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Introduction
The association between autocracy and political 
violence is so strong it can blind us to the 
dangers of democratization. As democratic 
advances are made, we assume that populations 
will be safer. In fact, transitions to democracy 
are rarely smooth. In addition to the general 
risk of increased violence that comes from 
periods of political instability, there is the 
obvious fact that autocratic forces rarely 
relinquish their hold on power without a fight. 
But the dangers can come from democratic 
forces too: as political space opens up, popular 
prejudices draw oxygen and populist politicians 
or militia leaders often seek to exacerbate ethnic 
or sectarian grievances for their own gain. 
Minorities can find themselves scapegoated or a 
target for the anger felt towards the old regime. 
This conjunction of factors was tragically 
apparent during the demise of Communist rule 
in Europe (as it was at its birth). Today, it is 
increasingly evident in the events unfolding in 
the Middle East and North Africa. 

If 2011 will be remembered as the year of the 
Arab Spring, then 2012 may well become the 
year the revolutions soured. In Syria, a military 
backlash has cost over 9,000 lives so far. The 
great majority have been civilian victims of 
government forces, but there are also reports of 
opposition militias attacking Shi’a families. In 
Libya, where some 15,000–20,000 people were 
reportedly killed in the war to overthrow the 
Gaddafi government, the country has seen the 
mass forced displacement of black Libyans and 
sub-Saharan migrant workers, and a widespread 
pattern of arbitrary detention, torture and extra-
judicial execution targeted at individuals or whole 
communities because of their colour. In Egypt, 
the rise of Salafist parties since the fall of President 
Mubarak and attacks on churches have prompted 
thousands of Copts to leave the country. 

The 2012 release of the Peoples under Threat 
index shows that the risk level has also increased 
dramatically in other states in the region. This is 
not to negate the very real democratic advances 
that have already been achieved by the Arab 
uprisings, but it does underscore the fact that, for 
civilian populations in general and minorities in 
particular, the transition to democracy is bloody 
and its outcome uncertain. 

Rising threats in the Arab world  
and beyond
This is the seventh successive year that the 
Peoples under Threat index has been published to 
highlight those countries around the world where 
the risk of mass killing is greatest. Peoples under 
Threat is created by compiling authoritative 
data on the known antecedents to genocide 
or mass political killing. While the individual 
indicators describe the current situation – what 
is happening – the index as a whole seeks to 
predict what may happen. As an early warning 
tool, it has been widely used by UN officials 
and other human rights and conflict prevention 
practitioners. Almost all the significant episodes 
of civilian killing that occurred over the last year 
took place in countries which were near the top 
of, or major risers in, last year’s Peoples under 
Threat table. 

This year, states in the Middle East and North 
Africa feature prominently in the major risers (see 
below). Among the Arab countries, Syria, Libya, 
Yemen and Egypt have all risen significantly in 
the table (the first three following rises last year 
as well). 

In Syria, the government accepted a joint 
UN-Arab League proposal in March 2012 to 
end the violence, but killings have continued and 
in April the UN Security Council authorized a 
UN military observer mission. The fact that the 
government is dominated by Alawites, an off-
shoot of Shiism, places Alawite and other Shi’a 
communities at risk if the conflict intensifies or if 
the government falls. Assyrian Christians are also 
deeply concerned about the possibility of attacks 
from Sunni militants. 

In Libya, former rebels still hold up to 6,000 
people arrested during or after the armed conflict. 
Detained without charge or trial, up to half are 
believed to be sub-Saharan migrants or black 
Libyans. Human rights groups report that over 
a dozen have been tortured to death. Systematic 
repression continues against the former 
inhabitants of Tawergha, a town with a mainly 
black Libyan population of 30,000 who were 
accused of being Gaddafi loyalists and forcibly 
displaced in their entirety by the Misrata brigade.

The resignation of President Saleh in Yemen 
was greeted by human rights campaigners but has 
not improved the country’s risk profile. Fighting 
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between al-Houthis and Sunni tribes in the north 
has compounded the security challenges faced 
by a state in a worsening humanitarian crisis, to 
say nothing of the continuing threat posed by Al 
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. 

