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PREFACE 

With the 32nd edition of the Conflict Barometer, the Heidelberg Institute for International 
Conflict Research (HIIK) continues its annual study on global conflict.

Since 1992, the Conflict Barometer has qualitatively and quantitatively recorded the 
dynamics of political conflicts, both violent and non-violent, worldwide. In accordance with 
the HIIK methodology, violent conflicts are classified according to their intensity into violent 
crises (intensity 3), limited wars (intensity 4), and wars (intensity 5). Non-violent conflicts are 
divided into disputes (intensity 1) and non-violent crises (intensity 2). The annual report is 
supplemented by conflict maps, graphics, and datasets as well as Spotlight texts that shed 
light on the wider context of current conflict dynamics.

In 2023, the HIIK and its 190 researchers documented a total of 369 conflicts worldwide, an 
overall increase of ten conflicts. Of these, 220 were violent and 149 non-violent. Compared 
to the previous year, the number of wars rose from 20 to 22. The Azerbaijan (Nagorno-
Karabakh) conflict, intrastate conflicts in DR Congo, Sudan and Myanmar (two in total), as 
well as a total of three conflicts in Israel, of which two involved the State of Palestine° and 
one involved Hezbollah, escalated into wars. Six wars de-escalated, while 14 wars 
continued. The number of limited wars worldwide remained constant at 21 conflicts.
The number of non-violent conflicts rose from 148 to 149. Twelve conflicts were settled by 
the conflict parties themselves or closed due to inactivity. As in previous years, the most 
common type of conflict was intrastate (252 conflicts), followed by interstate conflicts (58 
conflicts). The most common of the ten methodically followed conflict items, material or 
immaterial goods, which are sought by the direct conflict actors through conflict measures, 
were (in descending order of frequency) system/ideology, resources, subnational 
predominance, and national power.

We recognize that this Conflict Barometer comes at a very late point of the year - a 
shortcoming that we mostly have to attribute to various technical issues with our software 
systems, major conflicts we had to research completely new again, and personal issues on 
various fronts. We understand that many international stakeholders rely on the data the HIIK 
provides and that the interested public or researchers from around the world have been 
waiting for the whole year, often left in the dark about the final date of publication. Our 
hands have been tied in many cases, but we deeply apologize to our readers and to our own 
researchers for this tremendous delay, analysed our own shortcomings, and are back on 
track to publish the Conflict Barometer of 2024 in early spring of 2025 again.

The Board of Directors would like to thank all editors, heads of regional working groups, and 
everyone else who contributed to this report for their outstanding efforts, especially during 
the final stages of editing. Without your commitment, a publication like this would be 
impossible. When time resources seem to be more limited than ever, voluntary efforts spent 
on a project like this become even more extraordinary.

The Board of Directors of the 2023 Conflict Barometer

Paul Dießelberg, Simeon Heimburg, Santiago Moncada, Katharina Müller, Rafael Uribe-Neira, 
Katharina Valjak, and Sarah Westedt

Heidelberg, December 2024
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Burkina Faso (inter-communal rivalry) 
Cõþtrñü Aörùóñþ RõĀuòüùó (ýùüùtñþt ÷rÿuĀs) 
EtøùÿĀùñ (Fñþÿ ýùüùtùñs / Aýøñrñ)
Mñüù (CSP-PSD, CMA õt ñü. / Azñwñô) 
Nù÷õrùñ (öñrýõrs – Āñstÿrñüùsts)
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WEST ASIA, NORTH AFRICA, AND AFGHANISTAN
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GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT

Text will be provided by the end of calendar week 51, 2024.

GLOBAL CONFLICT PANORAMA
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dispute non-violent crisis violent crisis limited war war

2022:
2023:

GLOBAL CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN 2023 COMPARED TO 2022

22202121

177
170

83
74

66
74

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF REGIONAL CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN 2023 AND 2022

Europe

2022
2023

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

15 | 17 | 15 | 1 | 1

12 | 19 | 16 | 0 | 2

20 | 11 | 38 | 5 | 16

14 | 17 | 36 | 9 | 13

8 | 9 | 40 | 3 | 1

10 | 13 | 36 | 3 | 1

18 | 26 | 52 | 8 | 1

18 | 22 | 54 | 4 | 3

13 | 11 | 28 | 4 | 2

12 | 12 | 35 | 5 | 3

Sub-saharan Africa

2022
2023

Americas

2022
2023

Asia and Oceania

2022
2023

West Asia, North Africa and Afghanistan

2022
2023
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Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY 
CONFLICT ITEM IN 2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

17 | 10 | 6 | 0 | 2

Secession 6 | 7 | 21 | 1 | 4

Decolonisation 0 0| | 1 | 0 | 1

Autonomy 12 | 8 | 20 | 6 | 3

System &
Ideology

17 | 46 | 85 | 5 | 10

National Power 10 | 28 | 41 | 5 | 4

Subnational
Predominance

12 | 10 | 50 | 12 | 7

International
Power

7 | 17 | 9 | 0 | 4

Resources 18 | 12 | 59 | 11 | 8

Other 6 | 4 | 11 | 0 | 1

GLOBAL CONFLICT INTENSITY CHANGES IN 
2023

-4 -3 -2 -1 ±0 +1 +2 +3 +4
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AUTHORITATIVE DECISIONS BY THE INTERNATIONAL COURT
OF JUSTICE

This year, the International Court of Justice (ICJ; the Court)
issued two merit judgements and one judgement on prelimi-
nary objections. The Court handed down a further six orders
on provisional measures.
Seven new matters were submitted to the Court: In January,
the General Assembly of the United Nations requested an
advisory opinion from the Court on ''Israeli practices affecting
the human rights of the Palestinian people in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem�. In April, the
Assembly requested an advisory opinion from the Court on
the obligations of States in respect of climate change. In
June, Canada and the Netherlands jointly instituted pro-
ceedings against Syria concerning alleged violations of the
Convention against Torture. Also in June, Iran instituted
proceedings against Canada concerning alleged violations of
its immunities. Iran had filed a declaration recognizing the
compulsory jurisdiction of the Court only shortly beforehand.
In turn, Canada, Sweden, Ukraine, and the United Kingdom
jointly instituted proceedings against Iran in July, concern-
ing a dispute under the Convention for the Suppression of
Unlawful Acts against the Safety of Civil Aviation in relation
to the 2020 downing of Ukraine International Airlines Flight
PS752. In November, the International Labor Organization
(ILO) requested an advisory opinion from the Court on the
interpretation of ILO Convention No. 87 with respect to
the right to strike. In December, South Africa submitted a
case against the State of Israel, alleging violations by Israel
of its obligations under the Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in relation to
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip.
Also in November, the United Nations General Assembly
and Security Council elected five judges to the International
Court of Justice. Judge Hilary Charlesworth (Australia) was
re-elected as Member of the Court. Mr. Bogdan-Lucian
Aurescu (Romania), Ms. Sarah Hull Cleveland (United States
of America), Mr. Juan Manuel Gómez Robledo Verduzco
(Mexico), and Mr. Dire Tladi (South Africa) were elected as
new Members of the Court.
On March 30, the Court handed down a judgement in the
case of Certain Iranian Assets (Iran v USA). The case concerns
alleged violations by the USA of a 1955 Treaty of Amity as
well as the law of State immunity, by allowing proceedings
against Iran and Iranian State entities before US courts and
the seizure of Iranian assets to satisfy judgements in these
cases. This was made possible by a 1996 amendment to
the US Foreign Sovereign Immunities Act (FISA), removing
immunities from States designated as ''State sponsors of
terrorism�, such as Iran. Subsequent acts of Congress and
Presidential executive orders resulted in assets of the Iranian
Central Bank (Bank Markazi) being seized to satisfy judge-
ments � a practice which was upheld as legal under FISA by
the US Supreme Court.
Following a 2019 judgement on Preliminary objections, the
Court revisited the unresolved jurisdictional matter concern-
ing Bank Markazi and concluded that it did not possess
jurisdiction over alleged US breaches of the Treaty of Amity
in this regard. The Court rejected the US argument that Iran
had committed an abuse of process by applying the Treaty
of Amity to measure not related to commerce. The Court was
further unconvinced that the relevant US executive order
fell within Treaty exceptions on the production of arms and
essential security interests. The Court further found that the
US legislative acts and executive orders violated the Treaty

for being excessive measures in relation to the pursued
goal of effective remedies to plaintiffs awarded damages.
Furthermore, the Court ruled that by seizing assets of Iranian
companies, the US had committed an expropriation in vio-
lation of the Treaty and that it had violated its obligation to
provide ''freedom of commerce� for Iranian companies. At
the same time, it rejected Iran's claim that the US violated
obligations to safeguard ''freedom of access to the courts�
and ''prompt and impartial justice� for Iranian nationals and
all other Iranian claims. The Court found that it could not
order the US to cease these acts, as the obligations were no
longer in force following the withdrawal of the US from the
treaty in 2018. However, on the question of compensation for
injury suffered, the Court recognized that the US is obligated
to compensate Iran for the violations it committed. If Iran
and the US fail to reach a consensus on the compensation
within a two-year timeframe, the Court will ascertain the
appropriate sum in a subsequent stage of the proceedings.
On April 6, the Court rendered its judgement on preliminary
objections in the case of Arbitral Award of October 3, 1899
(Guyana v Venezuela). This dispute, which was submitted to
the Court in 2018, turns on whether the ''Essequibo Region�
belongs to Venezuela or Guyana. The territory was histor-
ically attributed to the UK (the colonial power in Guyana),
while Venezuela claims it as successor to the Spanish Empire.
In 1897, the UK and Venezuela submitted the dispute to a
Paris arbitral tribunal, which in an award of 1899 assigned
most of the territory to British Guyana. After Venezuela
rejected the award in 1962, the Geneva Agreement of 1966
established a mixed commission to resolve the issue. Arti-
cle IV of the Agreement stipulated that, if the commission
remained unsuccessful within four years, the parties would
resort to peaceful dispute settlement means under Article 33
UN Charter. Guyana became party to the agreement in 1966
upon gaining independence. The mixed commission failed to
resolve the dispute by 1970. After suspending Article IV for
twelve years, Venezuela chose to enforce it in 1982. In 1990,
the parties sought the UN Secretary General's Good Offices
under Article IV (2) of the Agreement. The UNSG announced
that he would refer the matter to the ICJ in January 2018. The
preliminary objection of Venezuela concerned the assertion,
that the Court was unable to proceed on the case without the
United Kingdom being a party to the proceedings. The Court
found that, by being a party to the Geneva Agreement, the
United Kingdom accepted that the dispute between Guyana
and Venezuela could be settled without its involvement. It
therefore rejected Venezuela's preliminary objection.
On December 1, the Court also issued a provisional measures
order in this case. Guyana had applied for this order after
Venezuela announced plans to hold a referendum on the
annexation of the Essequibo Region. The Court ordered that,
pending a final decision in the case, Venezuela was to refrain
from taking any action which would modify the situation
that currently prevails in the territory in dispute. The Court
thereby stopped short of prohibiting the referendum explic-
itly, as Guyana had requested. Venezuela has since followed
through with the referendum, which saw an overwhelming
majority in favor of annexation.
On July 13, the Court rendered a judgement in the case of
the Question of the Delimitation of the Continental Shelf
between Nicaragua and Colombia beyond 200 nautical miles
from the Nicaraguan Coast (Nicaragua v Colombia).
In this case, Nicaragua sought clarification on the delimitation
of the continental shelf beyond the 200-nautical-mile limit
from Nicaragua's baselines. In an earlier order from last year,
the Court decided to first address certain questions of law be-
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fore delving into technical considerations. In this judgement
the Court now found that, under customary international
law, a state's entitlement to a continental shelf beyond 200
nautical miles could not extend within 200 nautical miles
from another state's baselines. The Court therefore rejected
the requests related to the delimitation of the maritime
boundary and maritime entitlements. Nicaragua's first and
second submissions were dismissed based on the conclu-
sion regarding the state of the law. The third submission,
which sought a specific finding on the effect of the maritime
entitlements of certain islands, was considered to have been
resolved conclusively by an earlier 2012 judgement.
There were four orders on provisional measures this year
in the case concerning the International Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan. This conflict concerns the
hostilities in Nagorno-Karabakh since 2020.
On February 22, the Court issued two new orders � one
upon application by Armenia and on upon application by
Azerbaijan. In the order upon application by Armenia, the
Court ordered Azerbaijan to take all measures at its disposal
to ensure unimpeded movement of persons, vehicles, and
cargo along the so-called Lachin Corridor in both directions.
The corridor constitutes the only connection by land between
Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia. Armenia had alleged that
Azerbaijan was responsible for protests along the corridor
that constitute a de-facto blockade. The application by Azer-
baijan concerned the alleged laying of landmines and booby
traps by Armenia as well as an obligation on Armenia to assist
in Azerbaijani demining activities. The Court rejected this
application on the basis that it found no relevant connection
between the alleged acts and the dispute arising under CERD.
On July 6, the Court ruled on a request by Armenia for the
modification of the order it had obtained on February 22. On
the facts, Armenia alleged that Azerbaijan had since set up
two checkpoints operated by its armed forces on the Lachin
Corridor, causing a drastic change in the situation on the
ground. The Court refused to modify the order of February
22, holding instead that the earlier order already applies to
any impediments to the freedom of movement along the
corridor, whether they stem from protests or the alleged
Azerbaijani checkpoints.
A third new order on provisional measures was issued on
November 17. The application for this orderwas submitted by
Armenia, following the offensive by Azerbaijan of September
19, which culminated in the surrender of Nagorno-Karabakh.
In the order, the Court ordered Azerbaijan to ensure that
persons who had left Nagorno-Karabakh after September 19
were free to return if they wished, to ensure that persons
who had remained after that date and who wished to depart
were able to do so in a safe, unimpeded and expeditious
manner, and to ensure that persons who had remained or
returned since and who wished to stay were free from the
use of force or intimidation that may cause them to flee.
The Court further ordered Azerbaijan to protect and preserve
registration, identity, and private property documents and
records that concern the persons covered by this order. The
Court lastly placed upon Azerbaijan the obligation to submit
a report on the implementation of this order within eight
weeks.
On November 16, the Court handed down an order on
provisional measures against Syria in a case concerning
obligations under the Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. This
case was brought by Canada and the Netherlands in June,
alleging violations of the Torture Convention in the Syrian
conflict since 2011. The Court ordered Syria to take all

