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CSCW POLICY BRIEF 01 2011

Sexual Violence in  
African Conflicts 

 

This policy brief summarizes key findings from a pilot study of conflict-
related sexual violence in conflicts in 20 African countries, encompassing 
177 armed conflict actors – state armies, militias, and rebel groups. 

The study finds that, in Africa, sexual violence is:  

 Mostly indiscriminate 

 Committed only by some conflict actors  

 Often committed by state armies  

 Often committed in years with low levels of killings 

 Often committed post-conflict  

The present study forms part of a larger research initiative on Sexual Vio-
lence in Armed Conflict (SVAC). The aim of the SVAC project is to collect 
data that may be used to facilitate the prevention of sexual violence. To 
achieve this goal, the SVAC research group recommends: (a) that the pilot 
presented here be extended to the global level, (b) that future research focus 
on the location and timing of sexual violence; and (c) that increasing atten-
tion be paid towards policies of preventing sexual violence in conflict as well 
as post conflict situations. 

 

Ragnhild Nordås  CSCW/PRIO 
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Introduction 

On 16 December 2010, the UN Security 
Council formally acknowledged the need for 
better reporting and more systematic data 
collection and analysis to help devise appro-
priate actions against sexual violence (UN 
Security Council Resolution 1960).  Resolu-
tion 1960 declares that there should be an 
enhanced focus on ‘data collection and analy-
sis of incidents, trends, and patterns of rape 
and other forms of sexual violence’. The 
SVAC project responds to this call.  

To have a basis for prevention of future sexual 
violence, we need to study a wide sample of 
conflicts. A comprehensive sample can be 
used to identify systematic patterns, whereas 
drawing conclusions from high-profile cases 
alone can lead to inaccurate predictions.  

To effectively stop sexual violence, interven-
tions should be based on systematic 
knowledge not only on the scale of the prob-
lem, but also on several other dimensions:  

 Which types of conflict actors commit sexu-
al violence?  

 Who is targeted? Who falls victim? And 
why? 

 What forms does sexual violence take (e.g. 
gang rape, sexual mutilation or slavery)?  

 What is the magnitude of sexual violence 
committed?  

 How do these patterns vary across time and 
space? 

About the SVAC Project 

The Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
(SVAC) project is a response to the requests 
for better data set out in Resolution 1960 and 
other related resolutions (1325, 1820, 1888, 
1889). The long-term goal of SVAC is create 
an early-warning model that can be used to 
assist in the prevention of sexual violence in 
conflicts at an early stage. 

The SVAC project aims to create the most 
comprehensive global dataset on sexual vio-
lence. It builds and expands upon a previous 
data collection by Dara Kay Cohen (2010) 
(member of the project group). As a first step, 
we have conducted a pilot study by collecting 
and analyzing data on sexual violence in Afri-
ca.  

We use the definition of sexual violence de-
veloped by the International Criminal Court 
(ICC), which includes rape, sexual mutilation, 
sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced 
pregnancy, and enforced sterilization. The 
concept of sexual violence thus encompasses 
more than acts of rape, and may be commit-

ted against both women and men. In addition, 
both women and men can be perpetrators of 
sexual violence. 

Data collection and coding has been under-
taken by a team of four coders at the Universi-
ty of Minnesota under the supervision of Dara 
Kay Cohen and Ragnhild Nordås. The anal-
yses reported here are based mainly on in-
formation found in four key sources: reports 
by the US State Department, Amnesty Inter-
national, Human Rights Watch, and the In-
ternational Crisis Group. In addition, we have 
conducted a more comprehensive source-
material search in relation to four conflict 
countries: Burundi, Liberia, Somalia, and 
Uganda. 

The SVAC data pilot project has been con-
ducted with funding from the Norwegian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The pilot covers 
20 countries in Africa with recent or ongoing 
armed conflicts (Map 1). We have collected 
information on sexual violence in relation to 
all the 177 armed conflict actors (state armies, 
rebel groups and militias) active in conflicts in 
these countries. Next, this policy brief pre-
sents key findings from the pilot study. 

Key Findings 

Many African conflicts have been marked by 
high levels of sexual violence. Nevertheless, 
there is considerable variation in the inci-
dence of such violence across armed groups 
and conflicts. Below, we summarize the main 
findings of our pilot study.  

