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Lives and Statistics: Are 90% of
War Victims Civilians?
Adam Roberts

Throughout the post-Cold War period there has been a widespread view
that war has changed radically since the early twentieth century to the
point where some 80–90% of war victims are now civilians. This view was
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reflected in the European Union’s European Security Strategy, adopted by
the European Council in Brussels in December 2003, which stated as fact
that ‘since 1990, almost 4 million people have died in wars, 90% of them
civilians’.1 Many other individuals and institutions have made similar
statements.
This proposition rightly draws attention to the terrible impact that certain
wars have had on civilian populations, but as a generalisation about all wars
since 1990 it is based on shaky foundations. A range of sources provide evidence of a lower percentage of civilian casualties in certain recent wars.
Moreover, generalising about war in this way is damaging, not least because
of the capacity of bad statistics to drive out good and to be believed by international bodies, governments and publics alike. Major controversies such
as that over the high figures for Iraqi war deaths published in The Lancet in
October 2006 serve as a reminder that rigour is needed in the compilation of
statistics in this field.
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Problems of assessing civilian war casualties
Generating reliable assessments of casualties of war is a notoriously complex
process. Civilian casualties present particular difficulties. One problem is
that the attribution of the label ‘civilian’ is contested in some cases. On the
surface, the definition of a civilian, at least in the context of international
armed conflicts, is relatively simple: a civilian is any person who does not
belong to the armed forces of a party to the conflict and is not among the
categories entitled to prisoner-of-war status.2 In practice, however, there are
debates about whether, say, civilian contractors working with the military,
or terrorists, or certain part-time participants in a civil war, should be considered civilians. A more serious problem arises from the variety of ways in
which civilians may become casualties. To make effective use of such statistics as there are about civilian casualties of war, it is necessary to be explicit
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about the criteria for inclusion. All too often, there is a lack of clarity about
which of the following categories of civilian casualties are included in any
given set of figures:
1. Those killed as a direct effect of war;
2. Those injured as a direct effect of war;
3. Those dying, whether during or after a war, from indirect effects of
war such as disease, malnutrition and lawlessness, and who would
not have been expected to die at such rates from such causes in the
absence of the war;
4. Victims of one-sided violence, such as when states slaughter their
own citizens in connection with a war;
5. Victims of rape and other forms of sexual violence in connection
with a war;
6. Those uprooted in a war – that is, refugees and Internally Displaced
Persons (IDPs);
7. Those who, even after a war is over, die prematurely from injuries
sustained in war.
The inclusion of people in each of these categories may be defensible, but
needs to be explicit. Each category presents its own methodological problems. In the case of people dying from indirect effects (category 3), much
careful work is needed to distinguish between ‘expected’ and ‘excess’ levels
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of mortality. In the case of victims of sexual crimes (category 5) there could
be an argument for including not only direct crimes by combatants, but also
‘indirect’ crimes due to general social collapse. In the case of those uprooted
in war (category 6), the implication that refugees and IDPs always count as
war victims is too simple. Some may be fleeing one-sided violence from a
repressive state apparatus, natural calamity, or general social breakdown.
Moreover, in certain episodes, such as the India–Pakistan War of 1971, the
Kosovo War of 1999 and the Afghanistan War of 2001, military campaigns
have enabled large numbers of refugees to return home. Indeed, in the 1971
and 1999 wars, refugee return was a stated reason for launching hostilities.
Yet this key observation finds remarkably little reflection in the literature
about the casualties of contemporary war. A focus on the numbers of those
uprooted in war is especially problematic as those who are trapped in con-
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flict zones may in fact be worse off than those uprooted,
but seldom feature in statistics. Figures for war deaths
and for war-related migration should be presented separately, not amalgamated.
How to find reliable statistics? This can be a difficult
task. As Milton Leitenberg, a veteran specialist in military statistics, has observed, governments may distort or
conceal figures, and in some cases information may be