measures within its power to prevent acts of torture and
other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment
and ensure that its officials, as well as any organizations or
persons which may be subject to its control, direction or
influence, do not commit any such acts. The Court further
placed upon Syria an obligation to take effective measures to
prevent the destruction and ensure the preservation of any
evidence related to allegations of acts within the scope of the
order. The Court thereby did not grant the request of Canada
and the Netherlands in full, who had � among other measures
� also sought to have Syria ordered to release all unlawfully
detained persons, grant independent observers access to its
official and unofficial places of detention, and disclose the lo-
cation of burial sights of personswho died because of torture.

INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL COURT

This year, the International Criminal Court (ICC) had 31
pending cases and rendered an Addendum order on repa-
rations. Six defendants were in the ICC's custody awaiting
trial, while 15 defendants remained at large. The Office
of the Prosecutor investigated cases in the DRC, Sudan
(Darfur), the CAR, Kenya, Libya, Côte d'Ivoire, Mali, Geor-
gia, Burundi, Bangladesh/Myanmar, Afghanistan, the State
of Palestine◦, the Philippines, Venezuela, and Ukraine. It
also conducted preliminary examinations into situations in
Nigeria, Venezuela, and the DRC.
OnNovember 14, the Republic of Armenia formally deposited
the instrument of ratification of the Rome Statute. The Statute
entered into force for Armenia on February 1, 2024. Armenia
became the 124th state party to join the Statute. By virtue of
the Armenian ratification law, Armenia retroactively accepts
the jurisdiction of the ICC since May 10, 2021.
In December, the Assembly of States Parties elected six new
judges to the ICC: Mr. Erdenebalsuren Damdin (Mongolia),
Ms. Iulia Antoanella Motoc (Romania), Mr. Niclas Guillou
(France), Ms. Beti Hohler (Slovenia), Mr. Haykel Ben Mah-
foudh (Tunisia), and Mr. Keebong Paek (Republic of Korea).
On March 17, Pre-Trial Chamber II issued warrants of arrest
for two individuals in the context of the Russia � Ukraine war:
Mr. Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin and Ms. Maria Alekseyevna
Lvova-Belova. The charges against them concern the war
crime of unlawful deportation of population (children) and
that of unlawful transfer of population (children) from occu-
pied areas of Ukraine to the Russian Federation.
On July 14, Trial Chamber II delivered an Addendum to
the Reparations Order of March 8, 2021 in the Ntaganda
case, after an earlier Reparations Order had been remanded
by the Appeals Chamber with regards to its reasoning and
procedural parameters. The Chamber conclusions included
the estimate number of direct and indirect victims of crimes
against child soldiers, to approximately 3,000 individuals;
and the estimate number of direct and indirect victims of
the attacks for which Mr. Ntaganda was partially or wholly
responsible, to approximately 7,500 individuals. The Cham-
ber assessed Mr. Ntaganda's liability for reparations at USD
31,300,000.
On November 17, Pre-Trial Chamber II terminated the pro-
ceedings against Vincent Otti, following confirmation of his
passing. Mr. Otti had been sought for war crimes and crimes
against humanity, allegedly acting as the Vice-Chairman
and Second-in-Command of the ''Lord's Resistance Army� in
Uganda. Joseph Kony, the last living co-defendant in this
case, remains at large.

LUKAS HEMMJE
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RUSSIA UKRAINE 2023: CODING

CONVENTIONAL WARFARE

INTRODUCTION

The Heidelberg Institute for International Conflict Research
(HIIK) is an independent, non-profit, and interdisciplinary or-
ganisation devoted since 1991 to the follow the emergence,
dynamics, and settlement of political conflicts worldwide.
The HIIK estimates the intensity of political violence based
on the mode and quality of the course of the conflict (see
methodological section on pages 8-12). Key for the estima-
tion are five indicators grouped per region (state, province,
canton, oblast, etc.) and month, namely the number of
casualties - including injured -, personnel, both refugees and
IDPs, weaponry, and destruction.
Tracking the current high intensity between Russia and
Ukraine [ → Russia � Ukraine] poses challenges in conflict
monitoring in order of magnitude. The research on figures
related to the violence indicators is complex and confusing.
One side emphasises the rival's losses while downplay-
ing their own and multiple non-verified reports and media
distortion makes the monitoring difficult. Finally, the pub-
licly available data is fragmented and rarely allows a clear
regional-monthly discrimination.
At the face of such difficulties, this Spotlight describes the
guidelines that the HIIK's Task Force used to track and code
the conflict data into the database CONTRA for the Conflict
Barometer 2023. The text provides the main sources of
relevant data for conventional warfare in both Russia and
Ukraine, and the methodological considerations concerning
the four out of five indicators we used to track violence. By
publishing this spotlight, we set our hopes on showing our
readers in a plastic manner the challenges each researcher
faces when monitoring violence from open sources.

CASUALTIES AND INJURED (AND A WORD ON SOURCES)

The first challenge the team faced was related to the
selection of the right sources. They must be reliable and
well-established, from institutions which grant credibility to
the data provided. Further, as a rule of thumb, we code
conservatively, meaning that we resort to the lowest guar-
anteed figure. Following these guidelines, we steered our
search to monitor casualties along the Russia-Ukraine front-
line in Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson
oblasts (the HIIK Task-Force opted for the Ukrainian - instead
of the Russian - spelling of Ukrainian cities as the Ukrainian
government established as a matter of policy in 1995).
For Russian casualties we resorted to the observatory Me-
diazona & BBC News Russian Service. This joint project
uses publicly available information, including social media
posts by family members, local news reports, and official
announcements from regional authorities (Mediazona n.d.).
Mediazona provides theweekly number of Russian casualties
in Ukraine and updates its data on a two-week-basis. Further-
more, given that the data can be downloaded as in csv files,
we found this source useful to register monthly casualties.
However, their numbers are not discriminated by oblast. In
order to make the data useful for our database, we made
informed guesses by dividing the total by the number of
frontline oblasts. For instance, for January 2023, Mediazona
reported:

week_start total
05.01.2023 722
12.01.2023 782
19.01.2023 717
26.01.2023 816
Total 3,037

The 3,037 were next divided by the five above-mentioned
oblasts. As a result, in each Ukrainian oblast, there were at
least 607 Russian casualties:

3,037 / (5 oblasts) = 607.4

For Ukrainian casualties, we took thewebpage Lostarmour, an
equivalent database to Mediazona and therefore appropriate
for our goal. Moreover, it provides statistics on a monthly and
yearly basis. For the whole 2023, losses among the Ukrainian
military personnel were 22,289 (Lost Armour n.d.b), and, for
our example, there were 1,953 deaths in January 2023 (Lost
Armour n.d.a). According to rough estimates, there are 390
Ukrainian deaths within one month in each of five oblasts.

1,953 / (5 oblasts) = 390.6

Another project on Ukrainian casualties (UALosses n.d.)
confirmed this number. It listed over 42,000 fallen sol-
diers (UALosses 2024) between February 2022 and February
2024, or 21,000 persons / year. So, it is very similar to
22,289 deaths from the Lostarmour database. However, the
advantage of the latter is month and year statistics, which is
very useful for HIIK's methodology.
A consolidated figure between the Russian and Ukrainian
military losses in January 2023 is 997 deaths within one
month in each of five oblasts.

607 + 390 = 997

Reporting military Injured personnel was even more chal-
lenging as numbers in practice are not recorded. For our
database, we applied a 1:1 wounded-to-killed ratio. We
did not take the standard 3:1 wounded-to-killed ratio as we
deemed it as a standard tool anchored inmilitary thinking and
without a clear scientific basis. Conflict observers in the US,
such as The Institute for the Study of War (ISW) (Bailey u. a.
2024, 2), use this ratio to estimate injured military personnel
in Ukraine. They also claim either that a 3:1 ratio works quite
well in describing WWII-battles (Fazal 2014, 1) or that this
ratio can be historically observed since 1946 and that in
''advanced democracies� it can decrease to 10:1 or even 17:1
due to the advances in medical care in modern militaries.
Confronted at a rather uncertain guideline, we decided to
code on a conservative basis and chose a 1:1 ratio as the
minimum number of injured in the current Russian-Ukrainian
war.
Therefore, following the previous example, the number of
injured for the frontline per each oblast in January would be
997:

997*1 = 997

For civilian casualties and injured, The Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR 2023) provides
monthly reports on both. For January, we took the values
given by OHCHR 170 killed and 506 injured (OHCHR 2023),
resulting in an estimated 34 casualties and 101 injured for
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each of the five oblasts.
Once established these numbers, we registered in CONTRA
for January 2023 for each of five oblasts (Kharkiv, Luhansk,
Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson) the following military
and civilian casualties:

Deaths: 1,031 (997 + 34)
Injured: 1,098 (997 + 101)

