keepers and civilians (Cohen et al., 2021).

8. Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict in Asia, 
    1989–2019
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SVAC 3.0 collects data on sexual violence related to two dimensions: prevalence and form. Preva-
lence captures the reported severity of sexual violence perpetration by an armed actor in a given 
year (Cohen & Nordås, 2014).27 The prevalence of sexual violence is disaggregated into three lev-
els of severity: systematic (level 3), numerous (level 2), and isolated (level 1). Given this catagori-
zation scheme, SVAC data cannot be used to determine the number of victims of sexual violence. 
The prevalence variable is coded separately based on three different sources of information: US 
State Department annual reports, Amnesty International Annual and Special Reports, and Hu-
man Rights Watch Annual and Special Reports. For this report, we use the highest score among 
the three different prevalence variables.28

8.1. Trends in Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict in Asia

Although sexual violence is present every year in conflicts in Asia, only a small percentage of 
conflict actors perpetrate sexual violence. Figure 23 depicts the percentage of conflict-actor-
years with and without sexual violence in Asia between 1989 and 2019. We can see that a small 
percentage of all conflict-actor-years involved sexual violence between 1989 and 2019. Between 
1989 and 2005, 11% of actors, on average, employed sexual violence.29 This percentage decreased 
slightly until 2015. Between 2015 and 2019, the percentage of conflict actors who used sexual vio-
lence increased to 14%, on average.

Figure 24 shows sexual violence prevalence and the number of conflicts in Asia between 1989 
and 2019. We can see that between 1989 and 2002, sexual violence prevalence roughly occurred 
in parallel to the number of state-based conflicts. However, between 2002 and 2006, the number 
of state-based conflicts stabilized at 33, yet the prevalence of reported sexual violence incidents 
increased dramatically. After 2006, the number of state-based conflicts increased, reaching 55 
in 2019. The number of groups in Asia using sexual violence has generally stabilized at between 
four and six per year. Exceptions were 2008, when seven groups were recorded as using sexual 
violence, and 2013, when three groups were recorded.
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Looking at the different prevalence levels, we can see that more than half of reported incidents 
of sexual violence are categorized as isolated attacks, followed by those categorized as numerous, 
and finally those considered systematic. This follows global sexual violence prevalence trends. 
We can see too that the number of incidents of isolated sexual violence in armed conflict in Asia 
remained relatively stable between 1989 and 2002, but in 2003 and in 2005, two peaks in isolated 
sexual violence were recorded. In 2003, isolated sexual violence occurred in five Asian countries: 
Afghanistan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. In 2005, isolated sexual violence incidents 
were recorded as occurring in these same countries except for Sri Lanka, as well as in Indonesia 
and the Philippines. In 2019, isolated sexual violence was reported in India and Myanmar.

The frequency in Asia of sexual violence events categorized as numerous follows a somewhat 
different pattern. Between 1989 and 2019, on average, one group perpetrated numerous events 
of sexual violence per year in Asia. The number of numerous incidents spiked in 1998, 2004, 
and 2015, when three groups were recorded as having perpetrated sexual violence in Asia at this 
prevalence level. During these spikes, groups in Afghanistan, India, Indonesia, Myanmar, Nepal, 
and Tajikistan perpetrated sexual violence.

Systematic sexual violence was reported for the first time in Asia in 1993. It was committed by 
three groups: two in Afghanistan (the Hizb-i Wahdat and the Ittehad Islami rebel groups) and 
one in Tajikistan (the government). After 1993, reports of systematic sexual violence decreased 
until 2011, when four reports of systematic sexual violence were recorded in Afghanistan (com-
mitted by one group) and Myanmar (perpetrated by three groups).

