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1. Overview 

 

This report quantifies how the recent novel corona virus (covid-19) pandemic affects violence by 

nonstate actors, namely rebels and pro-government militias (PGMs), emphasizing the pandemic’s 

impact on state capacity and internal governance. The emphasis on nonstate actors is motivated 

both by the fact that such groups have been implicated with the majority of intrastate violence, 

especially against civilians, over the last several decades. Indeed, in 2020, the Armed Conflict 

Location and Event Data (ACLED) identified 8,448 political violence events (including violence 

against civilians) – or 33% of all global events –  as being perpetrated by official state forces; and 

10,816 events – or 42.3% of all global political violence events – as being perpetrated by nonstate 

actors. As discussed below, covid-19 is expected to overall lower formal state activity, opening 

space for such nonstate actors to “fill the void.” This report relies primarily on visualization and 

descriptive statistics, in addition to inferential testing.  

 This study is motivated by uncertainty over covid-19’s impact on a variety of 

socioeconomic phenomena, and especially social conflict. A particular pathway highlighted here 

is declines in state capacity, namely the ability of the state to exercise effective control within its 

borders, especially over security issues. In disrupting economic activity and forcing limited social 

interaction, covid-19 has the potential to create conditions that are hospitable to nonstate actor 

activity. As formal state institutions, including the military, reduce their operations, space opens 

for nonstate actors, operating either for or against the government, to move into these ungoverned 

spaces.  

This process can result with two relevant outcomes. First, there is the possibility that, at 

least in the short term, these nonstate actors will seek to illustrate that they are a viable alternative 

to the state, taking on local governance and even helping with tackling the pandemic (e.g., the 

Taliban, Hamas). They may also lay low to avoid the virus, especially if supply lines have been 

affected, which necessitate these actors to spend time adjusting rather than fighting. Third, both 

pro- and anti-government forces may not want to add to the instability, making a bad situation 

worse (e.g., Yemen). Finally, outside sponsors might provide less support, having to deal with 

covid-19’s impacts domestically, forcing them to adjust their strategic priority as illustrated e.g., 

by reduction in Iran’s supports of Houthi rebels in Yemen or Syria (Asseburg et al. 2020). In these 

situations, covid-19 will result with a pacifying, or at the very most a non-noticeable, effect on 

violence, at least in the short term.  
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Alternatively, there is also the possibility that such nonstate actors will increase their 

conflict activity, as the pandemic provides them with a valuable opportunity to challenge the 

weakening state. Considering that both rebels and militias are associated with civil war, mass 

killing, and other types of civilian victimization, early identification of increased nonstate actor 

activity in response to the constraints posed by covid-19 is crucial for improving our ability to 

address the intensification of violence and prevent its effects. This paper will verify which of these 

effects is true, and in what contexts. 

 In line with the first expectation, in the majority of the 19 rebellion and 23 militia violence 

cases examined here, covid-19 has had – overall – a pacifying, or at least unnoticeable, impact on 

violence. However, some high-risk cases suggest that covid-19 increasing political instability and 

fatality rates in specific countries. Hence, while it is still early to identify real substantive 

socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, at least as they relate to conflict, policymaking should 

take into account specific contexts where a long-term decline in state capacity is possible due to 

covid-19 and be aware of the implications for violence. This is especially important considering 

that during the period analyzed here, covid-19 rates were still relatively low in most countries. As 

the pandemic spreads and takes a heavier and wider toll on these conflict-torn states, it will have 

more substantive effect, including the grave possibility of intensifying political violence. In this 

situation, high risk cases that are currently (luckily) the exception can become early examples of 

how this pandemic will affect conflict in the years to come. 

 

2. Definitions 

 

Political Violence 

Similarly to other reports and studies, this project relies on a quantitative definition to 

operationalize political violence. Accordingly, a country was identified as being politically violent 

if during the period examined here (January 1st, 2020 – June 15th, 2020) it experienced at least 100 

fatalities involving one or both nonstate actors of interest. To this end, two separate sets of cases 

were identified, one for countries that experienced political violence by rebels, and one for 

countries that experienced political violence by pro-government militias (PGMs). Fatality data 

were obtained from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) (Raleigh et al. 2010).  
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Rebels 

Building on the definition used by ACLED, rebel groups were defined as armed groups who aim 

to challenge, change, or remove the regime using violent means. Rebel groups have also been 

implicated in perpetrating mass human rights violations, including mass killing and genocide (e.g., 

Eck and Hultman 2007; Wood 2014).  