PERSONNEL

For the indicator personnel, we made the distinction be-
tween frontline oblasts and areas far from them, such as Kyiv
and oblasts west of the capital. The distinction emerged from
the need to differentiate between the data on troops fighting
at the frontline, and personnel involved in missile strikes.
For the frontline, we resorted to more or less reliable num-
bers given by the conflict actors as basis for the calculation
for personnel for each oblast. Ukrainian President Vladimir
Zelensky stated on Telegram that the Ukrainian ground forces
comprised nearly 600,000 soldiers across all branches on
December 12, 2023 (Zelensky 2023). On December 14,
2023, during the end-of-year press conference, Russian
President Vladimir Putin said that there are 617,000 Russian
troops in the so-called ''Special Military Operation� zone in
Ukraine ( 2023). Thus, the consolidated data between Rus-
sian and Ukrainian personnel members is 1,217,000 soldiers.
For CONTRA-purposes, we divided the estimated number
of personnel in five military areas in the following manner:
243,400 members of personnel for each frontline oblast
(1,217,000/5).
This solution, while not completely satisfying heads of state
might be prone to exaggerate the strength of their national
militaries , was the best one after our best-second option:
Calculating the number of personnel based on the number
of soldiers within brigades along the frontline. Existing open
sources claim to track such units (MilitaryLand n.d.) and
even publish complete orders of battle (Hird, Barros, and
Kagan 2023). However, we rapidly faced some problems
with this approach: Military units in combat are rarely fully
crewed and therefore rates of attrition should be applied,
which by this point would stretch the plausibility of informed
guesses. Additionally, while data on Russian orders of battle
are relatively well covered by third parties, data on Ukrainian
units is not. For instance, ISW points out that their reports
are ''based on a number of assumptions about Ukrainian
capabilities that ISW does not, as a matter of policy, attempt
to assess or report on� (Hird, Barros, and Kagan 2023, 1). And
last, but not least, the number of personnel in one brigade
varies in both Russia and Ukraine.
For entries on casualties, personnel and IDPs/refugees, CON-
TRA allows besides the numerical value, the setting of low,
medium and high thresholds. For personnel, a low threshold
means less than 50 persons in a month/oblast, a medium
threshold calls for more than 50 but less than 400, and a high
threshold exceeds 400 participants.
The setting of credible thresholds were key for coding the
number of people involved in missile strikes, the most com-
mon violent measure in Kyiv and zones far from the frontline.
The team agreed with establishing a medium threshold as-
suming the presence of 90 required soldiers for the operation
of one Patriot-battery (Feickert 2023, 1), one of many air de-
fense systems currently employed in Ukraine; the presence
of additional personnel involved in the coordination of the
air defense and, of course, the victims. For a S-300, the most
common air defense system in the Ukraine military, we could

only establish three soldiers properly engaged in combat per
launching vehicle (Cullen and Foss 1992, 136), but we could
not find how many crew a battery.
In the database, we divided the estimated guess number of
personnel in five military directions, so 243,400 members of
personnel for each frontline oblast (1,217,000/5). For Kyiv
and western oblasts, the medium threshold was established
for missile attacks.

REFUGEES AND IDPS

The Ukraine Internal Displacement Reports by the United
Nations International Organization for Migration (UN-IOM)
provide reliable data regarding the number of Internally
Displaced Persons (IDPs). For 2023, we considered three
Survey Rounds: 13 (IOM 2023b, 13), 14 (IOM 2023a, 2),
and 15 (IOM 2023b, 3). Each of these reports provide the
number of people displaced by oblast of origin, although
only the five or ten oblasts with the highest number of IDPs
and excluding displaced persons from the Russian-controlled
areas such as Donetsk, Luhansk, and Crimea. According to
them, the number of IDPs decreased throughout the year:
from 5,914,000 to 3,674,000. The similar picture happened
with refugees: their number diminished from 7,968,510 to
5,931,500 (UNHCR 2023a; UNHCR 2023b). In agreement
with HIIK's methodology, CONTRA should not contain stock
data of IDPs or refugees, but only changes when the numbers
rise through a period of time. Therefore, in 2023 the numbers
fell and they were not registered in the database.

DESTRUCTION

We used Eyes on Russia (Centre for Information Resilience
n.d.) to assess destruction. Eyes on Russia is a project by
the Centre for Information and Resilience (CIR), a UK NGO
devoted to counter disinformation and human rights abuses
(Centre for Information Resilience n.d.a). Its database allowed
us to look for destroyed infrastructure by month and oblast
in both Ukraine and Russia. It also allowed us to differen-
tiate among civilian infrastructure damage, environmental
harm and military infrastructure damage, by oblast/month.
In consequence, Eyes on Russia resulted doubly useful: on
the one hand, it made it easier to differentiate the affected
buildings the HIIK takes into account: civilian and military
infrastructure, habitation, economy and self-sufficiency, and
identity-establishing goods; on the other, it made the adjudi-
cation of destruction data by oblast and month possible.
For CONTRA, we reviewed the list of affected infrastructure
and matched them to our own categories. Additionally, we
listed the most important destroyed buildings, for instance,
children's polyclinic, residential buildings, trolley bus depot,
petrol station, etc.

CONCLUSION: THE CHALLENGE OF MONITORING CONVEN-
TIONAL WARFARE

This Spotlight outlined the challenges the HIIK's Task Force
faced while covering the most violent conventional war in
Europe since the end of WWII. Although open sources claim
to report on the war, only very few offer reliable data we
can code following the HIIK-methodology. We hope that the
experience of the HIIK's Task Force inspires other researchers
to reflect on their own conflict monitoring on high-intensity
and conventional conflicts [ → Sudan (opposition); Israel �
State of Palestine◦ (PNA); Haiti (inter-gang rivalry); Myanmar
(AA / Rakhine State) and many more]. Finally, the hurdles
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the team faced highlight some of the qualities researchers
should display in conflict monitoring: patience in their search
of data, impartiality, creativity - but truthfulness - when
applying the methodology and eagerness to discuss the
limitations that both sources and the avatars of war impose
on conflict monitoring.

RAFAEL URIBE-NEIRA, ANNA GOLOVINA, ELISABETH BUROW,
THOMAS CRANSHAW, ALISA JAZXHI, AND THOMAS ZHOU
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BENEATH THE WAVES AND BEHIND CLOSED

DOORS: CHINA'S EXPANDING GRIP THROUGH

GREY ZONE TACTICS

INTRODUCTION: THE DEFINITION OF GREY ZONE POLITICS
AND SALAMI SLICING

''Build big ships, go deep into the sea and catch big fish.�

These words from an address to Chinese maritime militia
members on Hainan in 2013 by the then-new Chinese leader
Xi Jinping have resonated over the past years with more
force than ever before. The militia members Xi had spoken to
are part of what has arguably evolved into one of the most
important pieces of China's grey zone strategy, particularly
active and effective in the People's Republic of China's
(China) actions in the South China Sea (SCS). While the grey
zone activities of maritimemilitias are directed towards other
international state actors, such as the Philippines or Vietnam
in the SCS, and Japan and the Republic of China (Taiwan)
in the East China Sea, the general state of Chinese grey
zone activities are Janus-faced. While the first part of this
Spotlight is concerned with Chinese grey zone activities in
the SCS, the second part will therefore concern domestic
grey zone activities targeting ethnic minorities in China's do-
mestic periphery � the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), Inner
Mongolia, and Xinjiang. In our work on Chinese actions in the
SCS, we follow the definition of Dutton who calls grey zone
campaigns an aim to revise the international order, which
are being ''undertaken with non-military tools of coercion
and with the application of levels of force well below that
of which traditional naval power is capable.� (Dutton 2023,
26-29) On the domestic level:

- Grey zone campaigns aim to revise the international order,
but they differ in that, while hybrid campaigns explicitly in-
volve the use or threat of military force, grey zone campaigns
are undertaken with non-military tools of coercion and with
the application of levels of force well below that of which
traditional naval power is capable.
- Actions are not grey zone if
- they involve military force or a blend of military coercion
and non-militarized coercion to achieve objectives;
- they are not expansionary in nature, in that their aim does
not attempt to revise the existing international order;
- they have not redefined the nature of the space in dispute
as rightfully under the jurisdiction or sovereignty of the
aggressor state;
- and the law governing operations is the law of war or law of
military operations, rather than competing domestic laws.

APPLYING GREY ZONE STRATEGY IN THE SCS: CHINA'S MAR-
ITIME MILITIA

Grey zone techniques in the SCS form a fundamental part of
China's strategy in the conflict in the SCS [→ China - Vietnam
et al. (South China Sea)]. While China uses its conventional
armed forces � the People's Liberation Army (PLA) and espe-
cially their naval branches (PLAN) as well as the China Coast
Guard (CCG), it also heavily counts on so-called Maritime
Militias to assert its position vis-á-vis other claimant states
in the SCS. The use of its Maritime Militia can be described
as a grey zone technique, applying the definition of Dutton
positing that China uses its Maritime Militia to revise the
international order in the SCS, applying ''non-military tools
of coercion� coupled with the ''application of levels of force

well below that of which traditional naval power is capable�
(Dutton 2023, 26, 29).
While the use of non-military tools as means of coercion is
not new in China, the recent rise in activities of maritime
militias in the SCS has shed a light on the issue of grey
zone techniques in the SCS. Since Xi Jinping became the
paramount leader of China, activities in the SCS have dra-
matically risen. This can be especially seen in the build-up
of artificial man-made islands throughout the Paracel Islands
and Spratly Islands. Xi also elevated the importance of the
maritime militias, as he initiated a professionalisation and
expansion of the militia (Polling, Mallory and Prétat 2021, 6).
The activities of the maritime militia in the SCS had hence
risen since Xi came to power.
This trend reached a new peak in 2023, when tensions
between China and the Philippines rose dramatically. A
particular rise in proactive militia activities can be seen in the
months of October, November, and December, particularly
in relation to the dispute between China and the Philippines
about Second Thomas Shoal and Philippine resupply mis-
sions to the BRP Sierra Madre, a Philippine Coast Guard (PCG)
vessel, which was deliberately run aground by the PCG in
1999 at Second Thomas Shoal to serve as an outpost for the
Philippine Marine Corps and to assert Philippine sovereignty
over Second Thomas Shoal (Yi 2024). While Second Thomas
Shoal has been a focal point of the conflict in the SCS, the
Chinese presence rose substantially in 2023, as evidenced
by the average number of Chinese vessels during Philippine
resupply missions rising from one in 2021 to 13.9 in 2023
(Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative 2024). The presence of
Chinese militia vessels has also risen from just one in 2021
to 37 in late 2023.
Militia vessels were central to the events at Second Thomas
Shoal. On October 22, a militia vessel collided with a PCG
vessel which escorted a resupply mission (DW 2023). On
November 10, six militia vessels harassed Philippine vessels
on a resupply mission, as CCG vessels fired water cannons
on the Philippine vessels (Reuters 2023), the PCG tracked
28 Chinese militia vessels swarming the area around Second
Thomas Shoal the next day (Chi 2023).

CCP'S GRASP TO TACKLE REGIONAL AUTONOMY: INNER
MONGOLIA, XINGJIANG, TIBET

In 2023, the trend of slowly eroding autonomous privi-
leges and powers has continued, with many regions facing
a consistent rising of pressure and growing grasp for control
by security institutions and governing bodies.
In the Tibet Autonomous Region, the dismantling increased
with more direct means to gain control over the region. Poli-
cies are mainly aimed for schools and education therefore
connecting autonomous policy making and cultural matters.
In March 2023, the Kanzi Prefecture Bureau of Education is-
sued a notice for Middle Schools forbidding Tibetan Classes
from 2024 on (Free Tibet 2023). In Kardze County, the Bureau
of Education further banned all Tibetan classes in primary
to higher secondary school from September 2023 onwards
(Jones 2023). These bans show the tight grip the central Chi-
nese government has on their autonomous regions and how
they slowly erode previously granted freedoms step-by-step
in counties and single regions. Another example for such
invasive yet limited actions has been documented in the city
of Qinghai, Sichuan Province, where new teaching guidelines
force students to take tests in Mandarin, effectively banning
the Tibetan native language in educational contexts (Kunchok
2023). In light of these events, teaching staff and cultural
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activities are closely monitored for opposing behaviour. In
Ngawa, Sichuan, for example, a Tibetan teacher was arrested
and removed from his teaching duties for sharing a video of
the Dalai Lama, a key figure of Tibetan Buddhism with roots
in Mongolia (TCHRD 2023a).
In June 2023, government bodies cracked down on Buddhists
freedom of religion even further. Previously admitted reli-
gious gatherings all over the Tibet Autonomous Region were
cancelled, camps and religious monuments destroyed, and
key personnel arrested (Kunchok 2023a; Free Tibet 2023a).
In that time, courts in Qinghai, TAR, also removed the official
dates for the trials and court hearing of Tibetan activists
from official databanks (TCHRD 2023a). This act hinders
free public information and support for arrested activists.
These incidents fall in line with the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP), which opposes the idea of religious teachings in China.
This opposition can also be highlighted by the propaganda
campaigns against religious activities and sights in Tibet,
launched by official temple management committees (Inter-
national Campaign for Tibet 2023).
Another example for such intrusive but limited actions with
the support of governing bodies and different societal groups
is the Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia (IMAR), where
Han-Chinese form most of the population and Mongols make
up the biggest minority. Regional neighbours Russia and
Mongolia having close cultural ties to the latter.
In Inner Mongolia, lands that have been used by traditional
Mongolian Nomads as grazing lands have been sold to Han-
Chinese mining companies to develop the land. This is not
only an economic decision, but also ignores the importance
of such lands for the nomad lifestyle of traditional Mongolian
herders, de-facto threatening their livelihood (Ting 2023).
The land was sold by local authorities to a Han-Chinese
mining company, raising the question of whether this was
the only option or if the company has been chosen for its
alignment with the cultural views of the one-party state.
Yet, this incident clearly depicts the political agenda which
ignored the needs of the Mongolian herders.
Furthermore, the Mongolian minority in IMAR faces similar
policies as the Tibetans in the TAR. As government officials
crackdown on Mongolian cultural heritage and society with
languagebans, regional government officials haveordered all
educational institutions to end Mongolian language classes
by September 2023 and switch to Mandarin-based teaching
(Chun-mei 2023). This ban shows great similarities to the
policies in Tibet and can be further connected to actions
taken by the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region Book and
Periodical Distribution Industry Association. The association
instructed its members to halt the distribution of all books on
Mongolian ethnicity adhering to the CCP's historical perspec-
tive. Politics through their power on economic institutions
alters the telling of history, leaving no space for the teach-
ings of Mongolian culture and traditions other than private
spaces. The absence of viral protests, political resistance, or
economic backlash highlights the control the CCP has over
the putative autonomous region.

