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Brief PointsIn 2019, approximately 72 million 
children were living in a conflict 
zone where one or more armed 
actors were reported to perpetrate 
sexual violence against children. 
By this metric of risk, we also find 
that the number of children at risk 
of wartime sexual violence has 
increased since the 1990s. This 
brief presents new subnational 
estimates of this risk to children 
for the period 1990–2019. The 
study this is based on was com-
missioned by Save the Children 
and generated by PRIO, based on a 
new update of the SVAC database.
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• In 2019, around 72 million children 
(3% of all children globally) were 
living in a conflict zone with reported 
risk of sexual violence against chil-
dren.

• 22 of the 54 conflicts in 2019 had 
reports of armed groups committing 
sexual violence against civilians; 15 of 
these involved actors that were ex-
plicitly reported to have used sexual 
violence against children under 18.

• The number of children living in 
conflict zones with risk of sexual vio-
lence against children has increased 
since 1990.

• The five countries in 2019 with the 
highest share of children living in 
conflict zones with reported wartime 
sexual violence are Yemen (83%), 
Somalia (56%), Iraq (49%), Syria 
(48%) and Colombia (24%).
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Introduction

Children are vulnerable members of society 
and therefore particularly susceptible to suffer 
the consequences of conflicts, crisis situations, 
and natural disasters. Sexual violence is one of 
the ‘six grave violations’ against children identi-
fied by the United Nations. We have estimated 
how many children globally are at heightened 
risk of such violations in wartime.

In 2019, the annual UN report Impact of Armed 
Conflict on Children identified 735 incidents of 
sexual violence against children in a sample 
of conflict-affected countries, and 20,000 inci-
dents in the period 2006–2019. This is probably 
only the tip of the iceberg. Sexual violence is in 
general very hard to document. The available 
information is patchy and varies greatly in spec-
ificity and accuracy. For example, although it 
is extremely valuable that the UN collects data 
on this problem, not all conflict-affected coun-
tries are included every year in the UN data. 
Also, we cannot deduce from these data where 
within countries the risk is higher. To address 
these gaps, in this brief we estimate the global 
number of children who are persistently at risk 
of experiencing wartime violence because they 
live in a zone where children are reported as 
victims of wartime sexual violence by armed 
conflict actors.

How do we define children at risk of wartime 
sexual violence? We define this as children (un-
der 18) who live within 50 km of one or more 
conflict events with at least one conflict actor 
reported to have committed sexual violence 
against children in that particular year. This 
definition, and our estimates, exclude sexual 
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Figure 2: Conflict-affected countries, conflict zones, and conflict zones with sexual violence against children, 2019
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children has occurred. However, the numbers 
vary significantly from year to year. In 2019, a 
staggering 72 million children globally were liv-
ing in risk zones.

How Many Conflicts Involve Sexual 
Violence Against Children?

Figure 1 depicts the yearly numbers of state-
based conflicts (i.e. conflicts where at least one 
of the warring parties is the government of a 
state) in the world for the period 1990–2019, 
highlighting the shares where sexual violence 
was reported, and where sexual violence was 
reported against children in particular.

We see that the overall number of state-based 
conflicts has changed quite a bit over time. The 
share of conflicts with reports of sexual violence 
in general has remained more stable. However, 
the share of conflicts where one or more conflict 
actors were reported to commit sexual violence 
against children has increased over time.

violence by civilian and other actors, although 
we acknowledge that this can be an added risk 
in many conflict settings.

To estimate the rate of children at risk, we link 
subnational data on conflict events from the 
Uppsala Conflict Data Program Georeferenced 
Event Dataset (UCDP GED), population esti-
mates from the UN Population Prospects, and 
systematic data on conflict actors reported to 
commit sexual violence against children based 
on an update of the Sexual Violence in Armed 
Conflict (SVAC) dataset (www.sexualviolence-
data.org). Combining these data sources, we are 
able to estimate the number of children under 
18 who are at risk in a given year.

Sexual violence against children was reported 
in a large majority of the conflicts where we 
know sexual violence occurred in recent years. 
We also document an increase since the 1990s 
in the number of children living in conflict 
zones where we know sexual violence against 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

N
um

be
r 

of
 c

on
fli

ct
s

1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019

Conflicts with reported 
sexual violence against children

All conflicts Conflicts with reported 
sexual violence

Figure 1: Armed conflicts by reported sexual violence against children, 1990–2019
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While alarming in and of themselves, the 
numbers and shares of conflicts with reported 
sexual violence against children do not inform 
us about how many children are living in close 
proximity to this reality. We therefore turn now 
to look at where the conflicts with reported sex-
ual violence targeting children take place and 
how many children live in these areas.

Children at Risk: Geographical 
Hotspots

What are the hotspots within countries where 
wartime sexual violence against children is 
going on? And how many children live in the 
midst of this threatening reality?

The map in Figure 2 shows conflict-affected 
countries (marked in pale yellow), overlaid with 
conflict zones (50 km buffer zones) where the 
actual fighting was going on (bright yellow), as 
well as the conflict zones with reported sexual 
violence against children (orange) in 2019. 

proximity to reported wartime sexual violence 
against children, this does not mean that the 
relative risk for children is highest in Asia. 
These numbers must be considered relative 
to the overall regional population size. Figure 
3B shows that the Middle East was the world 
region in which a child had the highest prob-
ability of living in a conflict zone with reported 
sexual violence against children (16% of all 
children in the region). This is markedly 
higher than for other world regions, as the cor-
responding numbers for Asia, Africa, Europe 
and the Americas are 3%, 2.3%, 2.1% and 
1.3%, respectively.