 

Pro-Government Militias 

Building on the definition used by ACLED, pro-government militia (PGMs) were defined as 

armed actors that are not part of the official state security apparatus, but which were established 

or funded by the state to achieve political aims, as well as identity militias – ethnic and communal 

militias, civil defense forces. Unlike rebels, militias are nonstate actors that do not seek to remove 

the regime. The existence of PGMs is linked to a higher risk of mass killing and genocide (e.g., 

Ahram 2014; Koren 2017).   

 

State Capacity  

State capacity is conceptualized as the ability of the state’s official institutions to administer its 

affairs within its own boundaries, especially as these relate to security and its monopoly on using 

violence domestically (Weber 1946; Skopcol 1985). Considering the challenges inherent to 

measuring state capacity empirically, researchers recently began to rely on local emissions of 

nighttime light as captured by satellites (e.g., Chen and Nordhaus 2011; Koren and Sarbahi 2018). 

The definition used here similarly relies on nighttime light emissions, with reduction in nighttime 

lights corresponding to reduction in economic and official state activity.    

 

Covid-19 Incidence  

Information on covid-19 incidence was obtained from the World Health Organization (WHO), and 

includes data by country and day. Considering extensive variations in the amount and quality of 

testing and test data reporting across countries and contexts, this paper relies on the official number 

of deaths identified as being the result of covid-19, as a more accurate measure of incidence.  
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3. Covid-19 and Decreases in State Capacity 

 

State capacity represents the state’s ability and willingness to be present in a given location and 

enforce core state policies. As such, it heavily overlaps with its capacity to govern and coerce, as 

well as to levels of economic development, which require infrastructure that, in the vast majority 

of cases, only states can provide and extend. Multiple ways of measuring state capacity exist, 

including taxation, censuses, and other survey-based measures. Data on such indicators, however, 

can be extremely hard to obtain, especially globally and at the local level, and are almost never 

available more frequently than once a year.  

Nighttime light emissions captured via satellite imagery, in contrast, provide a very useful 

measure of local state capacity across the entire globe, which is also regularly updated. Koren and 

Sarbahi (2018) illustrate that, at the local level, nighttime light emissions correlate to a very high 

degree with key state capacity indicators, including taxation, government employment, healthcare 

provision, and – importantly – military activity. The data used in most analyses are derived from 

satellite sensors with specialized low-light imaging capabilities and are made available by the 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA’s) National Centers for 

Environmental Information (NCEI, formerly the National Geophysical Data Center) via different 

satellites such as DMSP-OLS or, more recently, Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite 

(VIIRS). When processed, these data provide monthly, cloud-free composite images of average 

stable value for the detected lights, which is filtered to remove ephemeral lights and background 

noise. However, considering that the period of interest evaluated in this report is relatively recent 

(January – June, 2020) such processed data were unavailable. This precluded a systematic analysis 

of how closely covid-19’s incidence correlated to changes in nighttime light emissions. As data 

from 2020 are processed and become more easily available, such analysis will become feasible. 

Indeed, as time goes on and as covid-19 takes a bigger social and economic toll in conflict torn 

countries, we have theoretical reasons to suspect systematic differences will be easily observable 

as nighttime light data is collected and processed. 

Nevertheless, while nighttime light data is not systematically available, several studies 

have already illustrated that covid-19 incidence is closely related to reduction in nighttime light 

emissions in specific regions, as states impose lockdowns, more and more citizens work from 

home, and economies transition to working in partial capacity. In China, for example, lockdown’s 

effects on nighttime lights have been noticeable from space (Liu et al. 2020; Hudecheck et al. 
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2020), as illustrated in Figure 1, which shows Change in Nighttime Light Emissions in Liaoning 

Province, China, January 1st and February 22nd, 2020. To further illustrate that the same patterns 

developed in conflict-afflicted states, in Figure 2 I plotted the change in nighttime light emissions 

between April and June 2020 for Iraq (left plot) and May and June 2020 for Afghanistan (right 

plot), where red pixels correspond to decreases over time and white pixels correspond to 

intensification.1 As Figure 2 suggest that, as covid-19’s impact became more noticable, economic 

activity decreased, and – by extension – state activity (excluding the refineries in southwestern 

Iraq, where luminosity actually intensified between April and June).  

 When the state reduces its activities to the bare essentials, many of its official institutions 

close down or switch to operating in emergency mode. In the U.S., for example, all official 

Federal agencies, including national security agencies such as Homeland Security, closed down 

all offices and sent most their staff to work from home. In many countries, even military 

activities have been reduced to the bare minimum. As the state retreats from – or at least reduces 

its activity in – contested spaces, both anti- and unofficial pro-government forces get the 

opportunity to move in.  