It should be emphasized that these findings 
are not necessarily representative for the 
global situation, but rather reflect the data we 
have extracted from our specific source mate-
rial.  

Countries covered 

Algeria  Guinea Bissau 

Angola Liberia 

Burundi Mali 

Central African Rep.  Nigeria 

Chad Rwanda 

Côte d'Ivoire Senegal 

DRC Sierra Leone  

Eritrea Somalia 

Ethiopia Sudan 

Guinea Uganda 

Not included

Missing

No

Some

Several/many

Systematic/massive

Map 1: Maximum level of sexual violence reported by country 
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cases, both the government army and rebels 
committed extreme amounts of sexual vio-
lence in years when the regular conflict was 
fairly calm. 

7. More Than Rape 
Although rape is the most commonly reported 
form of sexual violence, we see considerable 
variation in the types of sexual violence in 
African conflicts.  

There are numerous reports of gang rape, 
sexual slavery, sexual torture, rape with ob-
jects, and sexual mutilation, along with, more 
rarely, reports of forced marriage and forced 
pregnancy. Rapes occurred in front of family 
members and in public spaces, and some 
victims were abducted and forced both to 
provide sexual favors for soldiers and to per-
form menial labor.  

There are some reported instances of sexual 
violence by proxy – when people were forced 
to rape others, often their own family mem-
bers. This form of violation was reported in 
five of the conflicts: Uganda, Liberia, Sierra 
Leone, Burundi, and the DRC. 

8. Post-Conflict Continuation 
Sexual violence often persists after the battle 
deaths have ended. In the first five post-
conflict years, there were reports of sexual 
violence by one-quarter of state armies and 
about one-third of all rebel groups and mili-
tias. Although many state militaries desisted 
from acts of sexual violence when the killing 
stopped; a substantial share of these actors did 
not. In 4% of the cases, the post-conflict sexul 
violence continues on a massive scale.  

Recommendations 

 Improve reporting mechanisms. The per-
centage is of groups that are not reported to 
have committed sexual violence might be 
considered conspicuously high. In the years 

2000–09, this figure varies between 69% (in 
2001) and 84% (in 2005). This could be an 
accurate reflection of the situation on the 
ground. However, it might also be the result 
of poor reporting practices. It should therefore 
be a priority to build and strengthen monitor-
ing and reporting to secure reliable estimates.  

It is critical that reporting happens without 
harm to the victims of sexual violence. Venues 
and practices must therefore be established 
for reporting on abuses whilst limiting the 
associated risk of stigmatization. Developing 
systems for anonymous reporting by witness-
es and victims should be explored. More 
direct consultation and collaboration with 
women’s grassroots organizations in conflict 
countries could be useful for this purpose.  

Unified systems of regular reporting on sexu-
al violence events should be established for 
every major peacekeeping operation, and the 
UN as well as individual countries should 
explore how to best integrate reporting of 
sexual violence with other activities.  

 Indentify signals of danger in early conflict 
phases. The establishment of an effective 
early-warning system should be a priority for 
preventing future sexual violence. In order to 
create such a system, more data will be re-
quired, particularly on variations in exactly 
where and when sexual violence occurs.  

 Targeted interventions. The reported polar-
ization of sexual violence means that targeted 
interventions could prove effective.  

Today, the number of actors committing 
massive sexual violence seems quite limited, 
with only five armed groups (out of 81 active 
armed groups) in this category in 2009, and 
an additional 12 armed conflict actors com-
mitting sexual violence but at lower levels of 
magnitude. Interventions directed specifically 
towards these actors could therefore provide 
an opportunity to drastically reduce overall 

sexual violence in Africa.  

As state militaries are also committing sexual 
violence in Africa, more international pres-
sure needs to be put on these states to actively 
prosecute perpetrators at different levels.  

 Maintain a strong focus on sexual violence 
in post-conflict and low conflict years. The 
mandates of all peacekeeping missions should 
include explicit policies aimed at preventing 
sexual violence.  

Even if killings subside, mission size must be 
maintained at a level where peacekeepers can 
protect civilians against sexual violence. There 
is a need for research on how wartime sexual 
violence relates to other conflict behaviors, 
and how it is carried over into post-conflict 
situations (both by conflict actors and within 
society at large). 
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