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Introduction

The last few weeks have been filled with grim reports of suicide and bombing attacks in Iraq. They serve as a warning that the struggle against 

Al Qa’ida in Iraq, Shi’ite extremists in the Mahdi Army, and other causes of civil violence are not over. As US officials and commanders have 

repeatedly warned, the situation is “fragile” at best. At the same time, they need to be kept in perspective. The rise in violence is neither as 

sudden or as unexpected as some reporting suggests and there is still reason to hope that Iraq can move forward towards security and stability. 

 

Iraqôs Remaining Fault Lines 
 

The good news is that Iraqis have so far rejected terrorist efforts to exploit the various fault lines that divided them. The bad news is that there 

are serious divisions that movements like Al Qa’ida in Iraq (AQI), and the extremist elements of Sadr’s Mahdi Army (JAM) and other Shi’ite 

armed groups may be able to exploit: 

 
¶ Arab and Kurdish tensions remain a serious problem. The UN has issued a report giving all sides a series of options, but it is far from clear that they can work out 

a peaceful solution, or that a solution agreed to by the central government will lead to a peaceful resolution by those actually living in disputed areas and along the 

Arab-Kurdish fault line. 

 

¶ Sunni Arab and Shi’ite Arab tensions remain serious. Both sides generally seem to want to avoid violence, and the rise in terrorist attacks in April has not 

produced a new wave of reprisals and revenge killings. Tensions exist in virtually every mixed area, however, as well as over the return of displaced Iraqis.  

 

¶ There are rivalries and power struggles over political influence, government positions, use of government revenues, control of oil resources and oil revenues, at 

the local, provincial, and national level. The security and control of religious shrines is another issue in mixed areas. These problems are compounded by massive 

unemployment, particularly among young men; corruption and problems in allocating state funds; a growing budget crisis caused by a drop in expected oil export 

revenues; and a budget that has dropped from a goal of around $78 billion to roughly $58 billion. 

 

¶ Budget cuts have affected security in several key areas. Funding the transfer of the Sons of Iraq into the security forces and government jobs was problematic 

before the budget crisis. They are now funded for one year, but implementation is uncertain, and the roughly 100,000 Sons in the “Awakening” are only part of 

the story. There are well over one million Sunni young men who are unemployed or underemployed, and several million Shi’ites. Unemployment is a serious 

problem with Kurds and minorities.  

 

¶ Fiscal problems affect job creation and infrastructure improvements in the private sector, have led to a near freeze in government jobs including holding up over 

60,000 hires in the security forces, and to further major cuts backs in education sector – which is so badly underfunded that many Iraqis now have no educational 

alternative to employment and Iraqis in school lack modern teaching aids and textbooks. 
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¶ The competition for political power in the coming national election has had the benefit of pushing  Arab Iraqis towards mixed Sunni-Shi’ite coalitions in some 

areas, but has polarized them in others. So far, it has tended to further divide Arab and Kurd, particularly in Ninewa and Mosul. 

 

¶ The performance of the Iraqi security forces is improving but is still mixed. There are still Sunni-Shi’ite and Arab-Kurd tensions in the Army, which is the most 

effective force. The regular police have not demonstrated either honesty or competence in many areas, and have provide to take sectarian and ethnic sides in others. 

US plans to transfer control of key urban areas to the ISF present serious problems in Baghdad. Mosul is already a major problem area, and Basra is uncertain. 

 

These fault lines do mean that the recent rise in violence in Iraq indicates that the gains of the last two years will be lost. Iraq has made major 

progress since 2007, but it has also remained a violent place by regional and international standard Iraq needs time to determine how successful 

its efforts at political accommodation, stability, and security will be. April is not a trend, it is a warning. It is a reminder of just how far Iraqis 

have to go and how much US and other outside help they will need. 

 

Looking at the Broader Trends and Patterns in Violence 
 

The broader trends in violence in Iraq help put recent evens into perspective, and reinforce the dangers of focusing on short term rise in violent 

incidents and casualties. These patterns are shown in the charts and tables in a new report by the Burke Chair entitled “Iraq: Trends in Violence 

and Civilian Casualties”.  It is available on the CSIS web site at: http://www.csis.org/media/csis/pubs/090504_iraq_patterns_in_violence.pdf 

and uses newly released made available by the State Department, USCENTCOM and Iraqi government.  