For anti-government forces (rebels), this gives the opportunity not only to challenge the 

state – e.g., by attacking bases, cities, and other government strongholds – but also by providing 

services the government usually provides, thus illustrating their viability as an effective alternative, 

thus decreasing their focus on combat and lowering violence rates. For instance, as covid-19 spread 

through Afghanistan, the Taliban began providing medical services to civilians in contested 

territories and areas under its control (Economist 2020a). In Yemen, the spread of covid-19 

prompted a unilateral ceasefire, where some rebels similarly took to providing medical relief to 

civilians (Economist 2020b). Rebels, then, can take advantage of the spread of covid-19 and the 

retreat of the state by becoming more selective with when, where, and against whom they 

perpetrate violence, and more effective with using alternatives.  

For pro-government groups – namely militias and other informal or semi-official 

paramilitaries – the retreat of the state’s official institutions and forces similarly provides 

opportunity to expand operations, increase legitimacy, and advance their own agendas. Partly this 

 
1 Figures A1 and A2 in the Appendix plot the nighttime light maps for each country and each period, in addition to 

the rate of deaths from covid-19. As these figures illustrated, I tried to the best of my ability to use images that did 

not have noticeable cloud coverage. 
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increase in activity could be the result of the pro-government militia (PGM) acting to achieve a 

specific aim it particularly cares about, which – like its rebel counterparts – could be increasing its 

own legitimacy, or in some cases (e.g., civil defense forces) taking care of its own constituents. In 

these cases, the spread of covid-19 might lead to a reduction in violence, especially where PGMs 

seek to assist local populations.  

In other cases, however, the government might rely on militias as a substitute for official 

security operations, as is the case peshmerga in Iraq, who are deployed to fight the Islamic State. 

In these situations, as the state reduces operations to minimize covid-19’s impacts, PGMs might 

increase their repressive activity, leading to more fatalities.   

Accordingly, this study equates the rise of covid-19 incidence with reduced state capacity 

(although without reporting plots that systematically illustrate the latter considering, as was 

mentioned above, that such data were unavailable), treating variations in the violent activity of 

rebel and pro-government militias as reflecting changes in state presence due to covid-19’s spread. 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Change in Nighttime Light Emissions in Liaoning Province, China, Jan. – Feb., 2020 

(Source: Hudecheck et al. 2020).  
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Iraq 

 

 

Afghanistan 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Change in Nighttime Light Emission as Deaths from Covid-19 increase in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. 

 

 

 

4. Research Design 

 

To estimate how covid-19 has impacted political violence by nonstate actors, I identified all 

political violence cases in 2020 (that is, with at least 100 recorded fatalities in 2020 by the nonstate 

actor type of interest) involving (i) rebel groups and (ii) pro-government militias (PGMs) (that is, 

between Jan. 1, 2020 and Jun. 15, 2020). Information on fatalities, cases, actors, and locations was 

obtained from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset (ACLED) (Raleigh et al. 2010).  

Based on this information, I identified 19 cases of political violence by rebels and 23 cases 

of political violence by PGMs. For each case, I calculate and (in the Appendix) plot daily rates of: 

(i) fatalities in conflicts initiated by rebels or PGMs, (ii) the annual difference between fatalities 

in a given date (in 2020) and the same date a year ago (in 2019), and (iii) covid-19 deaths recorded 

the same day. The cases included in each category and the number of fatalities therein are reported 

in Tables 1 and 2.  

 



 9 

Table 1: Rebel Political Violence Cases,       Table 2: PGM Political Violence Cases, 

Jan. 1 – June 15, 2020.         Jan. 1 – June 15, 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These data hence enable me to assess not only levels of conflicts involving rebels and 

PGMs and how they intensify as covid-19 spreads, but also to compare whether these changes are 

really unique compared with last year’s rates, and hence occur because of covid-19 and not due to 

other reasons (e.g., seasonal effects).  