ERODING CULTURES, REINVENTING ONE CULTURE: FALUN
GONG, CHRISTIANS, HUI

Another aspect of Chinese grey zone methods is the forced
Sinicization of cultural and spiritual minorities (Ho 2023).
These minorities are more vulnerable to oppression, as it is
harder for them to coordinate and act collectively. Examples
of such minorities are Christians, Huis, and the followers of
the Falun Gong. The control of religious sites, which has been

connected to other minorities in the text above, can also be
observed in the actions against the Huis.
The minority is currently experiencing a significant shift in
identity, influenced by a dual process of ethnic governance
and religious suppression through the tactic of salami slic-
ing. This transformation is underscored by a shift towards
citizenship values over religious freedoms, alongside the
state's initiative of Sinicization of religions, aimed at foster-
ing cultural homogeneity. The Sinicization campaign imposes
strict criteria on the expression of Islamic religious customs,
endorsing only those that align with Chinese cultural norms.
An example for this is the closing of a restaurant in Beijing
for displaying a sign with Islamic statements. This tactic
effectively coerces conformity to Chinese characteristics,
marginalising practices deemed incompatible. Muslims, like
other minorities, are increasingly compelled to assimilate
into a common citizenship framework, where cultural and
inter-ethnic distinctions are minimised in favor of national
unity (Ho 2023).
This approach, characterised by the gradual erosion of re-
ligious freedoms through incremental measures, illustrates
the salami slicing tactics employed by the Chinese state. By
incrementally curtailing religious practices that diverge from
state-sanctioned norms, the government seeks to suppress
dissent and promote conformity, ultimately contributing
to the Sinicization of the Hui minority and other religious
communities in China. Prominent for this agenda are the
actions around the Najiaying Mosque in Yunnan. Authorities
demolished parts of the Arab-style mosque, leading to an
outcry from Muslim-Chinese around the area. These tensions
were channelled into clashes between protesting Muslims
and military police officers, who halted the demonstrations
(Ting 2023b). Other communities around China have faced
similar restrictive measures that lead to a modification of the
mosques (Tao 2023).
This blueprint of dismantling religious freedom is also used
towards the Christian population in China. Christians as well
face the demolition of churches around the country and
dissolvement of religious gatherings. While Muslim popula-
tion centres such as Xinjiang have been restructured beyond
recognition with mass imprisonments, high-tech surveillance
technology, and planned resettlements of Han-Chinese to
Xinjiang to change demographics, the Christian community
face other systematic struggles. Clerks and religious figures
have been harassed and arrested in alleged cases of fraud or
other offences, while their religious materials such as bibles
are confiscated to prevent religious teaching.
These attacks on protesters and religious sites across China
illuminate the actions that are taken by the Chinese gov-
ernment to force religious minorities into their state-ruled
social system, while formally promoting religious freedom
and freedom of speech. They slowly dismantle personal
freedoms while simultaneously promoting the same rights.
A more personal side of the restrictive measures applied
to conform to the CCP's societal ideas can be exemplified
by members of the Falun Gong, one of many minorities.
In July 2023, a member of the Falun Gong community in
China was reportedly tortured in a Chinese prison and physi-
cally abused by prison wardens (Minghui Hubei 2023; Haley
2023). This incident is one ofmany reported events of torture
and abuse of minorities in Chinese prisons and re-education
facilities, which have been prominently documented in the
Xinjiang region, following reports on forced labour and mass
imprisonment of Uyghurs in the area (Smith 2020; Finnegan
2020). These measures can also be linked to the salami
slicing tactics of the Chinese government. Although there
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is no published directive legitimising the mistreatment of
minorities in prisons, Chinese authorities seem to at least
tolerate the incidents. It can be seen as a calculated threat
which targets all those who attempt to oppose the CCP's
alignment plans.

CONCLUSION: WHAT THIS MEANS FOR THE REGION AND
FOR CONFLICT RESEARCH

The different actions taken by the Chinese government
to undermine international and national law without forcing
a direct reaction of international actors shows the principles
under which Xi Jinping's Chinese bureaucracy tries to push
its political and societal agenda. From allegedly non-military
fishery militias, to forced consensus and language restric-
tions to force labour; policies try to keep it subtle to avoid
any national or international debates. Tactics used in differ-
ent national settings can be regarded as blueprints which
are applied on other regions and communities if effective
and purpose-fitting. These slowly conflict-avoidant policies
contest the lines between international laws, understanding
of conflicts and possibilities of diplomatic/political reactions.
It therefore also contests the methodological approaches to
conflict research and our understanding of terms of conflicts.

LUCA LORENZ AND CALVIN NIXON
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FRANCAFRIQUE - THE ROLE OF FRENCH

NEOCOLONIALISM IN AFRICAN COUPS 2023

INTRODUCTION

The African continent has witnessed a significant increase
in coups in the last three years, most of them led by lead-
ing military figures. On August 30, 2023, Gabon became
the latest country to experience a military coup [→ Gabon
(opposition)], following Niger in July [→ Niger (opposition)];
Burkina Faso in 2022; Chad, Guinea, and Sudan in 2021; and
Mali in 2020. While each coup is unique, they do share some
common denominators: their past under French colonial rule;
the local population's support of the coup; and the root
causes for a state of political instability, all of which render
the countries vulnerable to military take-overs. Among those
causes are democratic deficits, including flawed elections
and changes to term limits, and the inability of elected gov-
ernments to deliver development and effectively address
security challenges (Ngima and Kasambala 2023). The latter
is particularly relevant for the Sahel region, where Islamist
insurgent activity has increased over the years, despite
large-scale interventions of the national governments in
cooperation with the international community, in particular
the region's former colonial power France under Operation
Barkhane. The recent coups in Niger and Gabon come at
a time when, after decades of French foreign policy and
interventions like these, anti-French sentiments have been
rising in the countries and the entire region.
This Spotlight text aims to look at the role of these sentiments
for the recent political developments in the two countries
and in how far they may have contributed to fostering a
conducive environment for the military coups in Niger and
Gabon. To do this, the text will try to shed light on recent
developments in France's relations with its former colonies
and implications for the local population's perception of
France's role in African politics.

DEVELOPMENTS IN NIGER

On July 26, Niger's government was overthrown by the
military, and President Mohamed Bazoum was taken hostage
[→ Niger (opposition)]. The coup was not only a blow to
democracy in Niger but to stability in the Sahel region. While
Niger had been a key strategic partner for the United States
and its allies in the fight against militants in West Africa, the
coup also brought a shift in alliances to the surface which
was a long time coming � away from the West and towards
''new� powers, in particular Russia.
For instance, on November 27, 2021, clashes between French
forces and protesters who blocked a French military convoy
bound for Mali left two people dead. On September 17,
2022, several hundred people demonstrated in the capital
of Niamey to protest the French anti-jihadist force Barkhane,
while some reportedly were praising Russia. These anti-
French sentiments were reflected in a survey conducted by
the Afrobarometer Institute in 2022 as well: 64 percent of
the population in Niger opposed the use of foreign forces to
secure the country and only six percent considered support
from French forces or their European Union allies desirable.
After France and the European Union refused to recognize
the new military government after the coup, simmering re-
sentment at perceived French interference in Niger's internal
affairs was exacerbated. This sparked pro-coup demon-
strations, involving demonstrators waving Russian flags and
chanting anti-French slogans. Reports highlighted that many

Nigeriens saw the coup as a chance for a fresh start and
to revoke France of its perceived privileged access to the
country's political elite and natural resources.

DEVELOPMENTS IN GABON

Just over a month after the coup in Niger, a coup in Gabon
followed on August 30. Less than an hour after the elec-
toral commission announced incumbent president Ali Bongo
Ondimba had won a third term in the August 26 general
elections, the military seized power [→ Gabon (opposition)].
While the international community, including the UN, African
Union (AU), and France, condemned the coup, wide public
support for the coup reflected a trust in the army that was
demonstrated already in a 2021 Afrobarometer survey. Ac-
cording to the survey, two thirds of the respondents agreed
that it was ''legitimate for the armed forces to take control of
the government when elected leaders abuse their power for
their own interests� (Afrobarometer Gabon 2021).
At the same time, similarly as in Niger, anti-French sentiments
have been widespread for some time. Since they came into
power more than five decades ago, the Bongo family was
said to have close ties with France � some reports even
claim that the French government helped the Bongo dynasty
to secure power in 1967. Indeed, Gabon has been one of
France's closest allies in Africa, with hundreds of troops be-
ing permanently deployed in the country and private sector
companies benefitting from economic relations, particularly
in the mining industry. But also in everyday life, the former
colonial power played a considerable role, from French me-
dia channels to fiscal policy.

THE ROLE OF FRANCAFRIQUE IN THE RECENT COUP D'ETATS

After the French colonies on the African continent gained
their independence in the 1960s, France continued to en-
gage with African states, most notably its former colonies �
a system that was termed as Françafrique. In this context,
France is often accused of pursuing ''neo-colonial� policies
while presenting them as tools for economic and governance
stabilization. This refers to its military presence in the former
French colonies and financial dependence but also cooper-
ation with African leaders. To join forces to combat jihadist
movements in the Sahel region, France has set up bases in
its partner countries and deployed a considerable amount of
personnel on the ground.
In economic terms, France established the CFA Franc that was
used in the former colonies in West and Central Africa. The
currency is however more and more contested � while sup-
porters argue that it helps stabilize the region and facilitates
trade with France, opponents criticize the lack of possibilities
for member countries to pursue their own national mone-
tary policy. Critics indicate that this could lead to France
obtaining natural resources at below-market prices, selling
them for above average prices for export. For instance, Niger
was rich in uranium and was therefore key for France to
achieve energy independence with its civil nuclear industry
heavily relying on a controlled supply of uranium. However,
uranium trade became marginal after the discovery of large
oil deposits. Similarly, ISS Africa shows that none of France's
former sub-Saharan colonies is among its top five trading
partners in Africa, demonstrating a gap between perception
and reality. Much rather, China's share in economies of West
African countries has exceeded that of France in recent years.
Furthermore, until recently, countries using the currency
were required to deposit half of their foreign exchange re-
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serves in the French treasury � according to critics, stripping
them of their sovereignty over their monetary policies.
In addition to that, France's policy of cooperating with
African leaders of dynastic succession, such as the military-
dominated transitional regime in Chad, while condemning
military coups in Mali and Burkina Faso is another point of
contention for public perception in its former colonies. Critics
often accuse France to prioritize their interests in minerals
and cooperation on migration laws at the costs of supporting
undemocratic and clientelist regimes that tend to curtail
the rights of their citizens rather than expand them. At the
same time, France's strong support for ECOWAS contributes
to those anti-French sentiments as ECOWAS itself is often
considered to be widely unpopular, often portrayed as a
means for heads of state to extend their stays in power by
turning a blind eye to persisting challenges such as rigged
elections and constitutional manipulations.

