
P A R T I

CRY HAVOC: WHY CIVIL
WAR MATTERS
Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war.

Shakespeare, Henry IV

CIVIL WAR DIFFERS RADICALLY FROM BOTH IN-

ternational war and communal violence. Unlike
international war, it is fought outside any struc-
ture of rules and entirely within the territory of
the society. Unlike communal violence, it im-
plies a rebel organization equipped with arma-
ments and staffed with full-time recruits. Such
rebel armies usually have little option but to live
off the land. These features typically escalate the
social costs of civil war above the costs of either
international war or communal violence. For
example, the same conflict between Eritrea and
Ethiopia generated both a civil war and, follow-
ing Eritrean independence, an international war.
As a civil war the conflict lasted for 30 years and
was ended only by military victory. As an inter-
national war the conflict was subject to the full
panoply of international mediation and ended
swiftly in a negotiated settlement. To analyze
civil war we need to know what we mean by it.
We adopt a precise but conventional definition:
civil war occurs when an identifiable rebel or-
ganization challenges the government militarily
and the resulting violence results in more than

1,000 combat-related deaths, with at least 5 per-
cent on each side. There are many other forms
of group violence, such as protests, riots, and
pogroms, but we do not consider them here.

The perpetrators of civil war usually adopt
the rhetoric that the war is a necessary catalyst
for social progress. Occasionally this is right, but
more typically war is an economic and social
disaster for the affected country. Therefore, for
those who care about development, civil war is
a major problem. This is the focus of chapter 1:
a theme of the chapter is that civilians, not the
active combatants, suffer the main adverse con-
sequences of civil war, and that many of these
consequences accrue long after the war is over.
Hence the people who determine whether war
occurs are likely to ignore much of its adverse
consequences. Furthermore, civil war has severe
consequences that spill over regionally and glob-
ally, and civil war is not just a problem for the
countries directly affected. Thus the attitude
“let them fight it out among themselves” is not
just heartless, it is foolish. This is the subject of
chapter 2. 
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During a civil war a society diverts some of its
resources from productive activities to violence.
As a result, the society loses twice over. The di-
verted resources are lost to productive activity,
analogous to the loss from what economists call
rent-seeking. Because much of the increase in
military spending is on government forces paid
for out of the government budget, resources are
disproportionately diverted from government pro-
vision of useful public goods, such as health care
and policing. However, whereas rent-seeking ac-
tivities are simply unproductive, the increase in
violence is harmful. One part of society is pro-
ducing while another part is destroying.

Most of the costs of civil war accrue from these
destructive activities. The power of the gun dis-
places civil rights. Men with guns, from both
rebel and government forces, can steal, rape, and
murder with impunity. Behind this veil of havoc,
the localized collapse of order extends impunity
to criminal and other antisocial behavior. The
primary response to the fear of theft, rape, and
murder is flight. People try to shift their assets 
to safety, and they themselves flee. This flight 
in turn creates massive problems, especially for
health, as people are pushed into areas where they
lack immunity to disease. They then carry these
diseases with them, infecting host populations. 
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Civil War as Development 
in Reverse

T
HIS CHAPTER FOCUSES ONLY ON THE EFFECTS OF

civil war within the country that is directly affected.
War has economic and social costs. Some of these
accrue to the combatants, but many affect people
who have no part in the decisions that create and
sustain the conflict. Furthermore, many of the ad-

verse consequences of a conflict occur only once it is over and are prob-
ably ignored in combatants’ decisions. We begin with the costs that
arise during conflict and then turn to the legacy effects.

Costs during Conflict

THIS SECTION DISTINGUISHES BETWEEN THE ECONOMIC

and social costs of conflict.

Economic Costs 

During a civil war a society diverts some of its resources from produc-
tive activities to destruction. This causes a double loss: the loss from
what the resources were previously contributing and the loss from the
damage that they now inflict (figure 1.1).

The first loss can to some extent be quantified, as governments in-
crease their military expenditure during civil war, and this directly re-
duces economic growth. During peacetime the average developing
country, defined as a country with less than US$3,000 per capita gross
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domestic product (GDP) in 1995, spends about 2.8 percent of GDP
on the military. During civil war, on average, this increases to 5 percent.
This is likely to cause a decrease in other public expenditures such as
those on infrastructure and health. The decrease in the supply of such
public goods has consequences for incomes and social indicators, and
here we focus on the effects on income. Before taking any of the de-
structive effects of military activity into account, we can estimate its
consequences for crowding out productive expenditures. Knight, Loayza,
and Villanueva (1996) quantify the costs to growth of military spend-
ing during peacetime. Their simulations suggest that the additional 2.2
percent of GDP spent on the military, sustained over the seven years
that is the length of the typical conflict, would lead to a permanent loss
of around 2 percent of GDP. Of course, the increase in government
military spending is only part of the diversion of resources into vio-
lence. The resources rebel groups control are also a diversion from pro-
ductive activities. 

