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THE CYCLE OF CONFLICT, INJUSTICE, AND ENVIRONMENTAL COLLAPSE
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armed groups 
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IS NEVER AGAIN BECOMING TIME AND AGAIN?

Non-state armed groups 
(NSAGs), including both non-
state actors and terrorist 
groups designated as such by 
the United Nations (UN) Secu-
rity Council, have proliferated 
globally over the past decade. 
The number of conflicts involv-
ing NSAGs (when the state is 
not a conflict party) boomed 
during the same period, 
according to the Uppsala Con-
flict Data Program (UCDP). This 
trend has been particularly 
pronounced in Africa, the 
Middle East, and Latin America, 
underpinning fragmentation of 
armed conflicts and signifi-
cantly contributing to the pro-
tractedness of situations of 
conflict and violence in these 
regions.

An expanding 
conflict landscape
Currently, the world is witness-
ing the highest number of 
armed conflicts since the 
Second World War (Figure 1). 
According to the UCDP, in 2023, 
there were fifty-nine state-
based armed conflicts globally, 
the highest number since 
1946. Civil wars dominate the 
conflict landscape: in 2023, 
there were two inter-state con-
flicts (which although low in 
numbers, are highly destruc-
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tive), thirty-seven internal con-
flicts, and twenty international-
ised internal conflicts (i.e., with 
intervention by an external 
state).1 The latter has particu-

larly expanded in the last 
decade, according to the IISS: 
whereas external state inter-
vention in civil wars used to be 
the exception after the Cold 

War, it is now the norm.2 For-
eign militaries deployed in 
essentially domestic conflicts 
not only represent a return of 
geopolitical competition, but 
also a key constraint to conflict 
resolution efforts. 

At the same time, the escalat-
ing trend of non-state conflicts 
has been even more remarka-
ble. In the decade between 
2013 and 2022, the average 
number of non-state conflicts 
was nearly seventy-six per year, 
while in the preceding two dec-
ades the average number was 
thirty-four (1993-2002) and 
thirty-five (2003-2012), respec-
tively.3 Violent extremism has 
been on the rise globally, but 

Currently, the world is 
witnessing the highest 

number of armed 
conflicts since the 
Second World War
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particularly in Sub-Saharan 
Africa: violent events perpe-
trated by Islamist groups on 
the continent quadrupled in 
the last ten years. Seemingly, 
NSAGs are one of the principal 
culprits of today’s prolonged 
and intractable nature of 
conflicts.

The galaxy of 
non-state armed 
groups
Non-state armed Groups 
(NSAGs) encompass a wide 
range of armed actors. These 
include insurgencies of various 
kinds (such as separatists, lib-

4	  International Institute for Strategic Studies (2023). The Armed Conflict Survey 2023. Routledge, London. 

eration movements, or de 
facto authorities like Hamas in 
the Gaza strip before October 
7), violent extremist and terror-
ist groups, militias and paramil-
itaries, as well as groups more 
criminal in nature, including 
organized crime, armed gangs, 
and traffickers, among others. 
They can operate across differ-
ent (and often overlapping) 
spheres, including the local, 
national, transnational, and 
international levels. For exam-
ple, violent extremist groups 
affiliated with ISIS and al-Qaeda 
in the Sahel region have 
become more localised in 
recent years. While their trans-

national links have substan-
tially weakened, these armed 
actors increasingly exploit local 
grievances, embed into local 
communities and operate in 
peripheral theaters, making 
counter-terrorist ef for ts 
ineffective.4  
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Figure 1: Number of Armed Conflicts, Globally, 1990-2023

Source: Author’s elaboration from UCDP.

Violent extremism 
has been on the 
rise globally, but 

particularly in  
Sub-Saharan Africa
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The common 
denominator seems to 
be the abuse and the 
violence suffered by 
civilians



26

THE CYCLE OF CONFLICT, INJUSTICE, AND ENVIRONMENTAL COLLAPSE

NSAGs are often driven by mul-
tiple intersecting factors, like 
identity, ideology, perceived or 
real grievances and injustice, 
or opportunities for power and 
enrichment. The study of 
armed groups, including their 
institutions and local ties, often 
reveals a more nuanced and 
multifaceted picture than the 
one usually portrayed in the 
media. To different degrees, 
NSAGs control territory and 

exercise governance, exerting 
some form of control over civil-
ians. Especially in areas of 
crises and countries with active 
conflicts, the state is just one 
among many players providing 
security and services. For 
instance, Al-Shabaab in Soma-
lia – designated as a terrorist 
group by both the US and the 
EU – de facto rules over large 
swaths of territory and pro-
vides services to the popula-
tion. Simultaneously, it con-
ducts terrorist attacks against 

5	  Bamber-Zryd, M. (2023). “ICRC engagement with armed groups in 2023.” Humanitarian Law and Policy, ICRC, Geneva.

civilians and the international-
ly-recognized government in 
Mogadishu.