Those trapped
in conflict
zones may be
worse off

genuinely hard to obtain.3 Moreover, estimates can differ
greatly due to different criteria, to decisions about which wars – and which
periods and parts thereof – are considered, and to different methodologies of
data collection. The latter can include use of census data, media reports, official records of injuries and deaths, and records of surgical activities. Where,
as in some contemporary conflicts, registration systems are incomplete or
non-existent, or records have been destroyed, the generation of statistics
may require the use of a range of sampling methods as used, for example, in
epidemiological and demographic studies.
The most common such method is cross-sectional sample surveys of
war-affected populations. This widely used approach has several merits,
including the fact that the survey questionnaire can record data on other
health outcomes, such as levels of nutrition. The various forms, strengths
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and weaknesses of sample surveys of crisis-affected populations have been
noted in a number of studies, including some with a particular focus on
civilian casualties in war.4 Although in some instances they are the best
available method, sample surveys need to be conducted to high professional
standards to ensure that sampling processes provide accurate and reliable
data. It is crucial, for example, to ensure that surveys are representative of
the population of interest, especially when (as is often the case) the effects of
war are varied both between and within different regions of a country.
Another statistical method is ‘capture–recapture analysis’. This uses
multiple information sources to estimate the completeness of reporting,
with the aim of making an estimate of total deaths. This method depends
on the existence of a range of sources, however, and of common identifiers
for each death between the sources. These conditions can be challenging to

PROOF

meet, and such analysis is technically demanding.
The problem of assessing civilian deaths remains difficult. It is especially
so when figures for overall mortality are sought, taking into account indirect
as well as direct deaths from war. There continues to be much professional
discussion of methods of documenting mortality in complex emergencies of
all kinds.5 In general, despite extensive investigations in many war zones,
and significant methodological development, there is still a shortage of reliable data on civilian victims of war.6

Origins of the 90% claim
There are several possible origins of the proposition that 90% of victims
of modern war are civilians. One is the 1991 report on Casualties of Conflict
prepared by the Department of Peace and Conflict Research at Uppsala
University. This contained a table showing figures for deaths and refugees/IDPs since the start of 36 major armed conflicts said to be ongoing in
1988–89, which was summarised as follows:
Table 3 shows that over five million people were killed in the major armed
conflicts active at least once between 1988–1989. Of these five million
fatalities, about 4.4 million – or almost 90% – died in internal armed conflicts.
The total number of victims amounts to at least 32 million people.
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Three out of four deaths are civilian in the conflict locations where
distribution of civilian and military deaths is listed (i.e. 13 locations,
covering about 50 per cent of all deaths).
For the other 23 locations with no available figures, a ‘conservative’
assumption (lower than in the 13 locations) of an equal distribution
between civilian and military deaths can be made.
This gives the result that nine out of ten of all victims (dead and
uprooted) are civilian.7

Five observations can be made regarding these statements. Firstly, the
number of deaths in the armed conflicts as shown in the table adds up to
over six million, not five million. Secondly, the figure for deaths covers the
entire duration of certain long-running armed conflicts that were said to
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be continuing in 1988–89. Yet many of these conflicts, including the one
in Cambodia, were winding down by 1988–89. A figure for deaths in 1989
alone is given elsewhere in the report as ‘at least 50,000’.8 This is up to 100
times lower than the five million figure provided in the table summary.
Thirdly, the claim that, in 13 ongoing armed conflicts, three out of four
deaths were civilians is based on figures for deaths in these armed conflicts that are evidently estimates.9 Fourthly, the assumption of an equal
distribution of military and civilian deaths in the other conflicts is just
that: an assumption. Finally, the amalgamation of all victims into a global
total of 32 million people is particularly questionable. If those uprooted
are excluded, the figures in the report would lead to a conclusion that
just over 60% of deaths in these wars were civilians. The inclusion of all
those uprooted significantly changes the civilian to military ratio: indeed,
it would actually change it to a higher figure than the ‘nine out of ten’
figure cited.
It was over the inclusion of uprooted persons that the greatest misunderstanding appears to have occurred. The back cover of Casualties of Conflict
stated in large type: ‘Nine out of ten victims of war and armed conflict today
are civilians’. The omission here of any reference to the uprooted meant
that the statement could be misinterpreted as referring only to the dead or
injured, as distinct from those uprooted.10
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A second origin of the 90% proposition appears to have been the section
on deaths in war in Ruth Leger Sivard’s annual compilation on World
Military and Social Expenditures. Even before 1989, Sivard’s figures had often
been cited by authors concerned about what they saw as a trend toward
ever higher civilian casualties in war.11 In the 1991 issue she stated that
‘in the decade of the 1980s, the proportion of civilian deaths jumped to 74
percent of the total and in 1990 it appears to have been close to 90 percent’.12
Sivard’s figures for war-related deaths, which include victims of war-related
famines, appear to be guesstimates, whose sources and methodology are far
from clear, especially as there appear to be no global data on deaths caused
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by war-related famine.13