However, the main economic losses from civil war arise not from the
waste constituted by diverting resources from production, but from the
damage that the diverted resources do when they are used for violence.
The most obvious cost arises from the direct destruction of infrastruc-
ture. During the war rebel forces target physical infrastructure as part
of their strategy. The main targets are the enemy’s communication and
support lines, such as telecommunications, airports, ports, roads, and

Figure 1.1 GDP per capita before and after civil war
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bridges. In addition to this strategic destruction of key infrastructure,
rebels and government soldiers loot and destroy housing, schools, and
health facilities. An example is Mozambique (Brück 2001), where
about 40 percent of immobile capital in the agriculture, communica-
tions, and administrative sectors was destroyed. The prewar transport
system had been a large foreign income earner, as goods were trans-
ported from and to the neighboring states of Malawi, South Africa,
Swaziland, and Zimbabwe, but 208 out of 222 units of rolling stock
were lost or badly damaged between 1982 and 1989. Similarly, during
the war in Liberia in the mid-1990s all major infrastructures were dam-
aged and looted. Monrovia, the largest port, suffered major damage
during the first few months of the war, most of the electricity generat-
ing capacity of the Liberian Electricity Corporation was destroyed, and
looting removed much of the distribution and transmission systems.
Infrastructure is an important determinant of economic growth (Can-
ning 1998), and so destruction of infrastructure on such a scale is
bound to reduce incomes.

Probably a more substantial cost arises from the fear that violence in-
evitably generates. Frightened people flee from their homes. They also
tend to lose the few assets they possess. For example, in a survey of
households in Uganda, Matovu and Stewart (2001) found that two-
thirds of respondents had lost all their assets. Their houses were bombed
or unroofed; their household belongings, such as bicycles and furniture,
were looted; and their cattle were stolen by soldiers. In Mozambique less
than a fifth of the recorded 1980 cattle stock remained by 1992. Cattle
were lost because of direct rebel activity, that is, rebels stole them to feed
their troops and killed them to spread terror, and because of indirect ef-
fects of warfare, namely, a lack of feed and veterinary attention during
the war. Faced with the prospect of such losses, people try to protect
their assets by shifting wealth abroad (Collier, Hoeffler, and Pattillo
2002). Prior to conflict the typical civil war country held 9 percent of
its private wealth abroad. By the end of the civil war this had risen to
an astonishing 20 percent, so that more than a 10th of the private cap-
ital stock had been shifted abroad. Even this probably underestimates
the extent of overall capital flight, for example, cattle may be moved to
neighboring countries and sold.

The disruption of civil war shortens time horizons and the displace-
ment severs family and community links. Both weaken the constraints
on opportunistic and criminal behavior. For example, during the Rus-

01--CH. 1--11-32  5/6/03  6:33 PM  Page 15



B R E A K I N G  T H E  C O N F L I C T  T R A P :  C I V I L  WA R  A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T  P O L I C Y

16

sian civil war of 1920 the town of Nikolaev was in limbo between
White and Red occupation for two days. During those two days local
crooks chopped down all the trees lining the main avenue and stole the
wood (Figes 1996). During the Rwandan genocide of 1994, those with
assets faced a greater risk of being murdered (Andre and Platteau
1998). Colletta and Cullen (2000) analyze the relationship between vi-
olent conflict and the transformation of social capital using four case
studies: Cambodia, Guatemala, Rwanda, and Somalia (see box 1.1). In
response to heightened opportunism and uncertainty, people invest less
and retreat into those subsistence activities that are less vulnerable. For
example, in Uganda during the long period of social chaos the share of
the subsistence sector increased from 20 percent of GDP to 36 percent. 

Cambodia
Thirty years of warfare all but destroyed most forms
of social capital in Cambodia. During the Lon Nol
regime, traditional sources of social capital were
severely eroded throughout Cambodia. Many vil-
lages were forced to reallocate or were split as a
result of warfare, bombing, and Lon Nol recruit-
ment. Within villages exchange slowed, and soli-
darity around the temple dissolved. 

The Khmer Rouge ushered in another era of or-
ganized violence that included systematic attacks on
traditional Cambodian society norms, culture, reli-
gion, organizations, networks, and even the family.
Community and family members were encouraged
to spy on and report on each other, which destroyed
trust and planted the seeds of deeply rooted fear. A
war against class distinctions was waged, as at-
tempts to level economic status were instituted by
making everyone an unpaid agricultural laborer. By
destroying all social, political, and economic in-
stitutions in this extreme communistic experiment,
the brutal Khmer Rouge regime transformed and
depleted what little social capital had remained
from the Lon Nol period.

Rwanda
During the genocide, social capital atrophied as 
the country, communities, and families fell prey to
hatred and violence. Yet integrative forms of social
capital increased within families fighting for sur-
vival; among individuals attempting to save or res-
cue Tutsi; and in the small Muslim community
within Rwanda, which never took part in the geno-
cide. Strong, exclusionary social capital also emerged
within Hutu extremism, with extremely negative
ramifications for those excluded, showing that vio-
lence can coexist with, or be the result of, strong
bonding social capital among its perpetrators.

Once the killing began, Hutu killed not only
Tutsi unknown to them, but also their neighbors
and, in some cases, even family members. These in-
discriminate yet intimate killings led to the disinte-
gration of communes and families and fragmented
social cohesion in general. High levels of social cap-
ital existed both vertically and horizontally among
Hutu ranks, while bridging social capital that linked
Hutu with Tutsi was all but eliminated.

