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Launched in September 2015, the Early Warning 

Project tells policymakers and advocacy groups 

where the next mass atrocity is most likely to occur. 

With this information, policymakers and NGOs 

working in at-risk countries can act to prevent 

atrocities before they occur, when options are more 

plentiful and less invasive than options available 

when violence is underway. Our early warning 

system uses patterns present during past instances of 

mass killing to forecast when they might happen in 

the future. To do this, we track and continually 

update a list of countries experiencing onsets of 

state-led mass killing. This also gives us an 

opportunity to examine the state of the world each 

year. 

 

In 2015, no new episodes of state-led mass killing 

began but none of the eight episodes ongoing 

episodes ended either. This is according to our team 

of researchers that tracks these situations. 

 

These countries have experienced ongoing episodes 

of state-led mass killing that have lasted through 

2015 and into the current year. 

 

State-led Mass Killings  

 

The names of the targeted communities are in 

parentheses: 

 

 Democratic Republic of the Congo (ethnic 

groups in eastern DRC) 

 Egypt (Muslim Brotherhood and other 

political opponents) 

 Myanmar (ethnic minorities) 

 Nigeria (suspected supporters of Boko 

Haram) 

 North Korea (political prisoners) 

 South Sudan (ethnic groups) 

 Sudan (ethnic groups in Darfur, South 

Kordofan, and Blue Nile) 

 Syria (suspected Assad opposition 

supporters) 

 

The country that came closest to joining this 

ignominious group in 2015 was Iraq, where our 

researchers concluded that Shia militias aligned with 

the government have deliberately killed hundreds of 

Sunni civilians since 2014. Absent clear evidence 

that the death toll from these deliberate killings has 

crossed 1,000, however, our researchers chose not to 

declare this situation a new state-led mass killing—

yet. 

 

In Yemen, the U.N. estimates that nearly 3,000 

civilians have been killed in fighting between rebel 

groups and international forces backing the 

country’s official government. As we explained in a 

November 2015 blog post, however, our project’s 

definition of state-led mass killing excludes 

situations in which one country’s armed forces 

attack civilians in another country’s territory. So, as 

atrocious as it is, we do not consider this situation to 

be a state-led mass killing as we define it. 

 

Many experts and advocates also described Burundi 

in 2015 as a country on the brink of mass killing or 

genocide, and evidence gathered by Amnesty 

International suggests that state security forces killed 

scores of civilians following rebel attacks in mid-

December. The number of civilians deliberately 

killed in Burundi’s continuing crisis remains far 

below the 1,000-death threshold we use to identify 

episodes of state-led mass killing, however, so the 

country remained off this project’s list of ongoing 

cases. 

 

For the past two years, the Early Warning Project 

has also sought to track episodes of mass killing 

perpetrated by non-state actors—usually rebel 

groups or other militias that target civilians in 

pursuit of political power in a particular area. 

 

Unfortunately, we do not have historical data like we 

do for state-led mass killing to assess long-term 

trends in the deliberate, large-scale killing of 

civilians by non-state actors. 

 

Non-state-led Mass Killings 

 

Based on the information we have assembled so far, 

however, we conclude that the global count of non-

state mass killings also remained unchanged in 

2015. Our researchers identified nine ongoing 

episodes of non-state mass killing at the end of the 

year, all of them continuations of the ones those 

researchers saw at the end of 2014. They are: 
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 Afghanistan (Taliban) 

 Central African Republic (anti-balaka) 

 Democratic Republic of the Congo (various 

militias in the northeast) 

 India (Maoist rebels) 

 Iraq (Islamic State) 

 Nigeria (Boko Haram) 

 Pakistan (Lashkar-e-Jhangyi) 

 Syria (Islamic State, Jabhat-al-Nusra, and 

other rebel groups) 

 South Sudan (rebel militias) 

 

As with state-led mass killings, this list is subject to 

revision as more or better information comes to 

light. 

 

As a result of this, the global summary view of state-

led mass killing remained unchanged for the second 

year in a row. The charts below show: 1) annual 

counts of new episodes of state-led mass killing, 2) 

the incidence of onset (the annual count divided by 

the number of countries), and 3) prevalence of state-

led mass killing (the share of countries that ended 

the year with at least one ongoing state-led mass 

killing) for each year from 1945 to 2015. As the 

third chart shows, state-led 

mass killing was more 

prevalent in 2015 than it had 

been just a few years earlier, 

but it remained close to that 

historic low point. 

 

For purposes of this project, we 

consider an episode of state-led 

mass killing to have occurred 

when the deliberate actions of 

state agents or other groups 

acting at their behest result 

cumulatively in the deaths of at 

least 1,000 noncombatant 

civilians. The onset of an 

episode is dated to the first year 

in which at least 100 civilians 

are killed. Once an episode has 

begun, we consider it to be 

ongoing as long as no more 

than two consecutive years pass 

with fewer than 100 deaths. 

When three consecutive years 

pass with fewer than 100 

deaths, the episode is 

considered ended, and its end is 

backdated to the first of those 

three years with (relatively) 

low levels of violence. When in 

doubt, we presume that the 

status quo persists—that no 

mass killing has begun, or, in 

ongoing episodes, that the mass 

killing continues. 

 

  



 

 

The Simon-Skjodt Center for the Prevention of Genocide 

of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum works 

to prevent genocide and related crimes against humanity. 

The Simon-Skjodt Center is dedicated to stimulating 

timely global action to prevent genocide and to catalyze 

an international response when it occurs. Our goal is to 

make the prevention of genocide a core foreign policy 

priority for leaders around the world through a multi-

pronged program of research, education, and public 

outreach. We work to equip decision makers, starting  

with officials in the United States but also extending to 

other governments, with the knowledge, tools, and 

institutional support required to prevent—or, if necessary, 

halt—genocide and related crimes against humanity. 
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