Figure 25 shows the number of different perpetrators of sexual violence in Asia between 1989 
and 2019.30 In line with global trends, most incidents of sexual violence over time have been per-
petrated by government forces (dark blue bars). There were nine years in this period when sexual 
violence was perpetrated only by state forces (in 1996–1998, 2006–2007, 2009, and 2011–2013). 
The number of conflicts in which governments perpetrated sexual violence in armed conflict 
peaked in 2003, when nine conflicts in Asia involved government-perpetrated sexual violence. 
Following 2003, there were three years with similarly large numbers of conflicts marked by 
government-perpetrated sexual violence: seven such conflicts in 2004 and in 2005, and eight in 
2006. In 2019, the most recent year for which data is available, only one government – that of 
Myanmar – was responsible for perpetrating sexual violence in three different conflicts.

Rebels in Asia also perpetrate sexual violence, but at a slightly lower rate than do government ac-
tors. The number of conflicts in which rebel groups used sexual violence peaked at four in 2005. 
Interestingly, it was also in the early years of the 21st century that government-perpetrated sexual 
violence peaked in Asia. In the years for which we have SVAC data, there were fewer conflicts 
involving pro-government militia-perpetrated sexual violence than there were conflicts involving 
either government- or rebel-perpetrated sexual violence. Pro-government militias (PGMs) are 
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sporadically recorded, as shown by the light blue bars. The number of conflicts marked by PGM-
perpetrated sexual violence peaked at three in 1993; these took place in Afghanistan, the Philip-
pines, and Tajikistan.

Figure 25: Number of actors who perpetrated conflict-related sexual violence in Africa by perpetrator type, 1989–2019
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In this PRIO Paper, we have presented conflict trends in Asia over time (from 1946 to 2021) and 
across conflict types, and we have compared them with global conflict trends. For the most part, 
the conflict trends in Asia follow global patterns. In recent years, the number of battle-related 
deaths has increased significantly. In 2021, there were more state-based battle-related deaths in 
Asia than in any other year since 1988. This is overwhelmingly due to the conflicts in Afghani-
stan, which accounted for more than 20,400 fatalities that year (in comparison to just over 1,500 
fatalities resulting from all other state-based conflicts in Asia in 2021). Both of the civil conflicts 
in Afghanistan in 2021 were internationalized, with the government receiving support from 
the United States. Whereas Afghanistan is by far the most violent country in Asia (and in the 
world), Myanmar is the second most violent country in Asia. Five civil conflicts were ongoing in 
Myanmar throughout 2021, more than in any other country in Asia. Although civil conflicts in 
Myanmar have proliferated, they are all low-intensity conflicts. Civil conflicts were also recorded 
in 2021 in India, Indonesia, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Thailand, all of them low intensity. In-
terstate conflicts remain rare, both globally and in the region. However, a new interstate conflict 
emerged along the border between Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Although skirmishes over the bor-
der between the two countries have occurred for several years, 2021 is the first year the conflict 
surpassed 25 battle-related deaths, reaching over twice that many with 56 battle-related deaths.

In contrast to global trends, Asia experienced a general decline in the number of non-state con-
flicts between 1989 and 2021. Between 2020 and 2021, however, the number of non-state con-
flicts remained steady, albeit low. The only non-state conflict active in Asia in 2021 was a commu-
nal conflict in Papua New Guinea between the Agarabi and Tapo. Further, battle-related deaths 
from non-state conflicts have declined since 2018, totalling 38 in 2021, the lowest number since 
the beginning of UCDP non-state data in 1989.

Fatalities from one-sided violence in Asia more than tripled between 2020 and 2021, from 275 
to 988. Moreover, the number of actors who used one-sided violence in Asia more than doubled, 
from three in 2020 to seven in 2021. Although most of the fatalities from one-sided violence in 
Asia were perpetrated by non-state actors, there were some exceptions. For example, in 2021, 
government-perpetrated one-sided violence resulted in more fatalities than violence perpetrated 
by non-state actors. In 2021, one-side violence committed by the governments of Afghanistan 
and Myanmar resulted in 85 and 600 fatalities, respectively. Non-state actors that perpetrated 
one-sided violence in 2021 included the Taliban and IS in Afghanistan, the Communist Party of 
India-Maoist in India, and the Karen National Union (KNU) and NUG in Myanmar.

