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Brief PointsIn 2021, there were 54 active 
armed conflicts in the world, down 
from 56 in 2020. While there was 
a slight decrease in the number 
of armed conflicts, the number 
of battle-related deaths increased 
significantly. The increase in 2021 
breaks a five-year downward trend 
in battle-related deaths. 85% of the 
battle-related deaths in 2021 are 
linked to five wars – in Afghani-
stan, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Somalia, 
and Yemen.
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• There were 54 active conflicts 
recorded during 2021, down from 
56 in 2020.

• The number of fatalities from 
state-based conflicts increased 
significantly: from nearly 50,000 in 
2020 to more than 83,800 in 2021.

• The number of state-based wars 
decreased from eight to five.

• Five wars in Afghanistan, Yemen, 
Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Somalia 
account for 85% of all battle-related 
deaths.

• The war in Afghanistan was the 
deadliest in the world for the third 
year in a row, resulting in nearly 
35,000 deaths.
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2021 at a Glance

In 2021, we saw a concentration and escala-
tion of violence in fewer, more deadly conflicts. 
While there was a drop in both the number of 
conflicts and the number of wars, the number 
of fatalities increased. About seven in eight 
victims died in just five wars, in Afghanistan, 
Ethiopia, Nigeria, Somalia, and Yemen, reach-
ing at least 83,800, up from about 50,000 in 
2020.

On the other hand, the number of wars was 
reduced from eight to five, and the number 
of state-based conflicts in general decreased 
from 56 to 54. Syria, which has dominated 
the conflict trends over the last decade, is no 
longer considered a war and is instead classi-
fied as a minor conflict by the Uppsala Conflict 
Data Program (UCDP). Also, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan have reached a settlement which 
may or may not be the final conclusion over the 
Nagorno-Karabakh enclave.

The data used in this policy brief are collected 
by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program. The 
UCDP separates between wars and minor con-
flicts. Conflicts resulting in more than 1,000 
battle-related deaths are classified as wars, 
while those with between 25 and 999 battle-
related deaths are defined as minor conflicts. 
In this policy brief, unless otherwise noted, we 
only discuss state-based conflicts.

The Last Five Years 

2021 is the fifth deadliest year since the end 
of the Cold War. All five of the worst years for 
battle-related deaths since 1989 have occurred 
in the last decade: 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, and 
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of the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset in 
1946. This due to the expansion of Da’esh into 
the northern region of the country.

Five Ongoing Wars

Globally, there were five wars in 2021, account-
ing for 85% of all battle-related deaths. Wars 
took place in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Nigeria, 
Somalia, and Yemen. Of these five wars, four 
experienced escalations in terms of the num-
ber of battle-related deaths from 2020 and one 
remained relatively stable (Nigeria). Moreover, 
as shown in Figure 2, when left unresolved, 
conflicts may escalate into wars. Long lasting 
low-intensity conflicts may increase grievances 
between actors leading to conflict recurrence 
or an escalation in the conflict. Figure 2 shows 
the history of battle-related deaths in countries 
with wars in 2021. Notably in 2002, as the 
global war on terror was beginning, fewer than 
50 battle-related deaths were recorded in Af-
ghanistan and Ethiopia, slightly more than 100 
in Somalia, and no battle-related deaths were 
recorded in Nigeria or Yemen. Since then, all 
five conflicts have escalated dramatically, albeit, 
as described below, at different rates.

Afghanistan

For the third year in a row, the conflict between 
the Government of Afghanistan and the Tali-
ban was the deadliest war, resulting in nearly 
35,000 battle-related deaths. While Afghanistan 
has remained home to the deadliest conflicts in 
the world for several years, the conflict between 
the Government of Afghanistan and the Tali-
ban experienced a significant escalation from 
more than 20,000 battle-related deaths in 2020 
to more than 35,500 in 2021. In parallel, Af-

2021. Despite the cluster of the most violent 
years occurring between 2013 and 2016, during 
the past five years prior to 2021, the number of 
battle-related deaths had been trending down-
wards.

The driving force behind the high number of 
fatalities over the last decade was the war in 
Syria. In 2013, the war in Syria accounted for 
75% of all battle-related deaths that year, with 
70,506 casualties. Other dominant conflicts 
were between the Government of Afghanistan 
and the Taliban and the Government of Iraq 
and the Islamic State (IS).

While wars make up a significant number of 
battle-related deaths, minor conflicts far out-
number wars each year, as shown in Figure 1. 
An increased focus on minor conflicts may be 
warranted: minor conflicts in Africa resulted in 
more battle-related deaths in 2021 than in any 
other year since the beginning of the UCDP 
battle-related deaths dataset in 1989.