In Egypt, activists’ euphoria at the downfall 
of the Mubarak government has been replaced 
by increasing anger at the arbitrary detention 
and torture practiced by the Supreme Council of 
the Armed Forces. Egypt’s Copts total 7 million 
or more, but the number leaving the country is 
reported to have increased following attacks and 
intimidation. The political success of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and of Salafist parties is also viewed 
with concern by other religious minorities, 
including the Shi’a and the Baha’i. 

Repressive governments throughout the region 
have for decades sought to deny political space 
to Islamist parties. But competition between 
Islamists and secularists is only one potential axis 
of political division as those governments weaken 
and begin to fall. Differences between Sunni and 
Shi’a, Muslims and non-Muslims, Arabs and non-
Arabs are all expressions of an internal diversity 
in the Arab world that is often underestimated 
and which depends on traditions of tolerance and 
mutual respect. In Iraq – whose recent history 
stands as a terrible warning to other states facing 
change in the region – each of those differences 
became fault-lines for mass killing. 

Three states on the borders of the Arab 
world are also major risers in the table this year. 
International attention on Iran has focused in 
recent months on the issue of nuclear facilities, 

but the systematic campaign of repression of 
opposition activists continues, and reached a 
new level in the country’s north-west, where 
the conflict with Kurdish militias intensified. 
Shelling by Iranian tanks and artillery in June 
displaced thousands. Baluchis, Ahwazi Arabs 
and Azerbaijanis also accuse the government of 
long-standing oppression and denial of political 
participation. 

The highest riser in the Peoples under Threat 
table this year is South Sudan, a country which 
acquired its independence from Sudan in July 
and which comes straight in at number eight. 
A history of cattle raiding between the Lou 
Nuer and the Murle, as well as other groups, 
has developed into inter-communal violence 
on a highly organized scale in Jonglei state, 
affecting some 120,000 people. But the greatest 
current risk for the peoples of both Sudan and 
South Sudan comes from the series of conflicts 
escalating along the border areas between the 
two countries, constituting ‘a serious threat to 
international peace and security’ in the words of a 
UN Security Council resolution adopted in May 
2012. The Council had previously denounced 
repeated clashes between armies of the two 
countries, cross-border incursions and support 
to proxy militias. South Sudan now hosts more 
than 105,000 refugees from the Sudanese states 
of Blue Nile and Southern Kordofan, including 
those fleeing months of shelling by Sudanese 
government forces in the Nuba Mountains. 

In Mali, ongoing fighting between government 
forces and rebel Tuareg fighters has left 150,000 

Major risers since 2011 

Rank Rise in rank Country Group Total 
 since 2011 
   
8 NEW South Sudan Murle, Nuer, Dinka, Anuak, Jie, Kachipo 19.50
10 4 Iran  Arabs, Azeris, Baha’is, Baluchis, Kurds, Turkomen 18.43
13 2 Yemen Zaydi Shia, ‘Akhdam’ 16.82
14 16 Syria Political targets, Shi’a, Assyrians, Kurds, Palestinians 16.59
27 9 Kyrgyzstan Uzbeks, Russians 13.18
30 5 Thailand Chinese, Malay-Muslims, Northern Hill Tribes 12.70
36 28 Libya ‘Black’ Libyans, Sub-Saharan migrants, Tebu, Berbers 12.51
43 7 Kosovo Serbs, Roma/Ashkali/Egyptians, Bosniaks, Turks, Gorani 11.99
61 NEW Mali Tuareg, Arabs, Maure and others in the north 10.71
64 NEW Egypt Copts, Shi’a, Baha’is 10.38
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internally displaced and forced more than 
160,000 to flee to neighbouring states, according 
to the UNHCR. A senior UN official drew 
attention to alarming reports of sexual violence in 
the north. The crisis developed after the return to 
Mali of Tuareg who had settled in Libya during 
Gaddafi’s rule, and is just one example of how 
the fall-out from the Arab uprisings is being 
experienced across borders in ways that are both 
unforeseen and uncontrolled. 

The huge changes taking place across the 
Middle East and North Africa, while increasing 
hopes for democratisation, represent for both 
religious and ethnic minorities perhaps the most 
dangerous episode since the violent break-up of 
the Soviet Union and the former Yugoslavia.