In line with global trends, the majority of conflict-related sexual violence incidents in Asia has 
been perpetrated by government forces. In 2019, the most recent year for which data is available, 
one government alone was responsible for perpetrating sexual violence in three different con-
flicts: the government of Myanmar.

9. Summary and Policy Implications
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9.1. Policy Implications

Policymakers face a varied landscape in Asia in terms of conflicts and the possibility of conflict 
resolution. Afghanistan and Myanmar present volatile and complex conflict environments, in 
contrast to the rest of the continent, which has been remarkably peaceful in recent years. Here, 
we discuss the policy implications of the data and findings presented in this report. 

First, although the vast majority of state-based battle-related deaths in Asia resulted from the 
conflicts in Afghanistan, smaller scale conflicts should not be ignored. Battle-related deaths from 
other, low-intensity conflicts increased from 1,512 in 2020 to 2,287 in 2021. This increase indi-
cates a need for the attention and resources from policymakers before further escalations occur. 

Second, the proliferation of conflicts in Myanmar is worrying. Many of these conflicts emerged 
or re-emerged following the military coup and government takeover in February 2021. Non-
violent peaceful movements that emerged initially following the coup were consolidated and 
reorganised under the banner of the NUG and its armed wing, the PDF, with the aim to counter 
the military regime. A renewed focus on non-violent means or a combination of non-violent and 
violent means may be important to the NUG’s resistance campaign.

Third, one-sided violence should remain an important concern of policymakers, especially when 
this type of violence is conducted by governments. Although gathering data on government-per-
petrated one-sided violence is challenging, it is still important to hold perpetrators accountable. 
When crises become as widespread as the Rohingya crisis, naming and shaming practices may 
not be sufficient to prevent the continuation of violence. On a related note, the UN and ASEAN 
should continue working together to strengthen the mediation capacities of ASEAN and other 
sub-regional organizations, especially since peace-building in Asia is characterized by the politi-
cal principle of non-interference. This also means that Track II initiatives should be identified, 
monitored, encouraged, and funded.

Finally, government forces in Asia perpetrate sexual violence in armed conflict more than other 
actors in Asia. Multinational governance or regional bodies must send the clear message that 
sexual violence in armed conflict is unacceptable in any circumstance and is especially egregious 
when it is perpetrated by state actors. Moreover, policymakers, human rights defenders, and oth-
er stakeholders should focus more attention on vulnerable individuals in conflict and post-con-
flict transitions, including those who are victims and survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. 
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7. For example, between the government of 
the Philippines and the Moro Islamic Libera-
tion Front (MILF).

8. The data source for figures 1, 2, 6, 8 and 9 
is: UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Database 
(Davies, Petterson & Öberg 2022).

9. UCDP categorizes this conflict as an inter-
state conflict between China and Taiwan. 
However, another interpretation is that this 
conflict is a continuation of the Chinese 
civil war between the Republic of China 
and the People’s Republic of China.

10. UCDP categorizes this conflict as an inter-
state conflict between North Korea and 
South Korea over territory. In this case, 
two rival governments both claimed the 
same territory – all of Korea, and resulted 
in more than 25 battle-related deaths per 
year from 1949 to 1953. However, another 
interpretation is that this is an internation-
alized civil conflict because from Septem-
ber 1950 onwards, the main fighting was 
between United States and Chinese forces.

11. Civil wars were recorded in the following 
countries: the Philippines (the government 
against the Hukbalahap or ‘Huks’), Myan-
mar (the government was engaged in five 
different conflicts), India (the government 
against the Communist Party of India), 
China (the government against Tibet), and 
Indonesia (the government against the Re-
public of South Moluccas).

12. South Vietnam was supported by the gov-
ernments of Australia, New Zealand, South 
Korea, Thailand, and the United States. 
North Vietnam was supported by the gov-
ernment of North Korea.

1. To learn more about the UCDP’s data col-
lection and coding procedure, see: www.
pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/faq/#How_are_
UCDP_data_collected_.