The primary reason for the proliferation of mi-
nor conflicts in recent years is the growth of the 
Islamic State group (IS) or Da’esh. Da’esh seeks 
to create a new political entity, ‘the Caliph-
ate’, and challenges governments for control 
in several countries across Africa, the Middle 
East, and Asia. The number of Da’esh-related 
conflicts spiked in both 2017 and 2019 when 
17 were recorded each year. This figure, how-
ever, does not include the number of conflicts 
including an armed group that has sworn al-
legiance to Da’esh, meaning that the number 
of conflicts involving groups who have similar 
objectives to Da’esh is likely even greater. In 
2020, a state-based conflict was recorded in 
Tanzania for the first time since the beginning 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

19
89

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

20
09

20
11

20
13

20
15

20
17

20
19

20
21

Conflict War

Figure 1: Number of conflicts, wars, and battle-related deaths 1989–2021. Source: UCDP database
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ghanistan also faced conflicts with Da’esh and 
the National Resistance Front of Afghanistan 
(NRF) in 2021, both of which were categorized 
as minor conflicts. The conflict landscape was 
complicated by the withdrawal of NATO, as 
agreed in February 2020, and completed in May 
2021, and further deteriorated by the Taliban’s 
expansion and government takeover in August 
2021. This is not the first time the Taliban has 
ruled Afghanistan, having done so between 
1997 and 2002. 

Yemen

The war in Yemen between the Government 
of Yemen (North Yemen) and the Forces of 
Hadi resulted in the second greatest number 
of battle-related deaths in 2021, increasing 
tenfold from 2,300 in 2020 to more than 23,000 
in 2021. The capital has been occupied by the 
Ansarallah government, sometimes referred to 
as the Houthis, since January 2015, despite the 
internationally recognized government (Forces 
of Hadi) being supported by a number of Gulf 
countries. In 2022, the United Nations brokered 
a six-month truce between the Forces of Hadi 
and the Ansarallah government, leading to a 
relative reduction in violence. However, the 
agreement expired in October and subsequent 
attempts to renew it have been unsuccessful.

Ethiopia

The war in Ethiopia between the government 
and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) 
over the Tigray region took a turn for the worse 
in 2021. When the conflict was ignited in 
November 2020, the Government of Ethiopia 
received military support from the Government 
of Eritrea, resulting in intense fighting in the 

continues to attack the African Union Mission 
in Somalia (AMISOM), a peacekeeping mis-
sion tasked with reducing the threat posed by 
Al-Shabaab and other armed groups. Alongside 
the war, the government in Mogadishu was also 
engaged in a minor conflict against Da’esh in 
2021 over territory.  

Nigeria

The war in Nigeria between the government 
and the Da’esh-aligned group Boko Haram 
broke out in 2009. The war resulted in more 
than 1,500 battle-related deaths in both 2020 
and 2021; Nigeria is the only country not to 
have seen a significant increase in battle-related 
deaths in the past year. The stabilization of 
the war in Nigeria follows a significant escala-
tion in battle-related deaths from 2019 to 2020, 
when fatalities increased by 50%.

These five wars account for 85% of the fatalities 
from 54 active armed conflicts in 2021, thus 
signalling the immense impact conflicts have 
when they escalate into wars.

New and Recurring Conflicts

One conflict emerged in 2021 that had not pre-
viously been recorded in UCDP data: a conflict 
between the Government of Kyrgyzstan and 
the Government of Tajikistan. The conflict, 
over the 1,000-kilometre shared border and 
surrounding territories between the two post-
Soviet republics, remained at a low-intensity 
level. Conflicts between countries are increas-
ingly rare, but when they do occur, they are un-
predictable and may lead to regime change. 

11 other conflicts that were not recorded in 
2020 reignited in 2021. In other words, these 
conflicts were recorded at some point between 
1989 and 2019 and reappeared in 2021. In line 
with previous years, recurring armed conflicts 
in 2021 were characterized by incidents of deep 
and enduring roots in previous violent events. 
Five of the recurring conflicts were located 
in Myanmar, pointing to the destabilization 
caused by the military coup d’état in February 
2021.

Inactive Conflicts

14 conflicts that were active in 2020 decreased 
in severity and did not cross the 25 battle-relat-

Tigray and neighbouring regions. All three con-
flict actors – the governments of Ethiopia and 
Eritrea and the TPLF – have committed one-sid-
ed violence against civilians, although the two 
governments did so at far greater levels.1 In 2021, 
while the most intense fighting was confined 
to the Tigray region and surrounding areas, the 
TPLF advanced south into the Amhara and Afar 
regions until the group was halted by a govern-
ment offensive in November 2021. The conflict 
dynamics also changed in November 2021 when 
the Government of Ethiopia increased its drone 
use.2 By the following month, the TPLF had re-
treated to Tigray once again. In November 2022, 
the Ethiopian government and the TPLF signed 
a peace accord brokered by the African Union.