Box 1.1 Violent conflict and the transformation of social capital

Source: Colletta and Cullen (2000).
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Investigators have used both econometrics and case studies to esti-
mate the overall effect of civil war on the economy. An econometric
study finds that during civil war countries tend to grow around 2.2 per-
centage points more slowly than during peace (Collier 1999). Hence
after a typical civil war of seven years duration, incomes would be
around 15 percent lower than had the war not happened, implying an
approximately 30 percent increase in the incidence of absolute poverty.
The cumulative loss of income during the war would be equal to around
60 percent of a year’s GDP. Note that this is much larger than the loss
directly caused by the resources wasted on extra government military
spending, which suggests that most of the costs of war are due to the ad-
verse effects of violence rather than simply to the waste of resources.
Stewart, Huang, and Wang (2001) survey data from about 18 countries
affected by civil war. For the 14 countries whose average growth rates of
gross national product per capita could be calculated, the average annual
growth rate was negative, at –3.3 percent. Furthermore, they found that
a wide range of macroeconomic indicators worsened during the conflict:
in 15 countries per capita income fell, in 13 countries food production
dropped, in all 18 economies their external debt increased as a percent-
age of GDP, and in 12 countries export growth declined. 

Social Costs

The most direct human effects of civil war are fatalities and population
displacements. In the modern civil war the composition of victims dif-
fers radically from the wars of the early 20th century, in that the impact
has shifted from military personnel to civilians. At the beginning of the
20th century about 90 percent of the victims were soldiers, but by the
1990s nearly 90 percent of the casualties resulting from armed conflict
were civilian (Cairns 1997).

To some extent the rise in civilian casualties is a consequence of new
military practices. Rebel recruitment strategies are now commonly co-
ercive, so people flee to avoid recruitment. For example, in response to
a recent rebel attack in rural Nepal, “About 35,000 people (out of a
population of 75,000) have left the district, mainly young men mov-
ing to India to avoid being forcibly recruited by the Maoists” (Holt
2003, p. 23). Furthermore, the military sometimes deliberately targets
civilians to create forced migration. Azam and Hoeffler (2002) analyze
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the different motives for targeting civilians in internal wars. On the one
hand, soldiers may terrorize civilians because they need loot to augment
their resources. An alternative hypothesis suggests that terrorizing the
civilian population plays a direct military role. Using cross-country
data from Sub-Saharan Africa they find support for the latter hypothe-
sis. Civilians are targeted mainly because the displacement of large frac-
tions of the civilian population reduces the fighting efficiency of the
enemy, as they cannot hide and obtain support as easily. 

Forced migration broadly consists of two groups: refugees and inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs). The United Nations High Commission
for Refugees (UNHCR) provides data on “people of concern,” that is,
people who received assistance from the organization. Approximately
86 percent of people of concern are refugees and IDPs. In 2001 the
UNHCR assisted about 12 million refugees and about 5.3 million IDPs
worldwide (figure 1.2). 

Table 1.1 lists the world’s major refugee populations by country of
origin and the countries with the largest numbers of IDPs. Afghanistan
is one of the countries with the largest percentage of displaced popula-
tions in the world. During the 1990s almost 40 percent of the Afghan
population was living in refugee camps in asylum countries, mostly in
Iran and Pakistan. Liberia and Sudan also have exceptionally large per-
centages of their population either living as refugees in asylum coun-
tries or internally displaced (see box 1.2). Such displacements have
huge consequences for these individuals and their societies. 

Figure 1.2 Total number of refugees, 1962–2002
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Legacy Effects of Civil War

TO THE EXTENT THAT CIVIL WAR HAS A POLITICAL RATIONALE

it is as a catalyst for social progress. A rebel leader might hon-
orably accept the terrible costs incurred during war as a high

but necessary price to pay for future improvements, but far from being

Table 1.1 Major refugee and IDP populations, 2001

Refugees IDPs

Country of origin Years of war Main asylum countries Total in millions Total in millions

Afghanistan 1978–2002 Iran, Pakistan 3.80 1.200
Burundi 1991–ongoing Tanzania 0.55 —
Iraq 1985–92 Iran 0.53 —
Sudan 1983–ongoing Central African Republic, 

Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Uganda 0.49 —

Angola 1992–2002 Zambia, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, 
Namibia 0.47 0.202

Somalia 1988–92 Ethiopia, Kenya, United 
Kingdom, United States, 
Yemen 0.44 —

Bosnia-Herzegovina 1992–95 Serbia and Montenegro, 
United States, Sweden, 
Denmark, Netherlands 0.43 0.438

Democratic 
Republic of Congo 1997–99 Burundi, Republic of 

Congo, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, Zambia 0.39 —

Vietnam 1960–75 China, United States 0.35 —
Eritrea 1998–2001 Sudan 0.33 —
Colombia 1984–ongoing n.a. — 0.720
Sri Lanka 1983–2002 n.a. — 0.683
Azerbaijan 1991–ongoing n.a. — 0.573
Russia 1999–ongoing n.a. — 0.443
Georgia 1991–ongoing n.a. — 0.264
Serbia and 

Montenegro (former 
FR Yugoslavia) 1991–99 n.a. — 0.263

Liberia 1992–1996 n.a. — 0.196

n.a. Not applicable. 
Source: UNHCR (2002).
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a catalyst for beneficial change, civil war typically leaves a persisting
legacy of poverty and misery. 