CONCLUSION

To sum it up, France played and continues to play a role
in its former colonies, and while the recent coups seem
to have brought challenging relationships between Niger,
Gabon, and France to the forefront, the coups themselves
rather are the result of a conglomerate of different contribu-
tion factors. However, analysts have pointed out that coup
leaders might have used the momentum to take advantage
of already simmering accusations against the former colonial
power to boost their popularity and rally public support for
their coup by portraying themselves and their regime as a
counter-design to the often-dynastic local political elite that,
in many places, has been supported by neo-colonial France.
What becomes apparent from these recent developments is
that, for years to come, these coups will have severe impacts
on the countries' ties with its former colonial power France,
the stability in the whole region of West and Central Africa
as well as on French - and to some extent, wider European
- economic and military interests in the wider region. How
these developments may transform the landscape of foreign
influence in Niger and Gabon, but also other former colonies

in the region and especially whether this power vacuum
created after the withdrawal of French forces further impacts
and perhaps enables the expansion of Russian influence in
the West and Central African region, remains to be seen.

SABRINA GABEL
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TIME OF UNREST: EXPLORING THE RISE OF

CONFLICTS

INTRODUCTION

The Russia-Ukraine war, the Nagorno-Karabakh military op-
eration, tensions in Kosovo, and a full-scale war between
Hamas and Israel with related clashes in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria,
and Yemen. These are just a few examples of escalated
conflicts that have occurred in the last two years. In fact, ac-
cording to the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project,
the number of conflict events increased by more than 40
percent from 2020-2023. Moreover, there has been a twelve
percent rise in 2023 compared to the rates observed in 2022
(Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project 2024). Our
very own research identified 369 conflicts in 2023, ten more
compared to the year before and a total of two more wars.
This Spotlight text aims to investigate the main features and
causes of the unprecedented increase in violent conflicts in
2022-2023. The first section studies the most prominent
of them as autonomous events, while the second section
presents a systematic analysis, exploring the conflicts not
only as interrelated units but also highlighting some change
agents that contribute to the transition from the existing
system to a new one.

AUTONOMOUS CONFLICTS

The violent conflicts mentioned in the introduction un-
doubtedly have their own historical and local background.
In fact, the Russia-Ukraine war [→ Russia � Ukraine] has its
roots in 2014 with the change of government in Ukraine:
Crimea became part of the Russian Federation, and military
attacks began in the Donbass region in eastern Ukraine.
Azerbaijan military offensive in Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023
[→ Azerbaijan (Nagorno-Karabakh)] was also a result of a
continuous conflict over territory between Azerbaijan and
Armenia, lasting three decades. Even if this territory was
populated mostly by Armenians, it was part of the Azerbaijan
Soviet Socialist Republic, according to the Soviet authorities'
decision in 1921. Another conflict with a long history, be-
tween Kosovo and Serbia, also escalated in 2023: In May,
the municipal elections in the Serb-majority northern part
of Kosovo caused tensions between authorities and Kosovo
Serbs, while in September, a shootout occurred between both
sides [→ Kosovo � Serbia]. However, the most unexpected
war that started between Hamas and Israel in October 2023
[→ Israel (Hamas et al.)] has its deep historical roots in the
middle of the twentieth century. On observing these events,
it can be argued that idiosyncratic reasons transformed these
conflicts from frozen to active ones in the last two years.
From this perspective, they can be studied as separate cases,
and this method has its own advantages: each conflict can be
investigated deeply and thoroughly considering various fac-
tors, e.g., historical, cultural, ethnical, economic, and political.
However, this approach does not consider the global context
and direct or indirect relations with other international actors.

COMPLEX CONFLICT SYSTEM

Developing the systemic approach, the following theo-
retical insights can give more comprehension in exploring
the abrupt rise of violent conflicts. This phenomenon can
be defined as ''conflict avalanches�, i.e., spatiotemporally
proximate events with regularities and interactions between
singular units (Lee 2020). Alternatively, these clusters can

be viewed as ''conflict systems� or ''conflict complexes� that
highlight conflict interlinkages at various levels: linkage not
only by actors, but also by conflict issues (structural dimen-
sion) and by diffusion and spillover of conflict measures
(processual dimension) (Franz 2022). In addition, it was
observed that conflicts per se became more complex in the
recent past due to several factors: 1) the increase in number
of conflicts with non-state armed groups; 2) the increase in
the number of actors involved in the conflicts; 3) prevalence
of support relationships and involvement in the coalitions
with other states and non-state armed groups. As an example
of the complexity, actors of one crisis can become actors
of another, creating merged conflict situations. Another
example can be the following: support relationships that
can be expressed, for instance, by arms transfers, training,
and intelligence support, can further escalate and prolong a
conflict (International Committee of the Red Cross 2021).

AGENTS AS PART OF THE SYSTEM

The violent conflicts introduced in this text can be viewed
as interconnected within a system characterized by the same
cause-effect relationships. The main aspects of the existing
system are the following. Until recently, the unipolar period
constituted at the beginning of the 1990s with the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union was headed by the United States that
actively participated in global affairs by engaging in conflicts
all over the world, establishing overseas military bases and
providing support to numerous states and non-state actors.
In fact, according to the Global Power Index (GPI), measuring
power by employing a resource-based approach, in 1980,
the US was ranked first and possessed 26.1 percent of global
power, while in 2000, its global power increased to 28.6
percent. Moreover, its gross domestic product (GDP) grew
from 22.3 percent in 1980 to 24.6 percent in 2000 of global
share (Moyer 2018). However, in the 2010s the US was
involved in unsuccessful military operations in the WANA
region, while simultaneously trying to recover from the finan-
cial crisis and deal with domestic issues. Indeed, as reported
by GPI, the US global power decreased to 23.6 percent in
2016, while GDP declined to 20.9 percent of the global share
in 2016. Another index, Formal Bilateral Influence Capacity
(FBIC), using not only data on material capabilities, but also
exploring influence and complex interdependence between
states at the dyadic level, confirmed the weakening US global
influence from 16.1 percent in 2000 to 11.2 percent in 2016
(Moyer 2018).
At the same time, the world was changing and becoming
more competitive due to China's economic and strategic rise,
increased Russian ambitions, and amore independent Global
South. Undoubtedly, China and Russia are not as powerful
as the US, however, they can cause unrest at the regional
level and influence the international relations system. In
fact, both countries are increasing their impact on the Global
South, making it more multipolar and less dependent only on
the Western countries. As an example, from 2001 to 2020,
trade between Sub-Saharan Africa and China grew by 1864
percent, surpassing the US and the European Union. Regard-
ing arms trade, between 2010 and 2021, Russia, the first
supplier to Sub-Saharan Africa, accounted for 24 percent,
China for 22 percent, meanwhile the US only for 5 percent
(Mohseni-Cheraghlou 2023). So, the situation, in which the
US role is weakening, and other geopolitical actors become
more powerful and compete for a better strategic position,
gives rise to numerous potential conflicts on a global scale,
connected with each other by common cause-effects rela-
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tionships within a system.

AGENTS AS PART OF THE TRANSITION

While the conflicts mentioned above can be viewed as a
product of the system, in which agents act according to
its inner logic, some singular agents can make a histori-
cal alternative or a historical choice, causing a transition
from the existing system to a new one. The construction
of a new system is chaotic and unpredictable, and even
small actions of participants can lead to significant conse-
quences (Wallerstein, 2004). From 2022, actors involved
in the Russia-Ukraine war [→ Russia � Ukraine] and in the
confrontation between the Western bloc and the Russia-led
coalition [→ EU, USA, et al. � Russia], act as change agents
and participating in the transition process. Thus, instability
intrinsic to the transition can lead to an increase in violent
clashes on a global scale. For example, the Azerbaijan mil-
itary offensive in Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023 [→ Azerbaijan
(Nagorno-Karabakh)] has been successful for the Azerbaijani
forces due to several reasons, one of them was the com-
plete involvement of Russia in the war in Ukraine. Russia
was a historical actor and a peacekeeper between Armenia
and Azerbaijan, supporting the former, however, in 2023,
it could not or did not want to participate in this conflict,
and the Azerbaijani forces took advantage of the situation.
The absence of the Russian peacekeeping initiative was also
observed in Central Asia, i.e., between Kyrgyzstan and Tajik-
istan in September 2022 on a border dispute [→ Kyrgyzstan
� Tajikistan � Uzbekistan (border communities / Fergana
Valley); 2022]. On the contrary, before the beginning of the
Russia-Ukraine war, in January 2022, Russian-led forces of
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) were suc-
cessfully deployed in the clash between the opposition and
the government in Kazakhstan [→ Kazakhstan (opposition);
2022]. So, the Russian engagement in the war in Ukraine can
lead to its weakening geopolitical position in the ex-Soviet
Union countries and the rise of numerous conflicts in the
region. The Russia-Ukraine war can influence other interna-
tional agents also from the ideological perspective by the
anti-Western narratives. For example, most Serb population
in the Western Balkan countries approve this discourse: in
fact, numerous anti-EU/NATO protests recently occurred in
Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Moreover,
one of the conflicts, between Kosovo authorities and Kosovo
Serbs, that was unchanged or even improved in 2022 from
the intensity point of view, escalated again in 2023 against
ongoing negotiations promoted by the Western bloc. This
while the US and EU countries themselves, involved in many
other conflicts on a global scene, were trying to de-escalate
the conflict by pressing not only on Serbia, but also on
Kosovo, a historical ally. Indeed, the US ambassador to
Kosovo said that the actions of Kosovar authorities ''had a
negative impact on Kosovo's reputation and reversed efforts
to normalize relations between Kosovo and Serbia� and cited
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, who warned that this
kind of policy ''would affect U.S.-Kosovo relations, and that
the cancellation of Kosovo's participation in the military
exercise was the first consequence� (RFERL 2023).
The intense involvement of the Western coalition in the
Russia-Ukraine war had a significant impact on international
conflicts. From 2022, the USA concentrated most of its
strategic, military, and financial aid to Ukraine, and Hamas
considered it a favorable moment to start their operation
in October 2023 [→ Israel (Hamas et al.)]. As the deputy
head of Hamas, Saleh al-Arouri, told Al Jazeera, ''Sensing

the importance of the current battle with Russia for global
influence, the United States prioritizes preventing further
conflicts and maintaining global calm and stability until the
battle for Ukraine is over. It is our responsibility to take
advantage of this opportunity and escalate our resistance
in a real and dangerous way that threatens the calm and
stability they want� (Al Jazeera 2023). Moreover, the US se-
curity guarantees and obligations given to many other states,
along with an increased number of domestic problems, e.g.
migration crisis, public debt, social polarization, can trigger
other international actors to promote their own geopolitical
agenda, creating evenmore conflicts on a global scale. So, the
transformative actions of some prominent agents involved
in the Russia-Ukraine war from both sides, Russia-led and
Western coalition, were partly responsible for the unrest in
other states: Azerbaijan vs Armenia, Kosovo vs Serbia, and
Israel vs Hamas.

CONCLUSION

Idiosyncratic, systemic, and transformative approaches in
studying violent events contribute not only to international
relations research, but also to preventing the escalation of
existing conflicts or even the emergence of future ones. In
2024, other conflicts may escalate or begin to merge by
having common actors or issues. For example, the Russia-
Ukraine war may expand in Moldova, or maybe Iran, not
only a supplier of weaponry to Russia, but also a key player
in the Israel vs Hamas conflict, may intensify its actions.
Moreover, the risks remain very serious also because of high
military tensions between the US and China that can lead to
wide-ranging consequences.