Those at greatest risk
Although a number of states, including Indonesia 
and Côte d’Ivoire, have slid down the table this 
year, it is remarkable how those at the very top 
have clung stubbornly to their place. It is also a 
rebuke to a fickle media agenda.

In Somalia, a severe drought brought famine 
to the southern part of the country, including 
areas inhabited by the vulnerable Bantu minority. 
The military situation delayed the delivery of 

emergency aid. Although the militia group 
al-Shabaab withdrew from central Mogadishu in 
August, roadside bombs and other attacks are still 
a regular occurrence and the UN Independent 
Expert for human rights in Somalia described 
a ‘total collapse of the institutions for law 
enforcement and the administration of justice’ 
after his visit in April 2012. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, armed 
conflict returned a number of times to the 
east over the last year, most recently in clashes 
between the Congolese armed forces and the 
dissident troops of a Congolese general under 
indictment by the International Criminal Court. 
The population throughout much of the Kivus 
and in parts of Province Orientale remains in a 
state of permanent insecurity. 

Since the withdrawal of US combat troops 
from the streets of Iraq in December, the country 
receives only a fraction of the international 
media coverage it once did, but the killing 
continues, with sectarian violence and extra-
judicial executions accounting for over 300 deaths 
a month. Chaldo-Assyrians, Turkmen, Yezidis 
and other minorities face ongoing violence and 
intimidation in the disputed provinces of Nineveh 
and Kirkuk in the north, as well as in Baghdad. 

Peoples most under threat – highest rated countries 2012 

Rank Country Group Total 
 
1 Somalia Minorities incl. Bantu, Benadiri and ‘caste’ groups  
  (Gabooye etc.); clan members at risk in fighting  
  incl. Hawiye, Darod, etc. 23.28
2 Sudan  Fur, Zaghawa, Massalit and others in Darfur; Dinka,  
  Nuba, Beja 22.00
3 Afghanistan Hazara, Pashtun, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Turkmen, Baluchis 21.49
4 Iraq Shia, Sunnis, Kurds, Turkmen, Christians, Mandaeans,  
  Yezidis, Shabak, Faili Kurds, Baha’is, Palestinians  20.92
5 Burma/ Myanmar   Kachin, Karenni, Karen, Mons, Rakhine, Rohingyas,  
  Shan, Chin (Zomis), Wa 20.43
6 Pakistan Ahmadiyya, Baluchis, Hindus, Mohhajirs, Pashtun,  
  Sindhis, other religious minorities 20.28
7 Dem. Rep. of the Congo Hema and Lendu, Hutu, Luba, Lunda,  
  Tutsi/Banyamulenge, Batwa/Bambuti, other groups 19.56
8 South Sudan Murle, Nuer, Dinka, Anuak, Jie, Kachipo 19.50
9 Ethiopia  Anuak, Afars, Oromo, Somalis, smaller minorities 19.42
10 Iran  Arabs, Azeris, Baha’is, Baluchis, Kurds, Turkomen 18.43 
  newly-settled groups 
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The war continues too in Afghanistan and in the 
tribal areas of Pakistan. A series of recent deadly 
attacks on civilians and international missions in 
Kabul highlight the failure of the new Afghan 
army to ensure security even in the capital and 
bode ill for future prospects of peace in a country 
where ethnic divisions are still profound. The 
return of refugees to Afghanistan has slowed and 
up to three million Afghan refugees remain in 
Pakistan and Iran. 

In Burma, the first real steps towards 
democratisation for many years have seen 
Aung San Suu Kyi and other candidates from 
the National League for Democracy elected to 
parliament, but the country remains at fifth 
place in the table. A conflict with a long history 
of atrocities against ethnic Kachin civilians 
continues against rebels in Kachin state, and the 
position of Rohingyas as well as other minorities 
remains of grave concern. 

Does development lower the threat?
If the relationship between democratization and 
the safety of minorities and other peoples is a 
complex one, how is the level of risk influenced 
by human development?