Economic and Political Legacy 

Several of the adverse economic effects of civil war are highly persistent.
Recall that during civil war military expenditure rises as a percentage of
GDP from 2.8 to 5.0 percent; however, once the war has ended, mili-
tary expenditure does not return to its former level. During the first
postconflict decade the average country spends 4.5 percent of GDP on
the military. The government often presents the modest reduction in
military spending from its wartime level as a peace dividend, but a
more accurate way of viewing postconflict military spending is to see it

Liberia: A Nation Displaced
While official estimates for IDPs and refugees peak at
70 percent of the population, it is hard to see how a
single Liberian family has not been displaced at some
stage by Liberia’s civil war. Displacement in Liberia
has been driven by the conflict, with all its devastat-
ing political, economic, and social consequences.

The human costs of displacement are apparent,
but hard data have been difficult to collect, and of-
ficial statistics do not tell the whole story. The last
reliable census took place in 1974, with a subse-
quent exercise in 1984 remaining unfinished. The
baseline population figure most often used of 2.6
million at the outset of fighting is an extrapolation
based on previous birth and mortality rates. Of this
estimated population, at least 750,000 have fled as
refugees to neighboring or distant countries, an ad-
ditional million have been displaced internally, and
an estimated 100,000 to 150,000 have died or been
killed. The United Nations reports that 1.8 million,
virtually the entire remaining population, are de-

pendent on aid. Violence has visited every one of
Liberia’s 15 counties and territories. The official
numbers therefore disguise the fact that all Liberi-
ans, from wealthy merchants in Monrovia to peas-
ant farmers up-country, have had their way of life
severely disrupted and, more often, destroyed. Most
of the refugees are in Côte d’Ivoire. 

Sudan
“Civil war, primarily between northern and southern
Sudanese from 1955 through 1972 and from 1983
to the present, has left more than 1.5 million south-
ern Sudanese dead and a majority of the remaining
southern Sudanese population uprooted. The mas-
sive level of often deliberate death and displacement
has been one of the century’s largest, yet least-recog-
nized, tragedies. . . . The vast majority of the south-
ern Sudanese forced from their homes are internally
displaced. At the end of 1996, USCR reported that
as many as 4 million Sudanese, mostly southerners,
were internally displaced throughout Sudan.”

Box 1.2 Refugees and IDPs in Liberia and Sudan 

Source: Liberia: Scott (1998); Sudan: Ruiz (1998, pp. 139, 141).

01--CH. 1--11-32  5/6/03  6:33 PM  Page 20



21

C I V I L  WA R  A S  D E V E L O P M E N T  I N  R E V E R S E

as a major hidden cost of conflict, hidden because abnormally inflated
military spending persists long after the conflict is over. Cumulatively
over the first decade of peace some 17 percent of a year’s GDP is lost in
increased military spending. This is far from being the only postconflict
cost of war, but alone it is substantial: during the typical conflict the
total income loss cumulates to around 60 percent of a year’s GDP. 

A second cost during conflict is capital flight. Recall that during war
capital flight increases from 9 percent of private wealth to 20 percent.
By the end of the first decade of postconflict peace capital flight has
risen further to 26.1 percent. Far from realizing a peace dividend here,
the country experiences a war overhang effect. A possible reason for this
is that asset portfolios can only be adjusted gradually, so that even by
the end of a war the typical portfolio may not have fully adjusted to the
political uncertainty created by the war. Once a country has experi-
enced a civil war it is much more likely to see further conflict, so that
even though peace is an improvement, risk levels do not return to their
preconflict level. Thus even once peace has returned, people may still
wish to move more of their assets abroad. Capital repatriation requires
more than just peace. The same is true, only much more powerfully, for
human flight. Civil war gives a big impetus to emigration, but some of
these emigrants, especially those in industrial countries, then provide a
postconflict channel for further emigration. 

A third persistent adverse legacy is the loss of social capital. Civil war
can have the effect of switching behavior from an equilibrium in which
there is an expectation of honesty to one in which there is an expecta-
tion of corruption. Once a reputation for honesty has been lost, the in-
centive for honest behavior in the future is greatly weakened. Clearly
civil war is not the only way in which a society can become corrupted,
but the point is that the costs inflicted by corruption are likely to per-
sist long after the conflict is over. 

For civil war to have some redeeming features, the most hopeful
areas would be policies, political institutions, and human rights. The
impact of civil war on each of these can, to an extent, be measured.
With respect to policy we use a measure adopted by the World Bank,
the country policy and institutional assessment (CPIA). The CPIA is an
assessment on a 5-point scale of economic policy in four areas—macro-
economic, structural, social, and public sector management—with a
higher score indicating better policies. While what constitutes “good”
policies can be controversial, consensus on the recognition of bad poli-
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cies is wider, and, unfortunately, civil war countries tend to be at this
end of the spectrum. Those low-income countries that are neither at
war nor in the first decade of postwar peace have, on average, a CPIA
score of 2.75. For those countries that have had a civil war and re-
established peace, we can track whether the war served as a catalyst for
improvement. On average, during the last five years prior to war the
CPIA for these countries was 2.56. During the first postconflict decade
it averaged only 2.29. Although the numbers are close together, they
actually reflect a substantial deterioration in policies. All four policy
areas are worse in postconflict societies: their macroeconomies are less
stable, their structural policies such as trade and infrastructure are less
conducive to growth, their social policies are less inclusive, and their
public sectors are less well managed. Civil war is thus not normally a
catalyst for policy improvement, but rather for policy deterioration. 