Children at Risk in the Worst 
Countries for Children in the World

Save the Children has defined the ten worst 
countries in the world for children based on the 
UN-verified violations against children and es-
timates of children at risk from war calculated 
by PRIO. Figure 4 shows that these ten coun-
tries also account for approximately half of the 
children at risk of wartime sexual violence in 
2019. Thus, these are children that are particu-
larly vulnerable.

Yemen has the highest share of the total child 
population at risk of wartime sexual violence. 
The share of Yemeni children at risk amounts 
to a staggering 83%, followed by Somalia 
(56%), Iraq (49%) and Syria (48%).

The country with the world’s highest absolute 
number of children at risk of wartime sexual 
violence is India, which is not ranked among 
the ten worst countries for children. India 
has more than 28 million children at risk, yet 

Notably, in both Syria and Yemen, large areas 
are marked as high-risk for wartime sexual 
violence against children. Colombia, India, 
Nigeria, South Sudan and Somalia are other 
examples where significant shares of the coun-
tries are geographical hotspots for risk of sexual 
violence against children.

Regional patterns

The world region with the highest number of 
children living at risk of wartime sexual violence 
is Asia (see Figure 3A). Here, some 37 million 
children were at risk of wartime sexual violence 
in 2019. This represents 52% of all the children 
at risk of wartime sexual violence globally. Africa 
and the Middle East come in second in the rank-
ing of worst regions, with 14 million children at 
risk in each region. The corresponding numbers 
for the Americas and Europe are both 3 million.

Although Asia is the world region with the 
highest number of children living in close 

Figure 3A: Number of children in conflict zones, 2019, by world region
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Figure 3B: Share of children in conflict zones, 2019, by world region
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Figure 4: Children at risk of sexual violence in worst countries for children vs. rest of world, 2019
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THE PROJECT PRIO
The Conflict Trends project aims to answer 
questions related to the causes of, conse-
quences of and trends in conflict. Dynamics 
of Conflict-Related Sexual Violence conducts 
analyses of sexual violence in war and repres-
sive contexts. This brief is based on a mapping 
of children in conflict with reported sexual 
violence against children, funded by Save the 
Children.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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the share of the total child population at risk 
in India is 6.5%. However, we should note, of 
course, that while the share for India is sub-
stantially lower, the crisis is as high and real 
for these 6.5% of children as for the 83% of 
children in Yemen.

Temporal variation

Figure 5 reports the time trend in the esti-
mated share (%) of children at risk of wartime 
sexual violence, comparing the shares of at-risk 
children living in conflict zones and shares of 
at-risk children globally. We see that there is 
an upward trend over the entire time period. 
Whereas 8.5 million children lived within 50 
km of reported wartime sexual violence against 
children in 1990, as many as 72 million chil-
dren were living in close proximity to wartime 
sexual violence in 2019. This amounts to a ten-
fold increase over the 30-year period.

There are two factors to consider in regard 
to this increase: First, in some conflicts, the 
conflict might extend to a more populous area; 
thus, more children will be included in the con-

flict zone. Second, reporting of sexual violence 
could vary from one year to the next in some 
countries. However, it is important to note that 
while there might be lack of reporting, this does 
not necessarily mean that sexual violence did 
not occur.

The pale blue line indicates the children at 
risk of wartime sexual violence as a share of 
children living in conflict zones. The yellow 
line shows the share of all children in the world 
that live in war zones where children have been 
reported as victims of sexual violence by one or 
more of the conflict parties. The lines fluctuate 
a lot, but there is an increasing trend for both 
lines. In 2019, 17% of all children living in 
conflict were at risk of wartime sexual violence, 
while 3.1% of all children in the world were liv-
ing under such circumstances.

Policy Recommendations

Our mapping of children living at risk of war-
time sexual violence not only reveals an alarm-
ing reality, it identifies a concerning upward 
trend. This is a global problem that requires 

urgent attention. Too few studies explicitly fo-
cus on this problem or systematically document 
how children are victimized by sexual violence 
– directly or indirectly, how prevalent this is, 
and what the consequences are. Policy makers, 
human rights defenders, and other actors need 
to devote more resources and dedicated atten-
tion to this vulnerable group of war victims to 
reduce the harm of war to children. Our map-
ping of children at risk is just the beginning of 
quantifying the problem in very general terms. 
To better understand how to prevent sexual 
violence and mitigate its harms, we need to 
study the specific circumstances under which 
children are targeted, find out who perpetrates 
sexual violence against children in war zones 
and why, and learn more about the indirect ef-
fects of sexual violence against both children 
and adults on the wider child populations. As 
the child population at risk of wartime sexual 
violence seems to be on the rise, the imperative 
to take action is more urgent than ever.  

Note

The following data sources were used to create 
Figures 1–5:

CIESIN (2016) ‘Gridded Population of the 
World’.  
Available at: sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu/data/col-
lection/gpw-v4.

Cohen, Dara Kay & Ragnhild Nordås ‘Sexual 
Violence in Armed Conflict (SVAC) dataset’. 
Available at: www.sexualviolencedata.org.

UCDP (2019) ‘UCDP Georeferenced Events 
Dataset’.  
Available at: ucdp.uu.se/downloads/.

UN (2019) ‘World Population Prospects’.  
Available at: population.un.org/wpp/.
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Figure 5: Share of children at risk of wartime sexual violence, 1990–2019
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