The proposition gains traction
On the basis of such statements, the idea that up to 90% of the victims of
recent and ongoing wars were civilians gradually gained traction. Casualties
of War was cited to this effect in the 1991 SIPRI Yearbook.14 Terrible events
such as those in Rwanda in 1994 and at Srebrenica, Bosnia, in 1995 lent credibility to the claim. In 1996 a UNICEF report stated: ‘In recent decades, the
proportion of war victims who are civilians has leaped dramatically from 5
per cent to over 90 per cent’.15 The UN Development Programme stated in
its Human Development Report 1998: ‘Civilian fatalities have climbed from 5%
of war-related deaths at the turn of the century to more than 90% in the wars
of the 1990s’.16 No source for these statements was cited in either report. UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan said more cautiously in 1999 that ‘in many
of today’s conflicts civilians have become the main targets of violence. It is
now conventional to put the proportion of civilian casualties somewhere in
the region of 75 per cent.’17
From 1997 onwards a number of publications from academic institutions
offered similar generalisations. Dan Smith, Director of the International
Peace Research Institute in Oslo, claimed that three-quarters of war deaths
in the first half of the 1990s were civilians. He offered no detailed breakdown to back up this assertion, however, and also urged caution regarding
data on war deaths.18 In a 1997 essay on new wars, Mary Kaldor of Sussex
University wrote that in the post-Cold War period ‘the nature of wars has
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changed. Overall casualties and direct participation in wars tend to be
lower, but the ratio of civilian to military casualties appears to have risen
quite dramatically.’19 This claim was backed up with a table containing some
figures for battle-related deaths, but there was no detailed breakdown, and
Kaldor stated that as regards the ratio of civilian deaths ‘other estimates are
lower’.20 In her 1999 book New and Old Wars, she spelt out at greater length
her view of the ‘new wars’ of the post-Cold War period, claiming that in
many cases, belligerent parties sought to mobilise extremist politics based
on fear and hatred, leading to expulsions, mass killings and intimidation. In
short, the civilian was not merely the accidental casualty in such wars, but
the intended victim. She stated:
At the turn of the twentieth century, the ratio of military to civilian casualties
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in wars was 8:1. Today, this has been almost exactly reversed; in the wars
of the 1990s, the ratio of military to civilian casualties is approximately
1:8. Behaviour that was proscribed according to the classical rules of
warfare and codified in the laws of war in the late nineteenth century and
early twentieth century, such as atrocities against non-combatants, sieges,
destruction of historic monuments, etc., now constitutes an essential
component of the strategies of the new mode of warfare.21

She went on to state that this pattern of warfare was ‘confirmed by the
statistics’:
The tendency to avoid battle and to direct most violence against civilians
is evidenced by the dramatic increase in the ratio of civilian to military
casualties. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 85–90 per cent of
casualties in war were military. In World War II, approximately half
of all war deaths were civilian. By the late 1990s, the proportions of a
hundred years ago have been almost exactly reversed, so that nowadays
approximately 80 per cent of all casualties in wars are civilian.22

Kaldor’s general view of contemporary wars, and her implied assumption
that most earlier wars were direct struggles between military forces, has
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been criticised,23 but there has been less focus on the statistical generalisations that form part of her analysis.
Figures similar to those offered by Kaldor have appeared in numerous other publications and reports in the last ten years. A characteristic
example can be found in a 2003 statement by Randolph Martin, the former
senior director for operations of the New York-based International Rescue
Committee, who said that
civilian population displacement and casualties have increasingly become
the purpose rather than a by-product of war. Civilian casualties of war
have increased from 10 percent in the nineteenth century, to 50 percent
in the Second World War, to anywhere between 75 and 90 percent in
contemporary conflicts. Since 1980, the number of refugees has increased
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from 2.4 million to 14.4 million, while internally displaced persons have
increased from 22 million to 38 million.24

Also in 2003, the Oxford economist Paul Collier stated in a World
Bank research report that, taking fatalities and population displacements
together, in modern civil wars ‘nearly 90 percent of the casualties resulting
from armed conflict were civilian’.25 That same year, as noted above, the
European Union’s European Security Strategy stated that since 1990, 90%
of deaths in war were civilians. It is remarkable that none of the 15 governments comprising the EU at that time appears to have questioned this
statement, to which they collectively subscribed.