A growing body of academic literature has 
explored the links between violent conflict and 
poverty. There is a firm consensus that conflict 
impoverishes nations, setting back human 
development many years and stunting health and 
education prospects across a range of indicators. 
But on the existence of a causal relationship the 
other way – i.e. whether low development is a 
cause of conflict – the conclusions are mixed. 
Certainly, in a number of studies, Paul Collier 
and Anke Hoeffler have sought to demonstrate 
that low growth rates are associated with the 
outbreak of conflict in developing countries, and 
that higher rates of educational attainment are 
associated with a lower risk of internal conflict. 
Frances Stewart has posited that the likelihood 
of unrest and violent conflict is higher where 
there are significant horizontal inequalities in 
political or economic status between different 
ethnic or culturally-defined groups. The role of 
natural resources can be pivotal but complicates 
the analysis further: researchers have drawn 
attention to the existence of a ‘resource curse’, 
whereby countries rich in natural resources 

have nonetheless experienced poor development 
outcomes, due to a number of factors including 
economic distortion, conflict over resource 
revenues, and corruption. 

The specific risk of mass killing is distinct 
from conflict risk, not least because episodes 
of mass killing have occurred where there is no 
situation of armed conflict prevailing (for more 
on the link between the two, see box below: 
‘How is Peoples under Threat calculated?’). To 
explore the potential relationship between level 
of development and the risk of mass killing, the 
most recent Human Development Index (HDI) 
was plotted against the Peoples under Threat index 
(PUT) for every country in the table for which 
HDI values are available. (Published annually by 
the UN Development Programme, the Human 
Development Index is a summary statistic 
combining the three dimensions of health, 
education and living standards to serve as a single 
frame of reference for both social and economic 
development). 

The most striking impression on viewing 
the resulting graph (see below) is that it is 
difficult to see a clear relationship between the 
two indices. A negative correlation does exist, 
but it is very weak, with values fairly evenly 
scattered over the graph. Some states in the top 
20 places in Peoples under Threat, such as Iran 
and Russia, have a high HDI of over 0.7. There 
are countries at the bottom of the table with low 
HDI values, and many states with very low HDI 
do not appear on the table at all (including, 
for example, Burkina Faso and Mozambique). 
The only safe conclusion for policy-making 
that can be drawn from this initial data is that 
higher rates of human development (at least for 
developing countries) do not remove the threat 
of mass killing. 

To investigate the relationship further, PUT 
values were calculated for a total of 175 countries. 
(Although it should be noted that as Peoples 
under Threat is specifically designed to gauge the 
risk of egregious events, its explanatory power at 
the lower end of the spectrum is limited.) Where 
PUT is plotted against HDI for this much larger 
group of countries, a clearer negative correlation 
does emerge, with the level of risk falling as 
human development increases. It is notable, 
however, that the strength of the relationship is 
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0.9

heavily influenced by what happens at the right 
of the graph; i.e. in relation to those countries 
with very high rates of human development. The 
correlation between high human development 
and a low risk on the PUT table only becomes 

really pronounced in the upper HDI quartile. If 
the guarantee of safety from arbitrary killing is, in 
legal and moral terms, a human right, in today’s 
world it is also a luxury. 
Additional research by Daniel Openshaw
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How is Peoples under Threat calculated?

Since the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, 
our ability to identify those situations most 
likely to lead to genocide or mass killing has 
improved. A number of comparative studies 
of the factors preceding historic episodes of 
political mass killing had been undertaken 
since the 1970s, including by Helen Fein and 
Ted Robert Gurr, but it was not until the 
1990s that researchers such as Rudolf Rummel 

and Matthew Krain pioneered quantitative 
longtitudinal analysis of a wide range of such 
factors, enabling the testing of different causal 
hypotheses. Rummel, for example, showed the 
very strong relationship between concentration 
of government power and state mass murder; 
Krain demonstrated the correlation between 
existing armed conflict or political instability 
and the onset and severity of mass killing. 