2. These groups and the fatalities from their 
conflict are difficult to capture with UCDP 
coding criteria. UCDP needs clearly identi-
fiable actors who commit violent acts and 
the conflict between the cartels “is not 
overt in the sense that none of the actors 
wish to claim ‘credit’ for their actions” (Al-
lansson, 2020). For a comprehensive over-
view and data on social violence in Latin 
America, see for example Rivera, 2015.

3. UCDP provides fatality estimates in three 
different categories (best, high, low esti-
mates).

4. Coding is based on news reports as well as 
reports from human rights organizations 
and from the UN. Open-source informa-
tion can be subject to manipulation by gov-
ernments and it is difficult to obtain quality 
data on violence in detention centers and 
on extrajudicial killings. The best figure 
should be viewed as a baseline. When 
discussing one-sided violence, we comple-
ment UCDP data with other sources for 
illustrative purposes. For more information 
on UCDP’s one-sided violence dataset, see 
Sundberg, 2009.

5. For existing data on various topics related 
to gender, conflict, and peace, see publica-
tions from the PRIO Centre on Gender, 
Peace and Security.

6. For example, between the government of 
Afghanistan and the Taleban.

Notes

http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/faq/#How_are_UCDP_data_collected_
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/faq/#How_are_UCDP_data_collected_
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/faq/#How_are_UCDP_data_collected_
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1990 and 1994 and Palaung State Libera-
tion Front (PSLF), active btween 2013 and 
2019. These groups are coded together 
under a single conflicy dyad ID because all 
groups challenged the the government and 
demanded an end to the military regime.

19. Asia makes up approximately 60 percent of 
the world population.

20. The data sources for Figure 11 are: UCDP/
PRIO Armed Conflict Database, UCDP 
Battle Death Database (Davies, Petterson & 
Öberg 2022); United Nations, Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division (2020).

21. The data sources for figures 13, 14, 21 
and 22 are: UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict 
Database; UCDP Georeferenced Event Da-
tabase (Davies, Petterson & Öberg 2022).

22. To learn more about the ARSA and the 
Arakan Army, see UCDP Myanmar: Arakan 
conflict site. Available at: ucdp.uu.se/con-
flict/223.

23. The data source for figures 15–17 is: UCDP 
Non-state conflict database (Davies, Pet-
terson & Öberg 2022).

24. The data source for figures 18–20 is: UCDP 
One-sided violence database (Davies, Pet-
terson & Öberg 2022).

25. For a more in-depth discussion of the 
SVAC data, see Conflict Trends A Global 
Overview, 1946-2021 (Palik et al. 2022). 
The Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
(SVAC) dataset’s website (sexualviolence-
data.org) maintains and regularly updates 
a bibliography of peer-reviewed research 
articles on conflict-related sexual violence.

13. East Asia is a region of 17 states (plus 
Taiwan) that consists of Northeast Asia (Ja-
pan, North and South Korea, Mongolia, and 
the People’s Republic of China with Hong 
Kong and Macau) and Southeast Asia (Viet-
nam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Myanmar, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the Philip-
pines, Brunei, and East Timor) (Tønnesson, 
2009: 115).

14. The data sources for Figure 3 are: UCDP 
Battle Death Database (Davies, Petterson 
& Öberg 2022) and Lacina and Gleditsch 
Battle Death Database.

15. Economic development (in the form of 
developmental peace, the principle of 
non-intervention in other states’ internal 
affairs) are amongst the explanations for 
the relative peacefulness of East Asia. To 
learn more about the East Asian Peace, its 
origins, reasons, and sustainability, see Stein 
Tønnesson (2017) Explaining the East Asian 
Peace: A Research Story. Copenhagen: NIAS 
Press. Asia Insights.

16. The data source for figures 4, 5 and 12 is: 
UCDP Battle Death Database (Davies, Pet-
terson & Öberg 2022).

17. The data sources for figures 7 and 10 are: 
UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Database 
(Davies, Petterson & Öberg 2022) and 
UCDP Battle Death Database (Davies, Pet-
terson & Öberg 2022).