 

The resulting patterns in Iraqi violence provide a critical perspective that is not present in focusing on the rise or fall in violence and casualties 

in a given month, or reacting to the fact that even a few well targeted suicide bombing can produce high levels of killed and wounded.  It is 

important to note, however, that neither the US nor Iraqi data can tell all of the story.  

 

The State Department reporting on the overall patterns in terrorism shows that while violence in Iraq has declined, it remains a major problem. 

These data, however, are estimates based on unclassified sources and not US intelligence. They also do not go beyond 2008, or cover the 

development in recent months. 

 

The USCENTCOM estimates are based on declassified official US data, but they are focused on violence and deaths directly related to the 

struggle against terrorism and ethnic and sectarian conflict. They do not count total violence or total killed, which involves significant numbers 

of criminal acts. This may explain why Iraqi government counts of deaths are significantly higher. 

 

The Iraqi government data on Iraqi civilian and security force deaths reveal several additional problems.  
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¶ First, they show that both the US and Iraqi government totals for civilian deaths in Iraq do not include Kurdistan.  

 

¶ Second, the totals for Baghdad – which has been the center of most documented Iraqi violence and casualties – reports a general category called “bodies found,” in 

addition to totals for Iraqi civilians and Iraqi security forces. It is not clear how much the total for “bodies found” does or does not overlap with the “killed” data 

for Iraqi civilians and security forces. Such reporting is valuable in a country where disappearances and kidnapping with fatal outcomes are a serious part of the 

violence, but it makes any estimates of total killed uncertain. 

 

¶ Third, coverage of violence and casualties is better in urban areas than in the countryside, where many acts of violence are not reported and where civilian death 

statistics are more uncertain. 

 

More generally, neither the US nor the Iraqi data include wounded in the estimate of the casualties. The dictionary definition of casualties 

includes both killed and wounded, and this total is the only meaningful way of measuring levels of violence. There has never been a clear 

correlation between the number killed in Iraq, or other similar conflicts, and the total of killed and wounded. Looking only at the patterns of 

killed is a consistently misleading way to understand the levels of violence affecting civil society and risk. 

 

At the Sate Department data show, categorizing kidnappings, property seizures, robberies, extortion, non-fatal kidnapping, rape, torture, 

intimidation, and force displacements add to the problem. The complex mix of insurgency and sectarian/ethnic civil violence, criminal activity, 

and crime by insurgents or militias has been a serious problem since late 2003. Surveys by ABC News indicate that the level has dropped 

significantly since mid-2008, but no meaningful data are available on these broader patterns of violence or their effect unless they produce a 

reported corpse. 

 

They are a major – and perhaps dominant – part of the pattern of violence in terms of day-to-day impact on Iraq as a nation. There are, 

however, no data other than polling data that begin to provide a picture of what is happening. This may be particularly important in the future if 

Iraq does not establish a more effective rule of law than it has to date. Even if the level of insurgency, and sectarian and ethnic violence, 

steadily decline; the very high levels of youth and total unemployment can lead to high levels of civil violence unrelated to the past patterns of 

conflict. 

 

None of this means, however, that the data that are available are without significant value. They may not provide accurate estimates of the 

absolute level of violence and casualties, but they do provide what seems to be a reliable indication of the trends in the most important kinds of 

violence affecting Iraq’s stability and prospects for political accommodation, the challenge to the Iraqi government in creating effective 

security forces, and the challenge to the US in shaping its withdrawal in ways that leave a stable and secure Iraq. 
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State Department/Counter Terrorism Center Data 

 
The data made available in the State Department and National Counterterrorism Center reports on terrorism in April 2008 show the broader 

trends in violence in Iraq during 2004-2008: 

 
¶ Figure 1 shows how the total patterns of High fatality Sunni attacks in Iraq ï most conducted by Al Qaôida in Iraq ï compares wit the pattern in Jihadist terrorist 

attacks world wide. It is clear that Iraq drove the global pattern in such violence through 2007. The level of violence in Iraq dropped sharply in later 2007 and 

during 2008, but scarcely ended. 

 

¶ Figure 2 shows in spite of further drop in violence after mid 2007, Iraq was still  the scene of much of the worldôs fatal acts of terrorism in 2008. 

 

¶ Figure 3 shows that Iraq ranked third in terrorist related kidnappings, but was still a key location for such activity.  