In order to provide a more systematic evaluation, I compare the means of fatalities across 

different periods statistically to assess whether any differences are likely to be meaningful rather 

than random. For each political violence category (rebels and PGMs), I conduct two tests. First, I 

test by how much the average number of fatalities in each country for each category differed before 

and after March 24, 2020 (i.e., after covid-19 becomes an internationally-recognized pandemic, 

Country Fatalities 

Brazil 2,208 

Nigeria 2,164 

Mexico 2,110 

Yemen 2,061 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 1,672 

Syria 1,319 

South Sudan 1,008 

Afghanistan 699 

Mali 573 

Somalia 423 

Mozambique 375 

Sudan 343 

Burkina Faso 285 

Honduras 261 

Philippines 220 

Iraq 197 

Central African Republic 158 

Madagascar 148 

Pakistan 145 

India 127 

Ethiopia 125 

Colombia 120 

El Salvador 119 

Country Fatalities 

Afghanistan 5,589 

Syria 2,568 

Nigeria 1,175 

Burkina Faso 1,131 

Somalia 926 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 802 

Iraq 763 

Mali 709 

Niger 636 

Cameroon 480 

Egypt 234 

Philippines 227 

Chad 221 

Myanmar 208 

India 193 

Turkey 139 

Pakistan 129 

Yemen 116 

CAR 100 
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which is also the halfway point between Jan. 1st and June 15th) using standardized terms (as 

opposed to raw quantities). Second, I test by how much (again, in standardized terms) the average 

number of fatalities in each country for each category in 2020 differs from the average number of 

fatalities over the same Jan. 1st – June 15th period in 2019. Cases that exhibit sizeable positive 

increases in the average number of fatalities in both tests are considered high-risk cases, and the 

implications are discussed below, while cases that show sizable decreases suggest a pacifying 

effect of covid-19.   

 These different illustrations and tests help me evaluate whether the severity of political 

violence is affected by the spread of covid-19, presumably by impacting state presence and 

capacity. Nevertheless, there are two caveats we should bear in mind.  

First, ACLED relies on reports by the media, human rights organizations, and government 

agencies to identify and code incident and fatality data. Coverage could hence vary based on covid-

19’s spread, as agencies and the media reduce their activity. Nevertheless, in relying on 100 

casualties as a threshold, I should be able to identify and measure the most important cases, even 

if the exact number of casualties reported is inaccurate. Moreover, any reporting limitations should 

bias estimates downward rather than upward. This means that in cases where intensification is 

observed, it is likely the actual case number is higher due to these reporting limitations. 

Correspondingly, we should treat any pacifying impacts of covid-19 with caution, considering that 

it might reflect reporting biases toward under-recording fatalities.   

Second, the descriptive and comparison-of-means approaches used here may not account 

for the effects of alternative pathways that are also related to covid-19 (e.g., food prices) or other 

phenomena. It is important to note, however, that global food prices seem to be decreasing 

globally. As for other phenomena, alternative explanations might be more likely in some cases 

rather than in others. For instance, as discussed below, west Africa and the Sahel have been 

experiencing intensification of jihadist violence that may or may not be related to covid-19.  

 

 

5. Covid-19 and Rebel Violence 

 

The data suggest that, in almost every country, covid-19 started rising around day 100 of 2020 

(early April). Considering that deaths are lagged by about two weeks compared with infection, it 

suggests that covid-19 started spreading to these states around mid-March. For illustration, Figures 
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A3-A7 in the Appendix plot daily (i) fatality rates from conflict (top), (ii) annual change in fatality 

rates from conflict (center), and (iii) recorded deaths from covid-19 (bottom), for each of the 19 

states that were at or above the threshold of political violence used here (100 or more fatalities in 

2020). To help visualizing these trends, each plot also reports a trendline, with 95% confidence 

interval bands (using a non-parameteric smoother). Importantly, however, this plots suggest that 

conflict trends exhibit marked variability across countries. 

 For illustration, refer to Afghanistan (top-left three plots in Figure A3). Fatalities in 

conflicts with rebels (primarily the Taliban) have been trending downward since the beginning of 

the year. There is an observed intensification around the same time that covid-19 begins spreading, 

but this intensification reverses around day 140. Moreover, as the second plot (annual change in 

fatalities) shows, any intensification is likely seasonal; the overall trend and averages for this year 

are lower than the corresponding period in 2019, as illustrated by the fact that the trendline is 

constantly below zero in that plot, and even considering the recent intensification. It thus seems 

that, at least in Afghanistan, by allowing the Taliban to play a more active role in governance and 

battling the disease as formal state activity reduced, covid-19 actually has had a pacifying effect, 

at least over the short term. Other countries that seem to follow a similar trend are, for instance, 

Syria (Figure A3; also see Asseburg et al. 2020), Cameroon (Figure A6), and Turkey (Figure A5). 