Doubts creep in
The fact that such figures have appeared in so many places does not make
them true. There were inconsistencies between them as to whether they
referred only to deaths, or also encompassed injured and displaced people.
Even though injuries had not always featured in ‘nine out of ten’ claims,
the issue received some scrutiny. In 1999, a publication of the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), on the basis of its own surgical records,
questioned figures suggesting that 80–90% of those injured in war were civilians, and commented that ‘these estimates are almost always provided with

This is a non-printable proof of an article published in Survival, vol. 52, no. 3 (June–July 2010), pp. 115–136.
The published version is available for subscribers or pay-per-view by clicking here or visiting
Lives and Statistics: Are 90% of War Victims Civilians? | 123
http://www.informaworld.com/openurl?genre=article&issn=0039-6338&volume=52&issue=3&spage=115

no indication of how they have been arrived at’.26 Some broader surveys,
taking into account a wide range of effects of war, also raised doubts. In 2002
an article by four officials of the World Health Organisation and one wellknown academic specialist in public-health issues addressed the adverse
consequences of war for civilians, including not just ‘deaths and injuries on
the battlefield, but also health consequences from the displacement of populations, the breakdown of health and social services, and the heightened risk
of disease transmission’. Their conclusion on the specific subject of direct
civilian deaths from war was cautious. Analysing certain
conflicts in the year 2000, they stated that ‘for every one mili-

9:1 ratios
The Human Security Report 2005 cast doubt on the theory
were an
that there had been a general increase in the ratio of civilian
to military deaths. Claiming to be ‘the most comprehensive ‘urban myth’
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tary death there is at least one direct civilian death’.27

annual survey of trends in warfare, genocide, and human
rights abuses’, the report suggested that, after nearly five
decades of increase, the number of genocides and violent conflicts had
dropped rapidly in the aftermath of the Cold War. It stated that wars had
become not only less frequent, but also less deadly.28 It even went so far as
to say that 9:1 civilian–military death ratios, far from being based on hard
statistics, had become an ‘urban myth’ of contemporary warfare.29
Some of the conclusions in Human Security Report 2005 have been challenged. Milton Leitenberg, while not taking issue with the report’s criticisms
of the 9:1 ratio, did question its claim that ‘all forms of political violence,
except international terrorism, have declined worldwide since the early
1990s’.30 Similarly, Ziad Obermeyer and two other proponents of surveybased estimation methodologies, in a statistical analysis of casualties of war
drawing on household surveys in post-conflict countries, questioned the
proposition that ‘the number of deaths related to war has declined consistently since the mid-20th century and that recent wars have killed relatively
few people’.31 Their article was criticised in turn by four academics who
supported the proposition that there had been a decline in war deaths since
the 1950s, and who defended the (comparatively lower) figures for casualties that had been compiled (mostly by collating reports on fatalities from
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a wide variety of sources) by the International Peace Research Institute in
Oslo.32 Obermeyer’s methodology and conclusions were also criticised by
specialists on the wars in the former Yugoslavia.33 But none of these articles
explicitly addressed the question of civilian–military death ratios. Thus they
contained no challenge to the statements in Human Security Report 2005 suggesting that the 9:1 ratio was an ‘urban myth’.