 

¶ Figure 4 shows the total pattern in terrorist acts and casualties in Iraq during 2005-2008. These data are particularly important because they show that the total 

number of killed ranged from 40% of total number of people killed, injured, and kidnapped to around 26%. These data show that there is a poor correlation 

between counts of killed and the overall pattern of violence. 

 

¶ Figure 5 shows that the number of individuals setting off suicide bombs has risen steadily relative to the number of suicide vehicles since 2005, and is not a new 

development. The key source of killings in April 2009 is a well established pattern going back several years. 

 

USCENTCOM Reporting on Patterns of Conflict 
 

USCENTCOM has carried out a highly detailed analysis of the key patterns in large-scale, conflict related violence, and consistent estimates of 

the trends in Iraqi deaths. It has released newly updated statistics on the overall patterns of violence in Iraq, and estimates of civilian killed, 

through the end of April 2009. 

 
¶ Figure 6 helps put the USCENTCOM data in perspective. It shows that for all of the decline in violence in Iraq since the fall of 2007, Iraq consistently remained a 

violent as Afghanistan. “Peace” is Iraq has been the Afghan equivalent of “war.” 

 

¶ Figure 7 provides USCENTCOM data through end April 2009. It is clear that the April data fit within the general trends or pattern set in late 2008. 

 

¶ Figure 8 reinforce these conclusions. They also show that by October 2008, the number of killings in Iraq had reached the point where even one truly successful 

bombing a month could seem to significantly raise the level of violence in Iraq because the baseline casualty count have become so low. 
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¶ Figure 11 shows that the patterns in killed have only a limited correlation to the Iraqi count of the kinds of major violence tracked in Figure 4. This difference is 

less clear in the USCENTCOM data in Figures 1 and 2, but is still present. The data for April 2009 in Figure 5 are also a warning that the lethality of individual 

acts of violence is often more important than their number. The rise in killings in April 2009 is clear driven by suicide and other bombings. 

 

¶ Figure 12 shows the combined pattern in casualties for killed and wounded. If Figure 6 is compared to Figure 5, it is immediately apparent that data on the trend 

in killed does not correlate to the overall patterns in violence. Unfortunately, no data are available on such trends for Iraq as a whole. This is a warning about 

placing too much emphasis on numbers killed, but is also is a warning that measuring progress in Iraq requires significantly better metrics, both to track the real 

patterns in insurgent, ethnic, and sectarian violence, and to track any later success in establishing a real rule of law. 

 

 

Reacting to the Realities of Iraq's Continuing Violence 
 

Taken as a whole, these data show that Iraq has made major progress since the worst days of the insurgency, but has remained a fragile state. 

April 2009 may have been a particularly bad month, but not the kind of sharp deviation that some media sources have implied. The drop in 

insurgent activity and revenge killings in 2007-2008 never indicated that Iraq had yet achieved security or stability. For all of the reasons 

outlined earlier, it is clear that this will require at least several more years of intense effort to achieve political accommodation and create a 

mix of Iraqi security forces that can replace US and other coalition forces. 

 

US officials have provided consistent warnings about these trends. Ambassador Crocker and General Petraeus never talked about “victory.” 

They warned that there would be a continuing AQI and Mahdi Army threat, ongoing sectarian and ethnic tensions that would take years to 

turn into stable political accommodation – if this was possible at all. They made it clear that it would be at least several years before fully 

effective Iraqi security forces could be in place. 

 

The current US commander in Iraq -- General Odierno -- warned a year ago that the level of violence in Iraq might reach an "irreducible 

minimum" for several years. Reporting by the Department of Defense and State Department, testimony to Congress, warned that the future 

levels of violence would  be driven by the fact Al Qa'ida in Iraq would take time to defeat in detail, Shi'ite extremist element in the Mahdi 

Army, tensions between Kurd and Arab, and internal power struggles within  Iraq's key sectarian and ethnic factions. 
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The keys to eliminating this remaining level violence are clear – and will require consistent US effort through at least the end of President 

Obama’s first term. They are Iraqi political accommodation, the creation of fully effective Iraqi security forces, establishing a rule of law, and 

giving Iraqis – especially young men -- employment and economic hope. These conditions will take at least three more years to create. 