ANNA GOLOVINA
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TURKISH ELECTIONS 2023: ERDOGAN'S

VICTORY AMIDST MIGRATION POLICY AND THE

KURDISH QUESTION

INTRODUCTION

In 2023, Türkiye faced one of the most pivotal elections
in its history. For the duration of the two-month election
period, the global eyes were on the republic; parts of the
Western press considered it to be the most important elec-
tion of the year (Beri³ 2023). The outcome was crucial for
the democratic state of the country. President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, the candidate of the incumbent coalition People's
Alliance, consisting of the Justice and Development Party
(AKP), the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), and three other
small parties faced the oppositional presidential candidate,
Kemal Kilicdaroglu, leading the Nation Alliance, consisting of
six opposition parties. Despite many polls, which had pre-
dicted Kilicdaroglu's win, Erdogan was elected as president
and continued his 20-year rule for another five-year term
(Euronews 2023).

THE WATERSHED ELECTIONS

Erdogan and his AKP have led Türkiye since coming to
power in the November elections in 2002. 80 years prior,
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk founded the country with the purpose
of creating a Western style, modernized, and secular nation -
a state philosophy that was coined Kemalism. Since Erdogan
assumed power, he has conducted a significant overhaul of
Türkiye. Its democratic principles, once upheld by aspirations
of an EU membership, have been replaced by a governance
characterized by strongman-leadership. Slowly and steadily,
values like freedom of press, laicism, or free elections di-
minished, and the hopes of Türkiye joining the EU stagnated
(Christofis 2023).
For the first time in 20 years, the opposition had a real
chance in winning the elections. Years of semi-autocratic
rule has left Türkiye with a catastrophic economy, sky-high
unemployment rates, and a brain drain threatening the future
of the country (Ozdogan 2021).
Additionally, three million Syrian refugees have sparked
many debates, as the public perceives a crisis surrounding
their presence. Then, in February, the deadliest earthquake in
Turkish history struck the southwest of Türkiye, killing more
than 50,000 people. The high death-toll was partly due to
the government's inadequate disaster management.
As the crises accumulated, the sentiments that this might be
the election to put an end to autocratic rule reached all over
the world. Six parties ranging from leftist to nationalist - the
unified stance: the promise of democracy. Yet, in the runoff
vote on May 28, Erdogan emerged with 52.18 percent of
the votes, while Kilicdaroglu obtained merely 47.8 percent
(Balta, Elci and Sert 2023).

MIGRATION POLICY TAKES CENTER STAGE: THE BATTLE OVER
REFUGEE POLITICS

In many European states, a stark rise in refugee numbers
often leads to the establishment of anti-immigration parties
and thus a significant change in voter behavior - prominent
examples being the AFD in Germany or the FPÖ in Austria
(Fisunoglu and Sert 2018).
While the refugee crisis in Türkiye has in fact led to the
establishment of new anti-immigration parties such as the

Victory Party (ZP), the anti-immigration propaganda was not
enough to lead to an actual power shift. The ruling party
of the AKP has had a pro-immigrant stand ever since 2011,
when Syrian refugees first came to the country. Migration
was not significantly politicized in the years prior to the ZP's
emergence in 2021; taking advantage of a thematical cleav-
age, the ZP profited from anti-immigrant sentiments and built
their party on it. Consequently, the other parties integrated
solutions against the newly acknowledged refugee crisis.
The 2023 election was the first national election in which
migration was a salient policy topic; it was also the first time
the government's migration policy was openly criticized by
the opposition (Balta, Elci and Sert 2023).
As of August 2023, the number of Syrians under temporary
protection registered in Türkiye were over threemillion, mak-
ing it the country which hosts the largest refugee population
in the world. The refugees are free to settle all over the
country; merely 7 percent of the total population live in
camps (Refugees Association 2023).
The AKP remained on their pro-immigration stand, focusing
on topics as stabilizing Syria to ensure a safe return for
refugees, campaigns to fight antagonization of Syrians, and
reducing high concentrations of refugees and cities. The
right-wing alliance partner MHP followed the AKP in their
demands, also implementing a pro-immigrant stand.
Kilicdaroglu implemented a harsh anti-migration policy to
sway voters who were unsatisfied with Erdogan's liberal
policies; harsh rhetoric talks of further securing the bor-
ders and more focus on the EU's Readmission Agreements.
Especially during the second election round, Kilicdaroglu
focused on the refugee question, promising the deportation
of the millions of Syrians. The attempt was to sway the
ultra-nationalist undecided voters (Balta, Elci and Sert 2023).
During the runoff elections, a kingmaker became apparent:
Sinan Ogan, an ultranationalist who garnered 5.2 percent
of the votes after the first round. He initially promised to
support whichever candidate promised the deportation of
refugees. Endorsement by Ogan could have secured an
opposition win, however, Kilicdaroglu could not win the
right-wing nationalists over, due to his significant connection
and reliance on the Kurds (Politico 2023).

KURDISH QUESTION: HDP STRUGGLES AMIDST ACCUSA-
TIONS AND ERDOGAN'S POLITICAL MANEUVERING

The historical experience of the Kurdish population in Türkiye
has been characterized by episodes of oppression, pogroms,
and massacres. Consequently, in the 1970s, the terrorist
organization PKK was founded. The group aimed to estab-
lish a separatist Kurdish state through armed struggle. The
height of its activity was during the 1980s, when the group
conducted outright guerilla warfare against the government
and carried out attacks on both state and civilian targets. In
the 1990s, the PKK went through a paradigm shift and turned
into a democratic and legitimate actor. The focus became
political activism, civil disobedience, and community orga-
nizing; however, the armed wing was never dissolved. The
PKK conducts terrorist attacks to this day after failed peace
talks in 2015. Fear in the population is deeply ingrained,
stemming from the decades of conflict and violence. For
many, it is not just a fear of physical harm, but also a fear of
the uncertainty and instability that the PKK's actions bring
to their communities and livelihoods. The sporadic attacks,
bombings, and clashes between security forces and PKK
militants have created a climate of apprehension, where
people live with the constant threat of violence lurking in the
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shadows. Naturally, the Kurdish question has always been in
the heart of political debate (Yegen 2016).
Today, one of the most relevant players in the parliamentary
game is the HDP. The party is a pro-Kurdish, democratic
socialist party with the agenda to campaign for democracy
and the civil rights of all people in Türkiye. However, the HDP
has been repeatedly accused of links to the PKK, especially
its party leaders. The HDP has denied these accusations,
stressing their condemnation of violence and terrorism. HDP
supporters argue that the allegations are politically moti-
vated to suppress successful leftist activism. Critics of the
HDP, however, see a threat to Türkiye's national security. The
accusations have resulted in significant ramifications for the
party: despite their ability to garner support from numerous
minorities and capture approx. 10 percent of the votes, there
remains a pervasive atmosphere of distrust, exacerbated by
Erdogan's relentless smear campaigns against the HDP (Kaya
and Whiting 2019).

NATIONALISM TRUMPS COALITION: ERDOGAN'S VICTORY
AND THE POLITICS OF FEAR

After being unable to secure the first round of elections,
the Nation Alliance needed the support of the Labor and
Freedom Alliance lead by the HDP. The pro-Kurdish alliance
endorsed Kilicdaroglu, but this led to infighting within the
alliance, as well as the challenge of having to appease both
right-wing and leftist voters. TheHDP's stance on immigration
aligns with a pro-immigration position, causing their support-
ers to be deterred by the alliance's harsh anti-immigration
rhetoric. On the other hand, nationalist voters, who desired
more aggressive policies on both immigration issues and the
Kurdish question, were unsatisfied by the links to the HDP.
The nationalist, right-wing Good Party (IP), part of the Nation
Alliance, was not enough to appease the undecided voters.
(Balta, Elci and Sert 2023).
This is where Erdogan found success. His cult of personality,
appealing to nationalism and the pledge of a stable future,
while emphasizing the importance of state survival, proved
decisive in securing victory in the second round (Esen and
Gumuscu 2023). He stressed vehemently on the issue of
Kurdish terrorism and capitalized the fears that are so deeply
rooted within the people. During rallies, a doctored video
was shown in which PKK leaders sang Kilicdaroglu's cam-
paign song, demonstrating their support for Kilicdaroglu. This
deceitful maneuver aimed to undermine the opposition's
credibility. Kilicdaroglu struggled to effectively refute these
allegations due to his limited access to the media. Erdogan
propagated misleading assertions, suggesting that a victory
for Kilicdaroglu would result in the release of Abdullah
Öcalan, the imprisoned PKK founder, and grant autonomy
to Kurdish-inhabited regions. These distortions significantly
influenced the nationalist segment of the population (Yavuz
2023).
In the end, Erdogan's most effective campaign weapon was
fearmongering and ethnoreligious Turkish nationalism.

CONCLUSION

The 2023 elections in Türkiye marked a critical juncture,
encompassing political, socio-economic, and ethnic tensions.
Erdogan's victory reflected enduring themes of nationalism
and authority consolidation, despite the considerable antici-
pation for a potential power shift. Migration policy emerged
as a pivotal electoral battleground, with Erdogan's pro-

immigration stance contrasting Kilicdaroglu's anti-migration
rhetoric. The Kurdish question remained entrenched, res-
onating with historical grievances and security concerns.
Erdogan's exploitation of fears surrounding Kurdish terrorism
and alleged ties between the HDP and the PKK underscored
the intersection of security discourse and electoral strategy.
After all, the promise of hawkish immigration policies was not
enough to convince voters of a secure state future. Erdogan's
victory underscored the power of nationalist narratives and
the politics of fear. The elections revealed not only Erdogan's
enduring influence but also Türkiye's enduring political com-
plexities. As Türkiye navigates post-election dynamics, its
democratic trajectory and the challenges of pluralism remain
central to shaping its future.

GÖRKEM YILMAZ
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HOW PUBLIC ATTENTION AND INTERNAL

ACTORS SHAPE CONFLICT DYNAMICS:

MORAVCSIK'S LIBERALISM ON CONFLICTS

THROUGH THE EXAMPLES OF THE 2023

ISRAEL-HAMAS WAR AND THE FALL OF

NAGORNO-KARABAKH

INTRODUCTION

Academic approaches in peace and conflict research strongly
rely on game theory models, emphasizing intergovernmental
or inter-group bargaining. Therefore, possible influences of
domestic liberal actors � like the opposition, the public or
topic-related interest groups � may be underestimated.
This Spotlight aims for presenting evidence that liberal actors
can shape conflict dynamics and act as spoilers towardsmore
peaceful means of conflict resolution. Furthermore, it gives
a scope to analyze interesting actor constellations and to
gain deeper insights into two conflicts that became latent
last year: the conflict around Nagorno-Karabakh and the
Israel-Hamas war.
I will draw on the liberalism of Andrew Moravcsik and the
two-level game presented by Robert Putnam. These the-
ories describe state preferences as a domestic cumulative
of ideals, financial interests and dominant group interests,
moderated by democratic institutions. Government actions
must be within these inner-state boundaries as well as within
the possible international action frame, creating a � possi-
bly empty � win-set. Putnam's two-level game states that
international agreements and actions therefore need to be
negotiated in two different arenas, the international and
the domestic one and need ratification in both to become
effective.
Furthermore, I use Stedman's spoiler theory to describe
actors that work domestically against negotiable conflict
resolutions for personal reasons. The underlying theoretical
idea is to explore if and to which degree (cumulative) liberal
actors can be described as spoilers and work accordingly. I
theorize that such liberal spoilers can either work actively or
passively � through the government's perception of public
preferences � in impacting governmental actions.