 We can contrast this case with Nigeria (bottom-right of Figure A3). As was the case in 

Afghanistan, we observe an intensification of conflict around the same time covid-19 started 

spreading. However, unlike in Afghanistan, the second-from-the-top figure (annual change in 

fatalities) suggests that this intensification trend is above zero, especially after March, meaning 

that violence over this period in Nigeria is actually higher than it was last year. This does suggest 

that, in this case, by reducing government activity, covid-19 opened room for Boko-Haram rebels 

to increase their activity (see High Risk section). In this case, the rebel chose to physically 

challenge the state (i.e., intensify fighting) rather than follow a less violent alternative. Similar 

trends possibly appear in Iraq (Figure A3), the DRC (Figure A4), the Philippines (Figure A6), and 

possibly Myanmar (Figure A4) and Somalia (Figure A5). 

 Third, there are also some cases where conflict seems to intensify in 2020, but it is unclear 

if this intensification had anything to do with the spread of covid-19. One case that illustrates this 

trend if Burkina Faso (top left of Figure A7), where jihadists have been waging an intensifying 

campaign against the state. The top plot illustrates that fatalities from rebel attacks have been rising 
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throughout 2020, on average, and indeed, the second plot (change in fatalities) suggests that this 

intensification happens well before any covid-19 deaths (or cases) are reported, as illustrated by 

the bottom plot. Countries that exhibit similar trends may be Mali (Figure A5) and possibly Niger 

(Figure A9). Like Burkina Faso, these are all low-capacity states that have been experiencing 

intensified conflict with jihadist insurgents. As discussed in detail in the Risk Cases section below, 

these two factors suggest that intensification may be unrelated to covid-19. 

Finally, there are also cases in which covid-19 has no noticeable effect on rebel attacks. In 

these cases, any insurgent activity is a lag of last year’s conflicts. These cases include, for instance, 

Egypt (Figure A4), India (Figure A5), Chad (Figure A6), and the Central African Republic (CAR) 

(Figure A7).   

 To assess the usefulness of covid-19 in more precisely identifying intensification on 

political violence by nonstate actors and in improving the accuracy of forecasts, Figure 3 compares 

the average frequency of fatalities from rebel attacks (i) before and after March 24, 2020 (top), 

and (ii) across the same Jan. 1 – June 15 for 2020 and 2019 (bottom).  

In making this comparison, it is important to remember that – as Tables 1 and 2 show – 

average fatality rates greatly differ across countries. So, for instance, a the difference of 20 

fatalities by rebel attacks between the average fatalities in 2019 and 2020 in Afghanistan, which 

recorded thousands of casualties over the period, means something different compared with 20 

fatalities by rebel attacks in the Central African Republic, which suffered less than 200 recorded 

fatalities over the period. To overcome this limitation, the bars plotted each reports the difference 

between the respective averages in standardized terms. In simple terms, each average is 

standardized based on sample size and variability using a specific set of values, called t-values. 

The bigger (or smaller, for negative values) the standardized difference is, the greater the 

difference between the two average fatality numbers is, which suggests a substantive difference in 

fatality rates between the two periods of interest. 

 To help identifying cases where covid-19 had an impact, we can set thresholds of interest 

for our standardized differences/t-values. We can think of a standardized difference of 1 or more 

as suggesting that the average number of fatalities from rebel attacks during the period after the 

date of interest (March 24 in the upper plot or the year 2020 in the bottom plot of Figure 3) was 

meaningfully higher, in statistical terms, compared with the average number of fatalities from rebel 

attacks during the periods of comparison (before March 24 or over the same period in 2019). A 
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standardized difference of -1 or smaller means the exact opposite, i.e., that covid-19 had a 

pacifying effect. In Figure 3, these above 1/below -1 thresholds are marked with a dashed line. If 

the standardized difference between two fatality averages is bigger than 1.97 or smaller than -1.97, 

we treat the difference between the two periods as being statistically significant. These above 

1.97/below -1.97 thresholds are denoted with a solid line. 

 Turning to the top plot in Figure 3, the countries where rebel attacks significantly 

intensified after March 24, 2020 were Iraq, the Philippines, and Turkey, while the countries where 

rebel attacks significantly decreased were Cameroon, Afghanistan, Myanmar, and Syria (above or 

below the two solid lines). We also observe meaningful differences in India and Nigeria (above 

the dashed line). However, the bottom plot in Figure 3 suggests that the only meaningful 

intensification unique to 2020 happened in Nigeria (which is again, above the dashed line); and 

that the only two countries that experienced a statistically-significant intensification (above the 

solid line) were the DRC and Burkina Faso, both of which had standardized difference of smaller 

than 1/bigger than -1 in the top plot. We hence cannot reject the possibility that, in the latter two 

countries, intensification happened not due to the spread of covid-19, but rather due other reasons.  