Following the early work of the Clinton 
administration’s policy initiative on genocide 
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early warning and prevention, Professor 
Barbara Harff, a senior consultant with the 
US State Failure Task Force, constructed and 
tested models of the antecedents of genocide 
and political mass murder and her results 
were published in 2003 (‘Assessing Risks of 
Genocide and Political Mass Murder since 
1955’, American Political Science Review 97, 
February 2003). Her optimal model identifies 
six preconditions that make it possible to 
distinguish, with 74 per cent accuracy, between 
internal wars and regime collapses in the 
period 1955–1997 that did, and those that 
did not, lead to genocide and political mass 
murder (politicide). The six preconditions 
are: political upheaval; previous genocides or 
politicides; exclusionary ideology of the ruling 
elite; autocratic nature of the regime; minority 
character of the ruling elite; and low trade 
openness. 

Minority Rights Group International has 
drawn on these research findings to construct 
the Peoples under Threat table, although 
responsibility for the final table is exclusively 
our own. Peoples under Threat is specifically 
designed to identify the risk of genocide, mass 
killing or other systematic violent repression, 
unlike most other early warning tools, which 
focus on violent conflict as such. Its primary 
application is civilian protection.

Indicators of conflict are included in 
the table’s construction, however, as most, 
although not all, episodes of mass ethnic or 
religious killing occur during armed conflicts. 
War provides the state of emergency, domestic 
mobilization and justification, international 
cover, and in some cases the military and 
logistic capacity, that enable massacres to be 
carried out. Some massacres, however, occur in 
peacetime, or may accompany armed conflict 
from its inception, presenting a problem to 
risk models that focus exclusively on current 
conflicts. In addition, severe and even violent 
repression of minorities may occur for years 
before the onset of armed conflict provides the 
catalyst for larger-scale killing. 

The statistical indicators used all relate to 
the state. The state is the basic unit of enquiry, 
rather than particular ethnic or religious groups 

at risk, as governments or militias connected to 
the government are responsible for most cases 
of genocidal violence. Formally, the state will 
reserve to itself the monopoly over the means 
of violence, so that where non-state actors are 
responsible for widespread or continued killing, 
it usually occurs with either the complicity of 
the state or in a ‘failed state’ situation where 
the rule of law has disintegrated. Certain 
characteristics at the level of the state will 
greatly increase the likelihood of atrocity, 
including habituation to illegal violence among 
the armed forces or police, prevailing impunity 
for human rights violations, official tolerance 
or encouragement of hate speech against 
particular groups, and in extreme cases, prior 
experience of mass killing. Egregious episodes 
of mass killing targeted principally at one 
group have also seen other groups deliberately 
decimated or destroyed. 

However, some groups may experience 
higher levels of discrimination and be at greater 
risk than others in any given state. Minority 
Rights Group International has identified 
those groups in each state which we believe 
to be under most threat. (This does not 
mean that other groups or indeed the general 
population may not also be at some risk.) It 
should be noted that although these groups 
are most often minorities, in some cases ethnic 
or religious majorities will also be at risk and 
in relevant cases are therefore also listed in 
the table. In some cases, all the groups in the 
country are at risk of ethnic or sectarian killing. 

One indicator that has been tested and 
discarded by a number of studies is the general 
level of ethnic or cultural diversity in a society. 
Krain did not find any correlation between 
‘ethnic fractionalization’ and the onset of 
genocide or political mass killing. Similarly, 
neither of the patterns of ethnic diversity tested 
by Harff had any effect on the likelihood 
of mass killing (although she did find the 
minority character of the ruling elite to be 
significant). These findings are supported by 
research on the relationship between diversity 
and conflict. 

The overall measure is based on a basket 
of ten indicators. These include indicators 



Online BriefingPeoples under Threat 2012 8

of democracy or good governance from the 
World Bank, conflict indicators from the 
Center for Systemic Peace and other leading 
global conflict research institutes, indicators of 
group division or elite factionalization from the 
Fund for Peace and the Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, the State Failure Task 
Force data on prior genocides and politicides, 
and the country credit risk classification 
published by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (as a proxy 
for trade openness). For citations and further 
information, see the notes to the table. For a 
fuller discussion of the methodology, see State 
of the World’s Minorities 2006. 

Based on current indicators from 
authoritative sources, Peoples under Threat seeks 
to identify those groups or peoples most under 
threat in 2012. 