ARMENIAANDTHECONFLICT AROUNDNAGORNO-KARABAKH

The first conflict I want to highlight is the conflict resolving
around the status of Nagorno-Karabakh, by international
jurisdiction a territory of Azerbaijan but self-governed by the
self-proclaimed Armenian populated Republic Artsakh, that
officially ceased to exist after a major escalation in Septem-
ber 2023 [→ Azerbaijan (Nagorno-Karabakh)]. The underlying
conflict emerged after the collapse of the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) and the creation of Armenia and
Azerbaijan as sovereign states in the Alma-Ata declaration in
1991.
Since their independence, both countries have fought two
major and several minor wars and escalations against each
other. The first major confrontation in 1992-94 resulted in
the Armenian occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh, whereas the
second Karabakh war in 2020was won by Azerbaijan, leading
to the withdrawal of Armenian troops from that area, leaving
only local Artsakhi troops in the remaining parts of the for-
merly occupied territory. Furthermore, Azerbaijan enforced
control over territory in southern Artsakh and obtained large
areas surrounding the de-facto state in the following peace
deal, leaving only a single street connection between Arme-

nia and Artsakh, the Lachin Corridor, which was subsequently
guarded by around 2000 Russian peacekeepers.
To understand the overall challenges for the Armenian-
Artsakhi security architecture, the geographical situation is
important to consider. Armenia is located between Azerbai-
jan in the east and its ally Türkiye in the west. The close
connection between those countries � sometimes described
as ''one nation, two states� � posed a significant risk for a two-
front war from Armenia's perspective, should a large-scale
escalation occur. The Azeri exclave named Nakhchivan is
also relevant in this regard. Historically, the Armenia-Turkish
relations are already intrinsically strained.
This hazard was further fueled by official statements of the
Turkish government, that attacks on Azeri territory would
be answered by a ''brotherly fist�. After the 2020 war, a
peace deal was brokered by Russia, which is invested in the
local security architecture as the follow up of the USSR and
Armenia's mainmilitary ally as a local peacekeeper. However,
since the beginning of the Russia-Ukraine war in February
2022, Russia's resources and focus were largely bound in
Ukraine, further destabilizing the situation. Armenian military
options can therefore be seen as highly limited.
The situation in the border regions between both states was
tense throughout 2021, with many minor incidents taking
place, also involving heavy weaponry. In September 2022,
more than 280 soldiers were killed and around 7000 civilians
evacuated from their homes after an Azeri attack. Armenia
alleged Azerbaijan of blocking the Gois-Kapan highway in
its southernmost region of Syunik in August 2021, after the
withdrawal of Armenian troops positioned in the territory.
This would retaliate agreements, to guarantee mutual access
between Armenian villages and the regional centers. This
blocked the connection between Armenia and Iran. Further-
more, there were frequent allegations of ceasefire violations
by both sides, showing the instability of the border situation,
following the war.
Trilateral talks between the Armenian Prime Minister Nikol
Pashinyan and Azeri President Ilham Aliyev were held, for
example, on April 6, 2022, and five more times until the end
of 2023 in Brussels under the mediation of the president
of the European Council Charles Michel, aiming to find a
final resolution for the conflict. The progress was driven by
Azerbaijan and was viewed skeptically in Armenia. For ex-
ample, in September 2022, a small-scale escalation occurred
which resulted in further territorial gains for Azerbaijan.
Furthermore, talks were held in Sochi, Russia, and Teheran,
Iran, at the end of November between Pashinyan, Russian
President Putin, Aliyev, and Iranian Prime Minister Raisi. Iran
stated that it would not tolerate a conflict on its borders,
communicating this in calls with Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan (Al Jazeera 2022). The conflict is therefore
also embedded within the wider regional power architecture,
involving opposing regional powers Türkiye and Iran.
On December 12, 2022, members of a pro-governmental
Azeri environmental organization blocked the Lachin Cor-
ridor, officially styling the event as public protests climate
violations by Armenia, leading to humanitarian shortcuts in
Nagorno-Karabakh. After an Azeri offensive in September
2023, almost the whole Armenian population, consisting
of around 120,000 people, were allowed to leave through
Lachin and fled to the Armenian mainland. After the fall of its
capital, Stapanakert, Artsakh officially ceased existence by
the end of 2023, which was later recalled by the exiled head
of state.
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RELEVANT GROUPS AND INTERACTIONS

The conflict around Nagorno-Karabakh strongly interacts
with the inner Armenian oppositional conflict [→ Armenia
(Opposition); 2022]. Since Armenia was the participant of the
peace negotiations instead of the de-facto government of
Artsakh, both actors are presented as a functional unit here.
The relevant actors were the government under prime minis-
ter Nikol Pashinyan and the opposition with their followers.
Pashinyan came to power in 2018 after the so-called ''vel-
vet revolution' that ousted former Premier Minister Robert
Kocharyan. The main issue with the opposition was the
handling of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with first protests
resulting from the ceasefire and its additional loss in territory
after the 2020 war. Pashinyan resigned as a reaction but
was re-elected with 51 percent of votes, compared to 22
percent by Kocharyan, who came second (Foreign Policy
2021). These experiences with changes in power may alter
decisions and the perceived importance of public processes
in the Armenian government.
Mass protests organized by the multi-party opposition broke
out on April 14, relating to talks between Pashinyan and Azeri
Prime Minister Ilham Aliyev, and especially to a statement of
Pashinyan in the Armenian parliament that ''we may have to
lower the bar regarding the status of Artsakh�. Oppositional
leaders accused him of treason and oppositional parties left
the parliament in protest. Notably, on May 11 protesters
besieged the presidential residence and tried to access the
Yerevan mayor's office. Furthermore, oppositional claims
about a democratic backshift by Pashinyan were issued. The
protests were attended by several thousand people and
accompanied by skirmishes between participants and the
police.
Given the liberal approach and the framing of the domestic-
international interaction in the definition of a win-set, I
assume that the domestic preferences in Armenia led to the
rejection of possible outputs of Armenian-Azeri government
negotiations. They might have led to a peaceful conflict
resolve or a mutually acceptable status quo, given the under-
lying strategic situation after the 2021 war. Statements from
Aliyev rendered the feasibility of options like power-sharing
or regional self-rule for Artsakh unlikely.
The parliamentary statement by Pashinyan in temporal prox-
imity to the negotiation talks can be seen as an indicator for
possible solutions or more precisely as a domestic proving
ground of the boundaries given by the Azeri government for
a possible non-empty win set. Therefore, the opposition's
negative answer to this proposal probably resulted in the
involuntary defection of negotiations by Armenia. Whether a
resolution would have been found cannot be determined ex
post and without insights into the talks. Nevertheless, there
may have been no concession between the Armenian oppo-
sitional interests of leaving Artsakh untouched and the Azeri
negotiation power, imposed by their strategic advantages.
The dynamics of the resolution process seemingly have been
driven by Azerbaijan. Since the resumption of the talks in
2021, a gradient from peaceful negotiations towards more
forceful approaches � or rather an interplay of peaceful and
forceful actions � can be observed. This appears as a tactical
shift by Azerbaijan, probably to create an acceptable reso-
lution at minimum costs, while gaining strategic momentum.
The assumed non-ratification therefore contributed to the
more violent solution enforced by Azerbaijan. Whereas this
can, by no means, be seen as a voluntary decision by Arme-
nia, the Armenian public and opposition can nevertheless be
described as contributing liberal spoilers towards the conflict

and the emergence of its resolution pattern.
The Azeri focus to terminate the conflict in such a relatively
brief period probably originated from the opportunity result-
ing from the shift in the strategic environment following the
2020 war, which terminated a period of mutual deterrence
and armament. Also, the weakening of Russian peacekeeper
abilities due to its resource-intensive war in Ukraine and the
growing dependence of Europe on Azeri Gas, as substitutes
for the Russian supplies, strengthen the strategic position
and action space. It is further possible that other factors like
domestic processes contributed to this dynamic. One could
speculate that Azerbaijan committed to the 2020 ceasefire,
in a strategic position of advancing on Stepanakert, to seek
out outcomes that guaranteed even more gains.
It is worth mentioning, that in this conflict, negotiations and
diplomacy, although stated as progress in the relations of
both countries, cannot be seen as a linear path towards
a peaceful resolution but as a method working within a
broader set of options. This may be a warning example that
negotiations, as much as they are desirable, can serve other
strategic means than peace. In this case, they may have been
used by Azerbaijan to gain strategic information, to seek out
themost cost-efficient way to resolve the conflict or to create
legitimacy by providing a peaceful approach and therefore
to appease international actors.

ISRAEL - HAMAS: THE MIDDLE EAST CONFLICT

The second conflict I want to highlight is the conflict around
the issue of territory and sovereignty between Israel and the
Palestinians. The conflict reaches back to the foundation of
the state of Israel in 1948. Whereas Israel prominently fought
against its Muslim neighbors, the main antagonists nowadays
are Palestinian factions, most notably Hamas and in the past,
Fatah. Hamas was founded in the late 1980s in the wake
of the first Intifada � a Palestinian-Arabic term for violent
uprising against perceived oppression. Israel's relation with
its neighboring states has since been normalized, with Egypt
by example often acting as a mediator for ceasefires, which
indicates a trust relation towards both sides.
Hamas did not participate in the 1996 Palestinian elections
(ECFR n.d.). After the breakout of the second Intifada 2000,
several ceasefires were negotiated but were usually unsta-
ble. During the first and second Intifada, Israel targeted and
killed high-ranking Hamas leaders. A year after the Israeli
withdrawal from the Gaza strip in 2005 and the consent for
Palestinian self-governance involving a ceasefire between
Israel and Hamas, elections were held in Gaza which resulted
in a surprising win for Hamas, ousting their rivalling organiza-
tion Fatah. The following Gaza war resulted in the partition of
the Palestinian-ruled territories between both groups, with
Hamas governing the Gaza strip and the Palestinian organi-
zation under Fatahs leadership governing the West Bank.
Israel launched many operations against the Gaza strip,
mostly following (alleged) Hamas attacks. Such were Oper-
ation Cast Lead in 2008 and Operation Pillars of Defense
in 2012. A regular modus operandi by Hamas and fellow
organizations involves volleys of rockets towards Israel. This
notably led to the development of the Iron Dome missile
interception system by the latter. A dynamic of exchanges in
form of air attacks and rocket fire between the belligerents
can be observed, interrupted by ceasefires, often negotiated
with the help of Egypt. Apart from military means, Israel has
been enforcing a territorial blockade on Gaza since 2008,
controlling the movement across its boundaries.
The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) regularly conducts raids in
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West Bank settlements andmost commonly in refugee camps,
with Jenin and Nablus being hotspots. These incursions often
target local groups, some of which only recruit themselves
from within these camps, but Hamas and the Palestinian
Islamic jihad as well. Civilian casualties and the destruction
of property and infrastructure have been reported on several
occasions.
Hamas is allied with several other organizations under the
influence and support of Iran, sometimes described as its
proxies. With Hezbollah in Lebanon being one of them and
Hamas being also influential in the West Bank, this poses the
threat of a multifront conflict to Israel. Through this connec-
tion, conflicts with Hamas are embedded in the struggle of
Israel and its major enemy, Iran.
The conflict escalated on October 7, 2023, when Hamas
launched an attack into southern Israel, killing around 900
civilians and 300 members of the security branch. This event
was the deadliest in terms of Israeli casualties in this century.
Israel responded by attacking the Gaza strip from air, before
launching a ground attack on October 27, with units perma-
nently operating within the area. With Hamas running the
Gazan health system and therefore providing the numbers
of deaths within the area, it is hard to state exact numbers
with the official accounts possibly manipulated for strategic
and narrativist reasons. Nevertheless, given the amount of
destruction � 45 percent of buildings in the area � the official
numbers of around 21,000 casualties as of the end of 2023
are at least plausible.
It is even vague to exactly determine the ratio of Hamas
members included in this total amount! The main reason
is, that both a clear number of Hamas members is known,
with estimates reaching from 15.000 up to 45.000, and
that the difference between members of the Gazan civilian
public government, Gazan citizens and armed fighters of the
al-Qassam brigades may be permeable and not finally to de-
termine. Given our conservative approach, the HIIK estimates
up to 5,000 killed Hamas members between October 7 and
the end of 2023.
International actors complained about the intensity of the
Israeli response and the high number of civilian casualties.
Pro-Palestinian protests arose around the world with large
numbers of participants. Therefore, the question is why
Israel wages a total war against Hamas, with heavy use of
resources, while it is uncertain if a military win against a
group that is strongly intertwined with the local population
is possible (Segell 2021, 88). Therefore, the Israeli strategy
and its grounds for continuing the conflict with the current
intensity or narrowing it to a limited war are of high interest
and are going to be discussed in the following section.