In 2020 and 2021, the Ethiopian government 
received support from an unlikely partner to 
counter the TPLF: Eritrea. Historically, the two 
countries have been at odds over their shared 
border. As shown in Figure 2, fatalities peaked 
in the Ethiopian-Eritrean conflict in 1999 and 
2000, and sporadic skirmishes have continued 
along the border. The two countries signed 
the Algiers Peace Agreement in 2000 and the 
2002 Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission 
ruled that Badme, the contested border town, 
belonged to Eritrea. Ethiopia, however, refused 
to accept the ruling and has sought further ne-
gotiations to contest the border.

Somalia

Al-Shabaab seeks to establish an Islamic state 
in Somalia. The war over governmental con-
trol resulted in more than 2,000 battle-related 
deaths in 2021 and, since the war with Al-Sha-
baab began in 2008, has only been categorized 
as a minor conflict once – in 2013. Al-Shabaab 
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Figure 2: Battle-related deaths in countries with wars in 2021, 1989–2021. Source: UCDP database
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THE PROJECT PRIO
The Conflict Trends project aims to answer 
questions relating to the causes, conse-
quences, and trends in conflict. The project 
contributes to new conflict analyses within 
areas of public interest, and works to produce 
thorough and high-quality 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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Anna Marie Obermeier is a Research As-
sistant in the Peace and Conflict Dynamics 
department at PRIO. She also sits on the 
leadership team of the Junior International 
Organization Scholars Workshop.

THE AUTHOR

ed death threshold in 2021. All 14 conflicts were 
classified as minor conflicts in 2020; only five of 
the 14 surpassed 100 battle-related deaths with-
in the year. The most intense was the conflict 
in Libya between the Government of National 
Accord (GNA) and the Forces of the House of 
Representatives, otherwise known by the name 
of its militia, General Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army, with nearly 700 individuals killed in 
2020. The other four conflicts to surpass 100 
battle-related deaths include those between the 
Government of India and the Government of 
Pakistan over the Kashmir region, the Govern-
ment of Myanmar and the United League of 
Arakan (ULA) over the Arakan region, the Gov-
ernment of Rwanda and several rebel groups 
over governmental control, and the Govern-
ment of the Philippines and the Abu Sayyaf 
Group (ASG) over the Mindanao.

Da’esh was involved in conflicts in Russia, 
Tanzania, and Yemen in 2020, but these did 
not cross the 25 battle-related death threshold 
in 2021.

Current Developments – Russia’s 
Invasion of Ukraine

In late 2013, the European Union and Ukraine 
were nearing an agreement to strengthen ties 
when Ukraine’s President Yanukovich aban-
doned the historic deal. In response to Yanukov-
ich’s reversal, large-scale protests broke out; pro-
testors demanded the removal of the pro-Russia 
government and closer European integration. 
This sparked government repression and wide-
spread police brutality. The movement, known 
as the Maidan revolution, or Euromaidan, was 
successful in deposing the pro-Russia govern-
ment, initiating snap-elections, the establish-
ment of a new pro-EU Ukrainian government, 
and an association agreement with the EU. 
Russia retaliated in March 2014 by occupying 
Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula and providing 

support to separatist groups in eastern Ukraine, 
including the Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) 
and Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR). In 2014, 
nearly 4,500 people were killed as a result of the 
three conflicts over territory in eastern Ukraine. 
Since 2014, the conflict over the eastern region 
of Ukraine has remained active, although at sig-
nificantly lower levels until the full-scale Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022.

UCDP estimates that in the first month follow-
ing the invasion of Ukraine, at least 10,000 civil-
ians were killed in Mariupol as well as 2,300 
civilians in the rest of Ukraine. Since then, ca-
sualties have increased dramatically but it will 
take some time to confirm both civilian fatality 
figures as well as military casualties as the lat-
ter are especially subject to obfuscation due to 
misinformation and propaganda.

The Russian invasion must be seen in the 
context of the occupation of the Crimean Pen-
insula, the unresolved Donbass conflict, and 
Russia’s broader colonial ambitions. Russia’s 
encroachment on Ukrainian territory and sub-
sequent escalation into a full-scale war has re-
sulted in the displacement of millions of Ukrai-
nians, consequences for global food and energy 
supply chains, and a reimagining of military 
alliances in Europe and beyond.  

Notes

1. Fatalities resulting from one-sided violence 
are not included in the figures presented here. 
For more information on one-sided violence in 
Ethiopia, see: Palik, Júlia; Anna Marie Obermeier 
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The Washington Post, 7 February. Available 
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