In contrast, six countries experienced significantly lower levels of rebel attacks between 

Jan. 1, 2020 and June 15, 2020 (i.e., were below to lower solid line in the bottom plot), compared 

with the same period last year: Yemen, Myanmar, India, Turkey, Syria, and Afghanistan. Two 

additional countries – Somalia and Iraq – experienced meaningful decreases in rebel activity as 

well. Considering that several of these states are major conflict “hot-zones,” and the fact that 

Myanmar, Syria, and Afghanistan all exhibited statistically-significant decreases in rebel attacks 

after March 24, 2020, i.e., after covid-19 began to spread (in addition to Mali, Yemen and Chad, 

which experienced meaningful decreases), Figure 3 suggests that covid-19 may have had a 

pacifying effect on rebellion activity in these conflict-torn states. 

 Overall, then, the results suggest that, by reducing the activity of formal state 

organizations, covid-19, on average, does not seem to cause intensification in political violence 

by rebels, with the possible exception of Nigeria. Rather, it seems that – if anything – some rebel 

groups take advantage over the situation to build up their legitimacy in other, nonviolent ways. 

However, one should remember that these results may reflect short-term impacts; the long-term 

impacts of covid-19 on empowering rebel groups and weakening the state could very well 

produce the opposite effect, leading to more rebel attacks and conflict. 
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Before and After 3/24/2020 

 
 

2020 Compared to 2019 

 

Figure 3: Change in Rebel Fatalities. 
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6. Covid-19 and PGM Violence 

 

Next, we turn to look at attacks initiated by pro-government militias (PGMs) (reported in Figures 

A8-A13 of the Appendix). Recall that the expectation here is that, as the state reduces its formal 

activities, space opens for informal pro-government groups to engage in governance, repress 

dissent, ensure cooperation with covid-19 policies, and fight anti-state groups. Here, there are three 

relevant categories of PGM involvement in political violence.  

 First, in some cases – as was the case with rebels – PGM activity seems to increase 

following the spread of covid-19, and – moreover – this increase is unique to 2020. Possible 

examples for this trend are Afghanistan (Figure A8), Nigeria (Figure A9), Ethiopia (Figure A10), 

Yemen (Figure A12), and Sudan (Figure A13).  

 In other cases, covid-19 seems to have had a pacifying effect. In Brazil (Figure A8), for 

example, PGM violence has been trending down, especially after covid-19 started spreading, and 

the January to June 2020 period seems to have been, overall, less violent than its 2019 counterpart. 

Similar trends appear to have happened in Colombia (Figure A9), Honduras (Figure A10), and 

Syria (Figure A13).  

 Finally, it seems like in the rest (majority) of the cases, there is no clear intensification of 

activity, due to covid-19 or otherwise, including some countries in the Sahel that suffer jihadist 

attacks (e.g., Mali).  

 Again, to evaluate if any of these differences are meaningful, I plot difference-in-means-

test, (i) before and after March 24, 2020, and (ii) across the same Jan. 1 – June 15 period for 2020 

and 2019, for each of the 23 PGM political violence cases in Figure 4. As the top plot illustrates, 

since covid-19 began to spread, the average number of fatalities due to PGM attacks in Afghanistan 

and Nigeria has been, on average, significantly higher (i.e., above the upper solid line), with 

Yemen and Ethiopia showing meaningful and positive difference in the means of fatalities due to 

PGM attacks across the two periods (above the upper dashed line). In contrast, the same period 

was significantly less violent in Brazil, the Philippines, Colombia, and Mali (below the lower solid 

line), and meaningfully so in Somalia, Madagascar, Pakistan, South Sudan, and the Central African 

Republic (below to lower dashed line), compared with the period before March 24, 2020. 

 The bottom plot in Figure 4, however, suggests these violence trends were unique only to 

a handful of states in 2020. For instance, the average number of fatalities due to PGM violence in 

Pakistan was, overall, significantly lower in 2020 compared with the same period in 2019 (i.e., 
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below the lower solid line), a decrease that that can be explained by the spread of covid-19, as the 

average number of fatalities after March 24, 2020 is meaningfully lower than before this date 

(below the lower dashed line in the upper plot). India, Mexico, and El Salvador also all saw 

statistically significant decreases in PGM violence levels in 2020 compared with the same period 

in 2019, while Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and the CAR experienced meaningful decreases.  