18. While the NUG was formed in 2021 to 
respond to the coup by military forces 
(Tatmadaw), the UCDP considers this an 
ongoing conflict dyad, including groups 
previously known as the All Students 
Democratic Front (ABSDF), active between 

https://ucdp.uu.se/conflict/223
https://ucdp.uu.se/conflict/223
http://sexualviolencedata.org
http://sexualviolencedata.org
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Militias are are only included for 1989-2009 
and not for 2010–2019 due to a lack of data 
availability for more recent years in the 
PGMD. Hence, although the graph shows 
no pro-government militia (PGM) perpetra-
tor after 2009, this does not mean that 
pro-government militias did not perpetrate 
sexual violence.

26. The data source for figures 23–25 is: Co-
hen, D. K. & Nordås, R. (2014).

27. For more details on the prevalence levels 
and the coding rules, please see SVAC’s 
codebook (Cohen et al., 2021: 9–10).

28. For example, conflict ID 333 (that is, 1993 
Afghanistan) has the following three preva-
lence codes: State Department: 0; Amnesty 
International: 1; Human Rights Watch: 0. 
Accordingly, we use the highest number of 
the three sources to code a single variable. 
As a result, in our example, the highest 
score for conflict ID 333 is 1. Using the 
highest level of prevalence is justified be-
cause of the widespread underreporting of 
sexual violence. This coding follows SVAC’s 
coding criteria which also uses the highest 
prevalence score supported by evidence 
(Cohen et al., 2021: 10).

29. “Conflict actors” accoring to the SVAC da-
taset are “actors present in armed conflicts 
as conflict parties according to the UCDP/
PRIO data and the UCDP Dyadic Dataset 
(Harbom, Melander & Wallenstee, 2009; 
Harbom & Wallensteen, 2010)” (Cohen 
et al., 2021). Cohen et al. Include six cat-
egories of actors. For simplicity’s sake, we 
grouped state actors together, rebel groups 
together, and finally, pro-government 
militia. The data on pro-government militia 
actors comes from the Pro-Government 
Militias Database (Carey, Mitchell and 
Lowe, 2013). See the SVAC Codebook for 
more information.

30. It is important to note that for coding 
sexual violence perpetrated by pro-govern-
ment militias, SVAC 3.0 uses data from the 
Pro-Government Militias Dataset (PGMD). 
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Conflict Trends in Asia, 1989–2021

This PRIO Paper examines 
conflict trends in Asia 
between 1989 and 2021. State-
based conflicts increased in 
Asia from 13 in 2020 to 17 
in 2021, consisting of 14 civil 
wars, 2 internationalized civil 
conflicts, and 1 interstate 
conflict between Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan. Of these 17 
conflicts, 16 were categorized 
as low-intensity and 1 was 
classified as a war, which 
took place in Afghanistan. 
While there was only one 
war ongoing in Asia in 2021, 
state-based battle-related 

deaths in Asia were at their 
highest point since 1988. 
This is primarily a result of 
the conflict in Afghanistan, 
which accounted for 20,473 
fatalities, compared to the 
1,513 fatalities from all other 
state-based conflicts in the 
region. Notably, Afghanistan 
was the deadliest conflict 
in both the region and the 
world in 2021, but some other 
countries saw an increase 
in the number of conflicts 
fought within their borders. 
The number of conflicts 
in Myanmar, for example, 

increased to five civil conflicts 
in 2021. While state-based 
battle-related deaths peaked 
in 2021, fatalities from 
non-state conflicts in the 
region were at historic lows. 
Conversely, fatalities from 
one-sided violence in Asia 
more than tripled between 
2020 and 2021. The number 
of actors who perpetrated 
one-sided violence also in-
creased, putting Asia second 
only to Africa as the region 
with the highest number of 
actors perpetrating one-sided 
violence.
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