With respect to the extent to which political institutions are demo-
cratic, we use the standard political science index, polity IV. This is a 10-
point scale, and as with the CPIA the bottom end of the range is proba-
bly more clear-cut than the top. The typical low-income country that is
neither at war nor in postwar peace has a score of 2.11, while countries
in the first decade of postwar peace average a score of only 1.49. Thus
again, on average, civil war leads to a deterioration rather than an im-
provement in political institutions. A related measure is an index of po-
litical freedoms compiled by Freedom House. This is a 7-point scale in
which, unlike the other indexes, a low score is better than a high score.
The comparable numbers are 4.79 prior to conflict and 5.66 postcon-
flict. Hence civil war again leaves a legacy of reduced freedom rather than
increased freedom. A further new measure combines a democracy score
and an autocracy score and ranges from 0 to 20. Countries are typically
democratic if they score 15 or above. Five years after the end of the civil
war the average score on this index is only 8.1 (Doyle and Sambanis
2003). Some evidence suggests that postconflict, countries tend to revert
approximately to their preconflict political conditions (Sambanis 2000).

As chapter 3 shows, in reality the political legacy of civil war is far
worse than these indicators imply. Once a country has had a civil war
it is far more at risk of further war. This is partly because war leaves the
society divided and embittered, and partly because war creates interests
that favor continued violence and criminality. As a result, people’s fears
of a relapse into further conflict may dominate the postconflict eco-
nomic landscape. 
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The overall economic and political legacy from civil war is thus suf-
ficiently adverse that rapid recovery is unlikely. Collier (1999) finds
some evidence for a war overhang effect, whereby after short wars the
economy continues to have exceptionally low growth. This is consistent
with the capital flight story, in that a short war may not give people
enough time to shift their assets abroad, so they continue with capital
flight even after the war is over. Chapter 5 discusses the postconflict
economic recovery in detail with a focus on national and global poli-
cies. The pace of postconflict recovery is highly dependent on national
policy choices and the scale and nature of international support. Re-
covery is not an automatic process of bouncing back. Even in success-
ful recoveries the process is slow. Consider, for example, Uganda, where
recovery was unusually rapid, yet even by the late 1990s, 10 years after
the end of the civil war, per capita income had barely regained its level
of the early 1970s and the retreat into subsistence had barely been re-
versed. At the household level, even though most respondents had been
able to replace some of their assets, when interviewed 60 percent indi-
cated that they were still worse off than before the war (Matovu and
Stewart 2001). 

Social Legacy

Civil War Increases Mortality Rates. Mortality rates only capture
one dimension of the human consequences of conflict; however, they
are a useful summary measure of the crisis and its impact. Mortality es-
timates can be highly inaccurate, but they are often better and more
easily captured than other health indicators, which may be subject to
different definitions and cultural interpretations (Keely, Reed, and
Waldman 2000). Other human damage as a consequence of conflict in-
cludes morbidity and psychological effects, but mortality rates have
been one of the most easily and accurately measured indicators in emer-
gency settings.

The long-term effect of civil war on mortality can be investigated
using both econometrics and case studies. A new econometric study in-
vestigates the effect on infant mortality (Hoeffler and Reynal-Querol
2003). Unsurprisingly, the mortality effect depends on the duration of
the conflict. Considering a typical five-year war, the study finds that in-
fant mortality increases by 13 percent during such a war; however, this
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effect is persistent, and in the first five years of postconflict peace the
infant mortality rate remains 11 percent higher than the baseline. 

Guha-Sapir and Van Panhuis (2002) collected intensive case study
data on mortality rates following civil conflicts. They find that the im-
pact on adult mortality is generally even worse than that on infant mor-
tality (figure 1.3). The numbers indicate the percentage change in
deaths per month from before the war for children under five years old
and for the rest of the population. The figure compares the mortality
rates of refugees and IDPs with the mortality rate of the country in the
year before the conflict started (the baseline year). Among the cases
listed in the table, 60 percent of the cases refer to refugees, 20 percent
to IDPs, and 20 percent to residents of the country. Mortality rates
were higher after conflict than before. While the rise in adult mortality
might be expected to have occurred because of adults’ greater exposure
to the risk of combat death, few of these adult deaths are directly com-
bat related. A comparison of these increases in mortality with the esti-
mates of deaths as a direct result of combat reveals that the death of

Figure 1.3 Increase in mortality rates due to civil war
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Source: Guha-Sapir and Van Panhuis (2002).
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combatants is only a minor component of the overall rise in mortality.
These numbers suggest that civil wars kill far more civilians even after
the conflict is over than they kill combatants during the conflict. 