 The bottom plot also suggests that any increases in PGM violence cannot necessarily be 

attributed to covid-19’s spread. The average number of fatalities from PGM attacks in Iraq, 

Mozambique, and Sudan were all statistically significant and higher in 2020 compared with the 

same period in 2019 (i.e., above the upper solid line), but not after March 24, 2020 compared to 

before, suggesting covid-19 was not responsible for this interannual difference. The one exception 

here is Yemen: the average number of fatalities from PGM violence after March 24, 2020 was 

meaningfully higher (above the upper dashed line in the top plot), while the number of fatalities 

from PGM violence in 2020 was statistically significant and higher compared with the same period 

in 2019 (above the solid line in the bottom plot). With formal forces domestic and international 

(e.g., Iran) reducing their military activity, self-defense and ethnic militias acquire a more 

prominent role in the fighting suggesting a possible high-risk scenario, as discussed below. 
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Before and After 3/24/2020 

 
 

2020 Compared to 2019 

 

Figure 4: Change in PGM Fatalities. 
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7. High Risk Cases 

 

Below I discuss briefly several risk cases highlighted by the data, especially as they relate to the 

spread of covid-19.  

 

Nigeria 

The evidence suggests that Nigeria is a possible risk case, and that covid-19 is responsible for at 

least some of this risk. Figures A3 and A8 in the Appendix show that the number of fatalities due 

to both insurgent/rebel and PGM attacks has been rising in 2020, and that this increase became 

most noticeable after covid-19 began to spread. Nigeria also ranked at the top-4 countries with 

positive and meaningful (although not always statistically-significant) comparison-of-means test 

values in Figures 3 and 4, suggesting the intensification of fatalities from attacks by nonstate actors 

rose after covid-19 began spreading, and that – at least for the case of rebel attacks – this constitutes 

a worrying increase from the same period in 2019.  

Government agencies and nongovernment organizations should monitor the situation 

closely. The spread of covid-19 appears to have already given Boko-Haram incentives to increase 

its attacks. Indeed, that covid-19 provides an opportunity for rebels in the country is hardly a secret, 

as illustrating by story by The Telegraph: 

There is no doubt that Boko Haram recognises the opportunity that Covid-19 offers them. 

Boko Haram’s breakaway group, Islamic State West Africa Province, recently boasted 

that the pandemic is an opportunity to step up efforts and expand activities. In an editorial 

in Isil central’s bi-weekly Arabic language magazine, it celebrated recent attacks in the 

Lake Chad region. It said the virus and subsequent economic downturn would divert 

government attention, weaken capacity and increase fragility, giving its fighters more 

inroads (Bukarti 2020). 

 

If official government forces continue to decrease their activities due to the spread of covid-

19, opening the space for vigilante and civil defense militias to increase operations, the situation 

will likely continue to deteriorate, especially if covid-19 causes long-term damages to the military 

and administrative capacity of Nigeria, which is already limited.  
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Yemen 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the data highlights Yemen as a potential risk case with regard to the effects 

of covid-19. What is surprising is that this actually places Yemen in contrast to some other conflict 

“hot-zones,” like Afghanistan, where covid-19 seems to have had – at least in the immediate term 

– a more pacifying impact, compared with last year’s conflict levels. Another interesting fact is 

that in Yemen, covid-19 seems to have had the opposite effect on rebel attacks compared with 

PGMs: Yemen ranks at the bottom of both plots in Figure 3, with meaningfully small and 

(compared with 2019) statistically-significant lower levels of rebel attack fatalities; however, the 

country ranks at the top-three in both plots of Figure 4, with meaningfully large and (compared 

with 2019) statistically significant higher levels of PGM attack fatalities.  

This evidence (and the trends observed in Figure A12 of the Appendix), which shows a 

noticeable increase in PGM activity after deaths from covid-19 begin to rise suggest that at least 

part of this trend can be attributed to the reduction in formal state operations (especially among 

the forces of external nations such as Iran, which supports Houthi rebels and where covid-19 has 

had major domestic impacts), allowing PGMs to fill the political void, while rebel groups observed 

– at least over the period analyzed – a cease-fire called for by international parties as covid-19 

cases began to mount (The Economist 2020b).  

 Considering that increased PGM activity is associated not only with lower state capacity, 

but also with severe violence against civilians and other human rights violations, it would be 

prudent to monitor how violence patterns by PGMs evolve as the covid-19 crisis continues and as 

the different sides resume fighting.  