Evidence from particular wars
The main ground for scepticism about generalised claims of an 8:1 or 9:1
civilian–military casualty ratio is that evidence from particular wars, while
highly varied, suggests a lower figure. A few examples, focusing on death
rates, follow.
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Bosnia-Herzegovina, 1991–95
The 1991–95 war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, often seen as archetypal of the
‘new wars’, is a case in point. Research based on counting the number of
individuals who died or disappeared as a direct result of the war indicates
that the proportion of civilian to military casualties does not even approach
8:1. In 2007 a team in Sarajevo produced a figure for war-related deaths of
97,207 (which it called ‘an approximation of a minimum’), of which 39,684
(41%) were civilians and 57,523 (59%) were soldiers. (The team did state that
its methodology may have resulted in some over-representation of soldiers
and under-representation of civilians.34) In 2010 a summary of the extensive
work of the Demographic Unit of the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY), using the capture–recapture method of statistical
analysis, concluded with an estimate for war-related deaths of 104,732, of
which 42,106 (40%) were civilian and 62,626 (60%) were military.35
Iraq from 2003
The different estimates of deaths of Iraqis following the 2003 invasion illustrate the difficulties that can arise in any search for definitive figures for
civilian casualties. The Iraq Body Count, which emphasises that, because
only known cases have been counted, its figures are underestimates, lists
48,400 Iraqi civilian deaths from violence between March 2003 and June 2006
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(a period used here for purposes of comparison).36 The Brookings Institution
Iraq Index, which uses data from the Iraq Body Count and certain other
sources, and which has slightly different methodological assumptions, provides figures indicating that 58,700 Iraqi civilian deaths were caused by acts
of war and other violent means in the same period.37 Both of these numbers
are broadly in line with an investigation published in the Los Angeles Times
in June 2006, based on death-certificate and other official data, and showing
an overall figure of about 50,000 Iraqi deaths (including some security forces
and insurgents) for roughly the same period.38
Studies based on household surveys (and which include both combatants and civilians) have resulted in higher figures for deaths in Iraq in the
same 40-month period. One of these, suggesting an extraordinarily high
figure, attracted worldwide attention. In The Lancet in October 2006 Dr
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Gilbert Burnham, a faculty member at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School
of Public Health, along with several colleagues, estimated that there had
been approximately 600,000 violent Iraqi deaths.39 Questions were promptly
raised about the methodology on which this figure was based.40 In February
2009, the American Association for Public Opinion Research announced that
Burnham had violated the Association’s Code of Professional Ethics and
Practices in his 2006 Iraq survey, in particular by refusing to answer basic
questions about how the research was conducted; and subsequently there
has been further detailed criticism of the methodology and conclusions of
both the Lancet article and one other survey suggesting an improbably high
figure.41 Meanwhile, a lower estimate of 151,000 violence-related deaths
(both civilians and combatants) in Iraq in the same period was given in
2008 by the Iraq Family Health Survey Study Group (IFHS), which had conducted a much larger and more rigorous survey.42
What then is the ratio of civilian to military deaths in Iraq? If the figures
in The Lancet are taken at face value, they suggest a ratio of more than 10:1.
The figures in the IFHS survey would suggest a ratio of something closer to
5:1.43 If the Iraq Body Count figures are used as a basis for analysis, the ratio
of direct civilian to military deaths is roughly 3:1.44 Of course, none of these
ratios establish a general pattern across all wars, and even the lowest figure
is a cause for great concern.
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Other conflicts
It is clearly not possible to claim that all contemporary conflicts have anything close to a 9:1 ratio of civilian to military deaths. For example, although
the civil war in Sri Lanka in 1983–2009 had terrible consequences for civilians, it almost certainly involved the deaths of more combatants than
civilians.45 Similarly, the long-running war in Colombia involved lower
monthly averages for civilian versus military deaths for five different time
periods between 1988 and 2003.46
It is possible, however, that some conflict situations have something close
to a 9:1 ratio. Two likely cases are the government-supported mass killings in
Cambodia in 1975–79,47 and in Rwanda in 1994,48 both of which occurred in
the context of recent or ongoing wars. Civilian–military death ratios, although
not known precisely, are also likely to be high in certain other conflicts, espe-
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cially in Africa: candidates include conflicts in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo since 1996;49 in Northern Uganda from 1986 onwards;50 and in
Darfur since 2003.51 None of the surveys cited here examining these three
conflicts specifically compare civilian and military deaths, but the figures
they offer could be consistent with high civilian–combatant death ratios. This
is particularly so because all three surveys take into account deaths that are
indirect as well as direct consequences of war. The high figures that they
show for indirect deaths can be explained by certain features of the countries
in which the conflicts are occurring, including weak health systems, high
pre-existing burden of disease, widespread poverty, great potential for food
insecurity, and demographic profiles with a high proportion of infants and
children vulnerable to death from disease and malnutrition. These special
features may help to explain the plausibility of general statements about high
civilian–combatant death ratios in modern war. Worryingly, these recent and
ongoing wars in Africa are perhaps now more typical of the wars of the postCold War world than was, say, the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Signs of improvement
The Human Security Report 2009, while not returning directly to the matter of
civilian–military ratios, presented evidence that deaths from war-exacerbated
disease and malnutrition have declined. It even argued, paradoxically and
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controversially, that nationwide mortality rates (or at least those of underfives, on which it has the most evidence) actually fall during most wars, the
suggestion being that mortality rates are falling anyway in some of the countries concerned; and wars, which are often highly localised, may slow rather
than reverse this process. An obvious criticism of the report is that, even
if national mortality rates are declining, the key population affected may
present a very different picture, with emergency-level mortality rates. The
authors do not deny the ‘overwhelming evidence that conflict-exacerbated
disease and hunger leads to sharply increased death tolls in war zones and
among conflict-displaced populations’. They see humanitarian assistance as
‘an important factor in reducing the incidence of indirect war deaths, which
in turn reduces the impact of war on nationwide mortality rates’.52
There is some modest evidence of actual improvement in the position of
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civilians in recent years in relation to particular threats. For example, there
has been a decline in the numbers of victims of anti-personnel landmines.
Worldwide, the majority of landmine victims have consistently been civilians.
Casualties in 2007 appear to be significantly fewer than they were in each of
the years 1999–2003, when they were more than 8,000 per year. However, they
are still high: in 2007, in 78 countries and areas, there were 5,426 recorded casualties from mines, explosive remnants of war and victim-activated improvised
explosive devices, including 1,401 people killed and 3,939 injured (the status of
86 victims was unknown).53 In 2008, according to the International Campaign
to Ban Landmines (ICBL), in 75 countries and areas there were 5,197 casualties, of whom 1,266 were killed and 3,893 injured (with 40 unknowns).54 What
are the causes of this overall pattern of reduction in the number of casualties
of landmines? The answers probably vary in different countries and regions.
They may well include the signing of international anti-landmine conventions,
a consequent reduction in the numbers of anti-personnel mines both on the
market and in use, and the extensive humanitarian demining programmes of
recent years. They could also reflect a decline in the number or scale of wars.
Whatever the causes, it appears to be a fact that the hazard posed by antipersonnel landmines has been reduced, and many civilian lives saved.
*