RELEVANT GROUPS

The internal dynamics of the wider Palestinian faction is
of minor relevance for the conflict and its development,
since Hamas is probably more rational-bounded and far less
domestically influenceable than a democracy like Israel. This
is made clear by the fact that no elections have been held in
Gaza since 2006 (Freedom House n.d.). Therefore, no liberal
spoilers are expected to be relevant in Hamas' decision-
making, lacking suitable feedback mechanisms. Apart from
that, Hamas declared aim is the destruction of Israel, so
the strategic goals are rather one-dimensional, compared
to a fully-expanded state with a vital economy, resulting in
a stronger reputational and ontological bond for Hamas to
conflict!
On the Israeli side in contrast, there is a range of different

actors that might have different preferences and ways to
influence the thinking of the government of Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu. The current Israeli government consists
of an alliance of Netanyahu's Likud party and a faction of
ultranationalist-ultraorthodox parties, collectively described
as being political hard-liners. Netanyahu, who first came to
power in 2009 after a first legislation between 1996 and
1999, was deselected in 2021, but became prime minister
once more in 2022, after a brief period as opposition leader
(BBC 2022). Political instability can therefore be assumed up
to a certain degree.
The first actor I want to shed light on, is the public opinion
regarding Netanyahu in relation to legal accusations against
him, the backlash against the judiciary reform, and the
imminent opinions on his leadership capabilities after the
October 2023 attack. Netanyahu faces legal accusations for,
among others, corruption (AP News 2013). Internationally
and domestically, the issue regarding the planned reform of
the judicial system by the government received great atten-
tion. The reform aims for a stronger legislative power for
the parliament and for decreasing the power of the Supreme
Court and minor courts, threatening checks and balances,
critics say (BBC 2023). This all led to sarge-scale protests,
with up to 100.000 participants (Tagesschau 2023).
The public opinion on Netanyahu after the failure to pre-
vent the attack on October 7, revealed major demands for
Netanyahu to step down after the end of the war, as of
November 11 (NPR 2023). Another issue regarding the pub-
lic is the hostage situation, with relatives of the abducted
organizing rallies. The fate of the hostages became an
important discussion within Israeli society, and the govern-
ment was forced to emphasize their rescue more. This may
have strongly contributed towards the ceasefire at the end
of November and the connected deal of prisoner-hostage
exchanges. Furthermore, the failure to prevent the attack led
to accusations of inability towards the government.
Another relevant domestic liberal actor within Israel is the
settlers movement, paired with the political conservative-
right. This group is represented in the current government
by the ministers Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir. While
being rather sidelined socially in the early days of the state,
the settlers have since risen in public standing. Like Ne-
tanyahu, public broadcasting was used as means of positive
reputation building (Guardian 2024). The settlers occasion-
ally act prospectively and violently against Palestinian living
in their vicinity. On several occasions, they retaliated to
attacks towards Israel, for example by setting houses and
cars in Palestinian villages aflame, as can be tracked in the
HIIK databases.
Finally, the military is a relevant actor in Israeli society in
a rhetorical and structural way, and by socializing civilian
actors, many of whom have served at least some amount
of time. ''There is no evidence that the civilian government
seeks military versus political solutions� (Segell 202, 88),
but rather consulting with the military and finding the best
approach. Israel ''s security architecture relies on three
pillars, early-warning, deterrence, and decisive defeat. While
the former two work preventively on a conflict, the latter
can be seen as a resolution method. ''Decisive defeat� as a
goal, combined with the doctrine of dis-proportionate force
� sometimes called the Dahiya doctrine � may lead to an
increased latency of military use (Siboni 2008). Defection
from these doctrines after an attack like in October would
need a stronger justification and therefore poses a greater
risk of losing political reputation, than following the typical
response path. If we assume the decision to wage war or
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more specifically the means, aims and the latency used by
an actor as comparable to other policies, we can describe
the Israeli attacks as a natural policy response against the
October 7 attack.
The public demands against Netanyahu, backed by protests,
seemingly changed actions in regard to the hostage situation.
As a former member of the military, serving in a special unit,
Netanyahu''s operational codes � psychological templates
influenced by a person's socialization and experiences � may
prefer military actions, especially when a clear strategy is
flawed by unclear outcomes. I therefore isolate the social
institutions and action plans concerning national security as
strong, non-liberal contributors towards the current full-war
engagement mode!
In the Israeli case, liberal reputational demands point mostly
in the same direction as strategic-realist means, making their
impact difficult to evaluate. Furthermore, the influence is
more spread-out and therefore more diffuse, with intra-
governmental actors being directly connected to relevant
interest groups. Additionally, the influence given by the
broader public is embedded in reputational dynamics, gener-
ating the need for an aggressive response and an interlock in
this response pattern. Taking these processes into account, I
argue that the liberal demands passively spoiled the conflict,
with certain groups � the settler-ultraorthodox connection
and partially the military � actively delaying a more peaceful
and a less aggressive approach.
Nevertheless, the main reasons for the strong response are
probably of realist and habitual nature. I want to mention
the demands for the rescue of the hostages, contributing as
agents of peace � which I define as the opposite of spoilers.
In the end, military social institutions and pre-set action
plans are more dominant explanations to decisions. Whether
these strategies, that are seemingly influenced by interstate
wars, will work out in the current conflict against a diffusely
organized group, has to be observed!

CONCLUSION

Both cases highlight the relevance of liberal demands on
the way the respective government acted in conflict situa-
tions and demonstrate the importance of a full understanding
of the international and domestic constellation of actors and
their preferences and boundaries. It was shown that such
demands can heavily impact the conflict response and war
policies of suitable actors, sensitive to public demands and
therefore equipped with sufficient feedback mechanisms.
Furthermore, the Israeli case emphasizes the importance
of (social) institutional and the interplay of actors on an
organizational scale.

TILL-SEBASTIAN KRAUSE
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ìIOâENT  CONFâICTS IN EëROPE IN 2023 
(SëBNATIONAâ âEìEâ)



REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Text will be provided by the end of calendar week 51, 2024.
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dispute non-violent crisis violent crisis limited war war

2022:

2023:

CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN EUROPE IN 
2023 COMPARED TO 2022

21
0

1

16
15

19
17

12

15

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT ITEM IN EUROPE IN 2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

2 3| | 1 | 0 | 1

Secession 3 4| | 5 | 0 | 1

Decolonisation 0 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Autonomy 2 2| | 0 | 0 | 0

System &

Ideology
3 9| | 9 | 0 | 1

National Power 1 5| | 6 | 0 | 0

Subnational

Predominance
2 2| | 3 | 0 | 0

International

Power
3 5| | 1 | 0 | 0

Resources 1 3| | 1 | 0 | 1

Other 1 1| | 0 | 0 | 0

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT TYPE IN EUROPE IN 2023

Substate

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

2 1| | 1 | 0 | 0

Interstate 5 6| | 2 | 0 | 1

Intrastate 4 | 12 | 13 | 0 | 1

Transstate 1 0| | 0 | 0 | 0
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2022:
2023:

CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN SUB˜SAHARAN AFRICA IN 2023 
COMPARED TO 2022

13

16

9

5

36
38

17

11
14

20

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT ITEM IN 
SUB˜SAHARAN AFRICA IN 2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

2 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Secession 1 1| | 4 | 0 | 1

Decolonisation 0 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Autonomy 2 1| | 1 | 1 | 1

System &

Ideology
3 | 3 | 12 | 2 | 6

National Power 5 | 12 | 16 | 1 | 3

Subnational

Predominance
1 | 1 | 11 | 7 | 6

International

Power
1 1| | 1 | 0 | 3

Resources 5 1| | 8 | 5 | 4

Other 0 0| | 0 | 0 | 5

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT TYPE IN 
SUB˜SAHARAN AFRICA IN 2023

Substate

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

1 0| | 9 | 5 | 1

Interstate 4 1| | 1 | 0 | 0

Intrastate 8 | 16 | 24 | 3 | 6

Transstate 1 0| | 2 | 1 | 6
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2022:

2023:

CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN THE AMERICAS IN 2023 
COMPARED TO 2022

11

33

36

40

13

910
8

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT ITEM IN THE AMERICAS IN 
2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

7 2| | 0 | 0 | 0

Secession 1 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Decolonisation 0 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Autonomy 1 0| | 4 | 0 | 0

System &

Ideology
2 | 9 | 18 | 0 | 0

National Power 0 4| | 2 | 0 | 0

Subnational

Predominance
0 | 2 | 13 | 3 | 1

International

Power
0 2| | 0 | 0 | 0

Resources 5 | 3 | 22 | 3 | 1

Other 1 1| | 3 | 0 | 0

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT TYPE IN THE AMERICAS IN 
2023

Substate

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

0 1| | 2 | 2 | 1

Interstate 8 4| | 0 | 0 | 0

Intrastate 2 | 8 | 33 | 1 | 0

Transstate 0 0| | 1 | 0 | 0
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(SëBNATIONAâ âEìEâ)



REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Text will be provided by the end of calendar week 51, 2024.
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dispute non-violent crisis violent crisis limited war war

2022:

2023:

CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN ASIA AND OCEANIA IN 2023 COMPARED 
TO 2022

3
1

4

8

54
52

22

26

1818

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT ITEM IN ASIA AND OCEANIA IN 
2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

4 5| | 2 | 0 | 0

Secession 2 | 2 | 10 | 1 | 0

Decolonisation 0 0| | 0 | 0 | 0

Autonomy 6 | 4 | 11 | 3 | 2

System &

Ideology
1 | 15 | 24 | 1 | 1

National Power 1 3| | 8 | 1 | 1

Subnational

Predominance
6 | 3 | 15 | 1 | 0

International

Power
1 7| | 2 | 0 | 0

Resources 5 | 4 | 15 | 2 | 0

Other 3 2| | 6 | 0 | 0

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT TYPE IN ASIA AND OCEANIA IN 
2023

Substate

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

4 2| | 5 | 0 | 0

Interstate 4 7| | 2 | 0 | 0

Intrastate 10 | 13 | 46 | 4 | 3

Transstate 0 0| | 1 | 0 | 0
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*The CoBa 2022 wrongly indicated PDP as an actor. This has been corrected. 

*
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MYANMAR (OPPOSOITION)
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ìIOâENT CONFâICTS IN WEST ASIA, NORTH AFRICA, AND AFGHANISTAN IN 2023
(SëBNATIONAâ âEìEâ)



REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Text will be provided by the end of calendar week 51, 2024.
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dispute non-violent crisis violent crisis limited war war

2022:

2023:

CONFLICT INTENSITIES IN WEST ASIA, NORTH AFRICA AND AFGHANISTAN IN 2023 
COMPARED TO 2022

3
2

5
4

35

28

121112
13

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT ITEM IN WEST ASIA, NORTH AFRICA 
AND AFGHANISTAN IN 2023

Territory

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

2 1| | 3 | 0 | 1

Secession 0 0| | 2 | 0 | 2

Decolonisation 0 0| | 1 | 0 | 1

Autonomy 1 1| | 4 | 2 | 0

System &

Ideology
8 | 10 | 21 | 2 | 2

National Power 3 4| | 9 | 3 | 0

Subnational

Predominance
3 2| | 8 | 1 | 0

International

Power
2 2| | 6 | 0 | 0

Resources 2 | 1 | 13 | 1 | 2

Other 1 0| | 3 | 0 | 0

Dispute

FREQUENCY OF CONFLICT INTENSITIES BY CONFLICT TYPE IN WEST ASIA, NORTH 
AFRICA AND AFGHANISTAN IN 2023

Substate

Non-violent Crisis

Violent Crisis

Limited War

War

2 1| | 4 | 0 | 0

Interstate 3 2| | 7 | 0 | 1

Intrastate 7 | 9 | 23 | 4 | 2

Transstate 0 0| | 1 | 1 | 0
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