Ultimately, the defining charac-
teristic of NSAGs lies in their 
‘non-state’ nature, representing 
a direct and deliberate chal-
lenge to the state authority and 
its sovereignty. This challenge 
extends across security, polit-
ical, and socio-economic 
domains, as NSAGs have the 
ability to operate both outside 
and in competition with the 
state, vying for authority. 
According to 2023 estimates by 
the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), 195 mil-
lion people across the world 
live in areas controlled to dif-

ferent degrees by over 450 
NSAGs, the majority of which 
are located in Africa and the 
Middle East.5

NSAGs are often 
driven by multiple 

intersecting factors, 
like identity, 

ideology, perceived 
or real grievances 
and injustice, or 

opportunities for 
power and enrichment
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Fragmentation 
and protracted 
conflicts
What results from these novel 
trends and factors is a complex 
landscape of armed conflicts 
and violence. Conflicts are not 
only expanding globally, with 

6	  Serwat, Ladd and Eleanor Beevor (2024). Non-State Armed Groups and Illicit Economies in West Africa: Anglophone Separatists. Issue 3 (September 
2024). ACLED and GI-TOC.

an increasing concentration 
within fragile countries in Africa 
and the Middle East, but also 
marked by the proliferation of 
multiple NSAGs within a single 
conflict theatre, for example in 
Cameroon.6 This proliferation 
underscores a fragmentation of 
conflict and violence scenarios, 
making the formulation and 
execution of effective responses 
increasingly challenging. 

In Africa, in particular, the vir-
tual absence of centralized 
insurgencies with a cohesive 
agenda underpins the frag-
mentation of security and ter-
ritorial control on the ground. 
In the Eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo, for example, 
myriads of NSAGs are dedi-
cated to extractive and 
rent-seeking activities, exacting 
a toll on local populations out-

side the purview of the state. 
In some cases, insurgencies 
are content with maintaining 
the status quo, in other areas 
they pursue limited goals. The 
common denominator seems 
to be the abuse and the vio-
lence suffered by civilians. Fur-
ther, in many conflict-affected 
African countries, central gov-
ernments are also complicit. 
They are dominated by political 
and economic elites that prior-
itize preserving their power 
through legalized forms of 
plunder, rather than enacting 
meaningful change to address 
the root causes of conflict.

@Magharebia
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The outcome is that today con-
flicts are more protracted than 
in the past as they extend in 
duration. Armed conflicts often 
recur. Increasingly, the same 
cluster of fragile and conflict-af-
fected countries is resistant to 
change: they may transition 
toward peace, but suddenly 
relapse into conflict. Between 
1989 and 2018, nearly half of 

all conflicts recurred, and most 
of the time centered around 
the same grievances. Pro-
tracted conflicts, therefore, 
become intractable, as conflict 
resolution initiatives lose legit-
imacy with both domestic and 
external actors, while at the 
same time, they exhibit dimin-
ished leverage with conflict 
parties.
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This report, written by Professor Yoshikazu Hamaguchi and 
Dr. Mana Yamamoto, provides a comprehensive overview 
of the phenomenon of lone attackers, a critical issue in the 
landscape of global security, particularly focusing on recent 
developments in Japan, a nation known for its low crime rates. 
Despite this, the assassination of former Prime Minister Shin-
zo Abe on July 8, 2022, by a lone attacker using a homemade 
firearm, has highlighted the persistent vulnerability to such 
acts of violence. This event marks a significant point of con-
cern, reflecting a broader global trend of lone attackers who, 
without direct affiliation to extremist groups or clear ideologi-
cal motivations, manage to carry out high-impact violent acts.

The Sahel represents one of the most unstable areas in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Widespread violence and limited access 
to resources, essential services and means of subsistence 
contribute to increased fragility and impact the everyday life 
of women, girls, men, and boys. Endemic poverty, inequality – 
particularly gender inequality – and human rights abuses are 
among the multiple factors that have a strong impact on the 
security of the region.

This report explores the intricate relationships between orga-
nized crime and terrorism across Latin America. It presents 
case studies to illustrate the diverse ways in which these con-
nections manifest among various terror and criminal groups 
throughout the continent. The United Nations Interregional 
Crime and Justice Research Institute (UNICRI) has conducted 
ongoing studies which highlight critical issues and cross-regio-
nal links, necessitating deeper analysis in other areas such as 
Africa, the Middle East, and Europe.
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