Table 1.2 compares the preconflict baseline for mortality rates among
children under five years old with postconflict rates for selected diseases
and conflicts. The numbers indicate the highly mortality rates caused by
infectious diseases in refugee and IDP camps after war.

Moving beyond mortality, useful summary measures are disability-
adjusted life expectancy and disability-adjusted life-years (DALYs) com-
piled by the World Health Organization (WHO). These measures take
into account both years of life lost because of disease and injury and
years of healthy life lost to long-term disability. Ghobarah, Huth, and
Russett (2003) find that civil wars significantly reduce these aggregate
measures of national health performance. They use information on the
major 23 diseases for categories of the population distinguished by gen-
der and five different age groups. They find important effects of civil war
in increasing the postconflict incidence of death and disability caused by
particular infectious diseases and conditions among different population
subgroups. As an example, in 1999 WHO (2000) estimates that 8.44
million DALYs were lost as a direct effect of all wars that were ongoing
at that time. However, that same year a further 8.01 million DALYs
were lost as a result of civil wars that had ended during 1991–97, but
had increased the incidence of persistent infectious diseases. Thus the

Table 1.2 Mortality rates among children under five in refugee and IDP camps, selected conflicts

Percentage of deaths

Population sample and year Disease Baseline Conflict

IDPs in Somalia, 1992 Measles 10.1 36.5
Diarrhea 20.0 39.0

Kurdish refugees in Iraq, 1991 Diarrhea 22.9 74.0
Sudanese refugees in northern Uganda, 1994 Meningitis 0.6 0.2
Rwandan refugees in Zaire, 1994 Diarrhea 20.0 87.0
Bhutanese refugees in Nepal, 1992–93 Respiratory infections 26.2 41.4

Diarrhea 22.9 22.9
Residents in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, 2000 Malaria 15.5 26.0

Diarrhea 20.0 11.0

Source: Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (2001).
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legacy effect of civil wars on DALYs was approximately as large as the ef-
fect during conflict (Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett 2003).

Why are these health effects of civil wars so persistent? They affect
people through the following two main channels (Ghobarah, Huth,
and Russett 2003): 

• Channel 1: “technical regress,” that is, changes in living conditions
make staying healthy more difficult. Civil wars raise the exposure of
the civilian population to conditions that increase the risk of dis-
ease, injury, and death. 

• Channel 2: the government has less money in the budget to spend on
public health. Civil wars produce longer-term negative conse-
quences for public health by reducing the pool of available finan-
cial resources for expenditures on the health care system.

Table 1.3 summarizes how each of these channels affects health condi-
tions during and after civil war ends. 

During civil war

After civil war

Table 1.3 Effects of civil war on public health

Time Channel 1: Technical regress Channel 2: Budget reduction

Civil wars destroy the infrastructure needed to
maintain health care programs.

Prolonged civil wars displace large populations,
either internally or as refugees. Epidemic dis-
eases are likely to emerge from crowding, bad
water and poor sanitation in camps, while mal-
nutrition and stress compromise people’s im-
mune systems. 

Civil wars reduce the efficient use of resources
that are allocated to public health, and these re-
ductions in efficiency extend into the post–civil
war period. Moreover, often refugees and inter-
nally displaced people do not return to their
original homes after the war ends, but remain
in makeshift camps for years. The population
continues to be exposed to conditions that in-
crease the risk of infections.

Source: Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett (2003).

Civil wars reduce economic growth and divert
public expenditures from health care to military
needs.

The economic legacy of civil war is to reduce
the level of income for a considerable period.
This squeezes all forms of public expenditure.
In addition, postconflict governments typically
maintain far higher levels of military expendi-
ture than prior to the conflict, so that expendi-
ture on health care continues to be accorded a
lower priority than it would otherwise have
had.
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Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett (2003) find that infectious diseases
are the most important cause of the indirect deaths of civil war. Of
these malaria is the most important, and the evidence suggests that all
the age groups under 60 are affected by malaria. 

As AIDS is now such a common cause of death we examine the re-
lationship between civil war and HIV/AIDS in more detail. Military re-
cruits are typically young, sexually active men, often unmarried. Mili-
tary personnel tend to have high rates of sexually transmitted diseases
(STDs), including HIV: estimates indicate that rates among military
personnel are two to five times higher than among the general popula-
tion, even during peacetime. When military personnel are stationed
away from home, social controls in relation to engaging in sexual rela-
tionships are lower and the risk of HIV infection is likely to be higher.
Prostitution around army bases also increases the spread of infection. In
addition, in times of war the risk of contracting HIV or other STDs
may seem low relative to the risk of death in combat. 

Some figures for HIV prevalence in the military are available (table
1.4). No reliable figures are available for rebel forces, but they are likely
to be at least as high as for the regular armed forces. Studies also find that
the level of militarization increases the prevalence of HIV. One study
finds that halving the number of men in the armed forces is associated
with a reduction in the rate of seroprevalence among low-risk adults by
about a quarter (Over 2003). However, HIV is not only spread through
consensual intercourse, but also through gender-based violence. Regular
soldiers and rebels force women to give sexual favors in exchange for
“protection.” Also the incidence of rape increases, often dramatically,
during war, with refugees and displaced women and girls being particu-

Table 1.4 HIV prevalence in the military, selected countries and
years
(percent)

Country and year HIV prevalence

Angola 40.0–60.0
Cambodia (1996) 6.5
Democratic Republic of Congo 40.0–60.0
Sierra Leone (1998) 61.0
Uganda (1995/96) 27.1

Source: Elbe (2002); World Bank (1997).
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larly vulnerable. Carballo and Solby (2001) estimate that more than
200,000 women refugees were raped during the Rwandan war.