*

*
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There are serious flaws not only in generalisations about 8:1 or 9:1 ratios in
contemporary wars, but also in some of the historical assumptions accompanying them. The suggestion that there was a much better era for civilians
in earlier wars, based on agreed standards encoded in laws of war, is misleading. Many wars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
involved systematic assaults on civilians. Moreover, the suggestion that
siege warfare, which has always had terrible implications for civilians, was
addressed at all adequately in the laws of war before certain legal advances
in 1949 and 1977 is wide of the mark. Many sieges proved extremely costly
in terms of civilian lives lost. The civilian is indeed under
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There is a
need to focus
on actual
wars

extreme threat in war today, but the story is not all one of
descent from the supposed moderation of classical war to
the allegedly heightened extremism of new war.
If generalisations about 8:1 or 9:1 ratios are problematic,
what replaces them? The entire exercise of seeking universal civilian–military casualty ratios is flawed. To build up
a more accurate picture, there is a need to focus on actual

wars; to recognise achievements in protecting civilians and to criticise violations; to call for more systematic recording on casualties; to support high
standards of rigour and professionalism in this work; and to address the
admittedly difficult question of whether parties involved in armed conflicts
are now, or should in future be, under an obligation to report on numbers
and possibly even names of civilian casualties, or whether the task should
be left to independent bodies.55
What have been the effects of the proposition that 90% of war victims are
civilians? It was always unlikely to lead to a positive and energetic response
because of the well-known and troubling phenomenon that ‘people generally exhibit a diminishing sensitivity to the number of human fatalities’.56
Indeed, it is likely that the proposition has had three negative effects. Firstly,
it has not merely reflected, but also perpetuated, a misleadingly homogenised view of contemporary wars, when in reality each of them (and even
each party to them) is unique in its character and in its consequences for
civilians. Secondly, it has obscured significant achievements in civilian
protection resulting from actions by states, international organisations and
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non-governmental organisations (NGOs). And thirdly, it has diverted attention from substantial issues to disputes about numbers and methodologies.
As a team at Geneva University stated in 2002 with specific reference to the
dangers of small arms, ‘figures are often cited without any empirical foundation. For example, are 90 per cent of small arms-related casualties in conflict
really civilians, as many UN agencies and humanitarian NGOs claim? …
Though potentially useful for advocacy purposes, loose approximations
can unintentionally and detrimentally reorient debates from substance to
credibility.’57
When it was enunciated in 1991, the ‘nine out of ten’ generalisation was
intended to alert the world to the importance of protecting civilians. The
worry is that, by reinforcing cynicism about efforts to limit the human costs

PROOF

of war, it may have had the opposite effect.
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