 

In the interim, there will be good and bad months, but no truly peaceful months. Jihadist threats like AQI will exploit every window of 

opportunity in the hope they can find some fault line that will drive Iraq back towards civil war and conditions where they have some hope of 

gaining power. They will do so regardless of whether the window is US withdrawals, Iraqi internal tensions, or simply a target of convenience 

in a large market or during a religious holiday. Hard line Shi’ite elements like the worst elements of the Mahdi Army, and neo-Ba’athist groups 

may do the same. These factions will also use violence to raise money, and get foreign volunteers. 

 

Both US and Iraqi policymakers need to accept this reality to move forward. The present range of attacks is not a reason to assume Iraq is 

failing or reverting to civil conflict. It is a clear warning that it can do so unless Iraqis do move towards political accommodation, unless there 

is more rapid economic progress and Iraqi forces develop in ways that encourage political unity. They are also a warning that the US still needs 

to focus at least as much on Iraqi stability and security as on leaving Iraq. 
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Global Patterns in Terrorism versus Terrorism in 

Middle East, Afghanistan, and Pakistan in 2008

National Counterterrorism Center,  2008 Report on Terrorism, 30 April 2009,http://www.nctc.gov/, p. 11.

•Approximately 11,800 terrorist attacks against noncombatants occurred in various 

countries during 2008, resulting in over 54,000 deaths, injuries and kidnappings.  

•Compared to 2007, attacks decreased by 2,700, or 18 percent, in 2008 while deaths 

due to terrorism decreased by 6,700, or 30 percent.  

•As was the case last year, the largest number of reported terrorist attacks occurred 

in the Near East, but unlike previous years, South Asia had the greater number of 

fatalities.  These two regions were the locations for 75 percent of the 235 high-

casualty attacks (those that killed 10 or more people) in 2008. 

•Attacks in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan accounted for about 55 percent of all 

attacks     

•Of the 11,770 reported attacks, about 4,600, or nearly 40 percent, occurred in the 

Near East where approximately 5,500 fatalities, or 35 percent of the worldwide total, 

were reported for 2008.  

•Attacks in Iraq have continued to decline since 2007.   

•Another 35 percent of the attacks occurred in South Asia with Afghanistan and 

Pakistan registering increased attacks.  

•Attacks in Pakistan more than doubled in 2008.

9

http://www.nctc.gov/


National Counterterrorism Center,       2008 Report on Terrorism, 30 April 2009, http://www.nctc.gov/, p. 17.

Figure 1: Comparison of High-Fatality 

Sunni Attacks in Iraq and Afghanistan 

versus Rest of World from 2004 to 2008
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Figure 2: Terrorism Related Deaths: 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq & Rest of 

World: 2008

National Counterterrorism Center,       2008 Report on Terrorism, 30 April 2009, 

http://www.nctc.gov/, p. 24.
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Figure 3: Terrorism Related Kidnappings: 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq & Rest of 

World: 2008

National Counterterrorism Center,  2008 Report on Terrorism, 30 April 2009, http://www.nctc.gov/, p. 27.
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�Figure 4: Terrorist Incidents and Casualties in 

Iraq: 2005-2008

National Counterterrorism Center,  2008 Report on Terrorism, 30 April 2009,http://www.nctc.gov/, pp. 34 & 

State Department, Country Reports on Terrorism, 2008, April 2009, p. 348.
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Figure 5: Trends in Person-borne Improvised 

Explosive Device (PBIED) vs. Suicide Vehicle-borne 

Improvised Explosive Device (SVBIED) Attacks in 

Iraq: 2005-2008
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Figure 6: Enemy Initiated Attacks in Iraq and 
Afghanistan: May 2003 to March 2009

GAO: ñIraq and Afghanistan, March 2009, GAO-09-476T, p.4.
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Figure 7: Iraq: Security Incidents: 

Jan 2004-Apr 2009
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Figure 8: Iraq: Civilian Deaths: Jan 2006-

Apr 2009
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Figure 9: Iraqi Estimate of Civilian Deaths 

in Iraq, Less Kurdistan: July 2007-Apr 

2009
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Figure 10: Iraqi Estimate of Patterns of Violence 

in Baghdad: Feb 2007-Apr 2009

Source: An Iraqi government official and ABC News, May 1, 2009 
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Figure 11: Iraqi Estimate of Killed in Baghdad: Feb 

2007-Apr 2009

Source: An Iraqi government official and ABC News, May 1, 2009 
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Figure 12: Iraqi Estimate of Killed, Wounded, and 

Bodies Found in Baghdad: Feb 2007-Apr 2009

Source: An Iraqi government official and ABC News, May 1, 2009 
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