Diseases have long been used as weapons of war, and AIDS is no ex-
ception. HIV-infected soldiers made widespread use of rape as a system-
atic tool of warfare in conflicts in Liberia, Mozambique, Rwanda, and
Sierra Leone. According to Elbe (2002, p. 168): “There is documented
testimony from female survivors of rape in Rwanda that the transmission
of HIV was a deliberate act. According to some accounts, HIV-positive
Hutu men would tell women they were raping that they would eventu-
ally suffer an agonizing death from AIDS . . . some of the rapists al-
legedly said ‘We are not killing you. We are giving you something worse.
You will die a slow death.’ ” 

After war, the reintegration of ex-combatants into civil society poses
a health problem because of their comparatively high levels of HIV
prevalence (Carballo and Solby 2001). For example, a study of mass de-
mobilization of Ugandan troops revealed devastating results for the
rural areas where the demobilized HIV-positive soldiers retired. About
50,000 Uganda People’s Defence Forces soldiers have been demobi-
lized. Many of the soldiers with AIDS were retrenched to their home
villages, AIDS being a major criterion for demobilization. However,
hardly any counseling was undertaken to prepare such soldiers to avoid
risky behavior as they reintegrated into civilian society. 

The destruction of social and physical infrastructure during wartime
also contributes to the spread of HIV (see box 1.3). The health system

“THE MATERNAL AND INFANT MORTALITY RATES

are the worst in Africa, estimated in 1998 at 1,854/
100,000 and 166/1,000 live births, respectively. The
estimated national contraceptive prevalence rate is
very low (3 percent), and only 19 percent of women
have assisted deliveries. IDP women are known to
be at higher risk of dying from pregnancy related
causes due to lack of access to health services and 
life in stressful conditions. A survey conducted by
UNFPA and the implementing agencies in 1999
with 710 men and women in IDP camps and peri-

urban areas of Matala, Chibia, Lubango, Lobito,
Baia Farta and Benguela indicated that there is: (1)
very poor attendance of pregnant women; (2) a lack
of knowledge about child spacing and sexuality is-
sues, among men and women; (3) little use of fam-
ily planning methods; (4) little knowledge about
STDs/AIDS; and, (5) an overall expectation of large
family size. With regard to questions about forced
sex, 19 percent of women indicated they knew of
women who were forced to have sex.” (UN 1999,
pp. 42, 50).

Box 1.3 Angola
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is less likely to detect the diseases associated with HIV/AIDS infection
or to screen blood supplies. War also destroys the education system,
which makes teaching about prevention more difficult. Finally, in most
war or postconflict situations women do not have a choice regarding
breastfeeding their babies, thereby increasing the risk of infecting the
next generation (Machel 2000). 

Psychological Damage of Civil War. Quantitative research on the ef-
fect of civil war on mortality is feasible because mortality is easy to mea-
sure. At the other end of the spectrum of measurability is the psycho-
logical damage done by civil war. Mental health services are typically
highly inadequate during conflict and postconflict situations, and so
the evidence is much more fragmentary; however, the evidence that is
available suggests, unsurprisingly, that the psychological effects of civil
war are large and highly persistent (see box 1.4).

Bosnia 
“It is estimated that the recent war in Bosnia and
Herzegovina caused more than 250,000 deaths,
created more than 2 million refugees and internally
displaced persons, and wounded 200,000 in Bosnia
and Herzegovina alone. Recent epidemiologic stud-
ies have revealed that the psychiatric morbidity as-
sociated with mass violence in civilian and refugee
populations is elevated when compared with non-
traumatized communities. . . . Clinical reports of
Bosnian refugees in treatment show rates of depres-
sive symptoms ranging from 14 to 21% and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms rates
ranging from 18% to 53%.”

Cambodia
“Approximately 68% of the Cambodian refugees
living on the Thai border displayed symptoms of

major depression and 37% showed symptoms asso-
ciated with the diagnosis of posttraumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD). These results were anticipated by
clinical studies of Cambodian refugees in the United
States that revealed high rates of depression and
PTSD.” 

Sierra Leone
“One worker from Doctors without Borders . . . in
Sierra Leone asserted that the severe ‘psychosocial
problems . . . may ultimately threaten the prospects
for long-term stability in society.’ While an Inter-
agency Appeal for the CIS region claims that psy-
chological trauma is ‘deep’ and will ‘probably lead
to irreversible psychological consequences.’ ”

Box 1.4 Psychological trauma

Source: Bosnia and Cambodia: Mollica and others (1999, p. 38); Sierra Leone: McDonald (2002, p. 6). 
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Civil war survivors have lost family members, friends, livelihoods,
and identity. Many of them are living in refugee camps. This experience
of trauma suffered on a wide scale has psychological consequences: “In-
timate exposure to brutality and subsequent displacement and civil dis-
order leave individuals psychologically scarred and the intricate net-
work of social interaction deeply torn” (McDonald 2002, p. 4). The
experience of trauma continues after war. Moreover, living in a refugee
camp or transitory settlement can constitute a “secondary wound.”
Most individuals will experience low-grade but long-lasting mental
health problems (McDonald 2002). 