 

The Sahel and West Africa (Except Nigeria) 

Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger have all experienced increased rebellion activity in 2020 compared 

with 2019. This is most likely due to intensifying jihadist insurgency in the region. Evidence is 

unclear on whether or not this intensification is related to the spread of covid-19, especially 

considering that the highest rates of violence in 2020 occurred prior to April, 2020. However, 

while it is unclear from the data if covid-19 is exacerbating the situation, it does appear that – with 

the possible exception of Mali – covid-19 does not have, at the very least, a pacifying effect on 

this insurgency. It would be prudent to monitor and see – as covid-19 keeps spreading – whether 

there is a noticeable effect on the jihadist insurgency in one way or another. 
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Mozambique and Sudan 

Both Mozambique and Sudan experienced higher rates of PGM activity compared with last year 

(Figure 4, bottom plot), and there is a possibility that this increase is at least partly related to the 

spread of covid-19 (Figure 4, top plot). Even if there is no clear linkage between intensifying PGM 

attacks and covid-19, the pandemic did not have a pacifying effect. Indeed, in Mozambique, the 

government is increasingly relying on private foreign PGMs to target criminals and quell 

insurgents in resource rich areas (Mukeredzi 2020), and it is not inconvincible to see these groups 

being deployed against opposition and anti-state elements. Like in the Sahel, monitoring PGM 

violence trends as covid-19 continues the spread may provide new information on how this spread 

shapes each respective government’s reliance on PGMs.   

 

Democratic Republic of Congo 

The DRC has experienced noticeable increases and rebellion and – likely – PGM activity in 2020 

compared with 2019. Again, it is unclear whether covid-19 played a role in this intensification, but 

Figures 3 and 4 (top plots) suggest that both rebel and PGM violence may have increased after 

March 24, 2020. Monitoring how violence unfolds and covid-19 spreads – especially considering 

past trends of attacking healthcare personnel in eastern DRC – would be prudent.  

 

8. Conclusion 

Several important implications follow from this study. First, results identify covid-19 as generally 

decreasing the ability and willingness of the formal state to govern contested territories. 

Reductions in government activity across the globe have had divergent effects across different 

contexts. In some – perhaps most – cases, covid-19 seems to have a pacifying effect on violence, 

e.g., by allowing rebels to exercise governance as an alternative to the state. Although this might 

be a good thing in the short term, it is important to remember that enabling nonstate actors – 

especially rebel groups – to build legitimacy vis-à-vis the state is unlikely to lead to political 

stability over the long term.  

In other cases, there is strong evidence that covid-19 has caused intensification, especially 

in situations where formal state activity was already low to begin with, which give nonstate actors 

stronger incentives to intensify fighting. These countries are potential high-risk cases, at least in 

the short term, and are contexts where – as was discussed above – monitoring the situation and 
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possibly trying to preempt further intensification is recommended. Yet in other contexts, it is 

unclear if – so far – covid-19 has had any impact on political violence trends by nonstate actors.  

 Second, identifying these effects points to the advantages of adding covid-19 to models 

that forecast political violence, especially in weak states. Although reporting may have also 

decreased following the spread of covid-19, seeing intensification in high risk cases suggest that 

at least in these contexts, covid-19’s effects are probably stronger than observed.  

 In terms of research implications, paying more attention to the relationship between covid-

19 and reduction in formal state activity is important. If covid-19 really opens up space for violent 

nonstate actors to exercises government and/or coercion, identifying exact pathways through 

which these effects happen will increase our understanding of the causes of political violence by 

nonstate actors and improve our ability to forecast exactly where violence will rise. For instance, 

as more recent nighttime light data become available, it will be possible to systematically and 

carefully trace these trends at the local level. Analyzing how and where luminosity decreases as 

covid-19 deaths rise, and how these patterns overlaps with intensified rebel and PGM attacks, will 

also add to our ability to forecast future local violence by these nonstate actors.  
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10. Appendix 
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Figure A1: Covid-19 Deaths and Nighttime Light Emission in Iraq, April – June, 2020. 
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Figure A2: Covid-19 Deaths and Nighttime Light Emission in Afghanistan, May – June, 2020. 
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Figure A3: Rebel Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020. 
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Figure A4: Rebel Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A5: Rebel Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A6: Rebel Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A7: Rebel Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A8: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020. 
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Figure A9: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A10: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A11: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A12: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 
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Figure A13: PGM Violence Levels and Covid-19 Deaths, Jan. 1, 2020 – June 15, 2020 (Continued). 

 

 

 

 