During the period following displacement the threat of violence is
high, as are mortality and morbidity rates. These features, together with
having to live in camps, contribute to the development of a prevailing
sense of hopelessness that increases the traumatic experience. Traumas
are of two types, single event traumas and ongoing traumas. Life in a
refugee camp is an ongoing trauma (McDonald 2002). Clinical condi-
tions such as depression and schizophrenia are linked to premature
death in refugee populations.

Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett (2003) find an indirect effect of civil
wars on suicides of women of childbearing age. This probably reflects
the trauma of rape. Longitudinal studies of survivors of terror, such as
Holocaust survivors and survivors of the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia,
show the existence of an intergenerational transmission of trauma.
“The effects of massive trauma, tragically . . . do not end with deaths of
survivors and may continue into the lives of their children” (box 1.4). 

Landmines. A final legacy of civil war, landmines, affects both eco-
nomic activity and health (this section is based on ICBL 2002). Land-
mines are, in effect, a negative capital stock that the society accumulates
during conflict. They continue to kill and maim people long after the
actual fighting has stopped. For 2001 the International Campaign to
Ban Landmines recorded 7,987 landmine casualties in 70 countries, of
which about 70 percent were civilians; however, as reporting is incom-
plete, the campaign estimates that the total number is more likely to be
between 15,000 and 20,000. In comparison with previous years, when
the number of casualties was estimated at around 26,000 per year, this
is a considerable improvement. The decrease in the number of landmine
victims is due to the international ban of antipersonnel mines in 1997,
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which resulted in the destruction of stockpiles as well as a drastic de-
crease in the production and trade of landmines. In addition, mine-
sweeping operations have been extremely successful in detecting and de-
stroying mines in many countries. Yet as the example of Cambodia
shows (see box 1.5), landmines continue to severely disrupt normal
daily activities and therefore constitute a serious obstacle to economic
and social recovery.

Conclusion

THIS CHAPTER HAS FOCUSED ONLY ON THE EFFECTS OF CIVIL

war within the affected country and has clearly shown that
most of the suffering inflicted by civil war accrues to noncom-

batants who typically have no say in either whether the conflict is ini-
tiated or whether it is settled.

During the war income losses are severe and mortality and morbid-
ity exhibit large increases. Even if a war is viewed as a costly investment

CAMBODIA IS ONE OF THE MOST HEAVILY LAND-

mine and unexploded ordnance (UXO) contami-
nated countries in the world. Although the actual
fighting stopped more than a decade ago in 1991,
on average more than two people are injured or
killed by landmines in Cambodia every day. Even
though 166 million square meters of land were
cleared from 1992 through 2001 and a total of
313,586 antipersonnel mines were found and de-
stroyed, all 24 provinces still have areas contami-
nated by mines and UXO. In 2001, 6,422 villages,
or 46 percent of Cambodian villages, had areas
contaminated with mines and/or UXO. Mine and
UXO contamination restricts access to homes, agri-
cultural land, pastures, water sources, forests,
schools, dams, canals, markets, business activities,
health centers, pagodas, bridges, and neighboring

villages. Thus the threat of UXO and mines impedes
mobility, security, economic activity, and develop-
ment in several provinces, particularly in the north
and northwest. With more than 80 percent of the
country’s population residing in rural areas, and
with 40 percent of these estimated to be living below
the poverty line, mine action programs continue to
be of the highest priority in Cambodia’s poverty re-
duction policy. Official reports show that 173 peo-
ple were killed and 640 were injured in mine or
UXO incidents during 2001. The proportion of
civilian casualties was about 95 percent, with chil-
dren particularly at risk (232, or 28 percent, of the
casualties were children). Clearing mines, caring for
the injured and disabled, and providing mine edu-
cation programs place a severe strain on Cambodian
public expenditure. 

Box 1.5 Landmines: A bitter legacy for Cambodians

Source: ICBL (2002).

01--CH. 1--11-32  5/6/03  6:33 PM  Page 31



B R E A K I N G  T H E  C O N F L I C T  T R A P :  C I V I L  WA R  A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T  P O L I C Y

32

for subsequent social progress, the costs during the conflict are typically
so high that postconflict progress would need to be dramatic for subse-
quent benefits to outweigh these costs. Yet the legacy effects of civil war
are usually so adverse that they cannot reasonably be viewed as social
progress. Many of the costs of the war continue to accrue long after it is
over. For example, the country tends to get locked into persistently high
levels of military expenditure, sees capital continuing to flow out of the
country at an unusually high rate, and faces a much higher incidence of
infectious disease. Even economic policies, political institutions, and po-
litical freedom appear to deteriorate. Hence most modern civil wars are
not remotely like the 19th century American civil war that ended slav-
ery. Of course, finding some modern civil wars that can reasonably be
seen as ushering in social progress is always possible, but these are surely
the exceptions. On average, modern civil war has not been a useful force
for social change, but has been development in reverse.
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