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ACLED is a publicly available database of political violence, which focuses on conflict in Asian states. Data is geo-referenced and  
disaggregated by type of violence and actors. Further information and maps, data, trends and publications can be found at  

www.acleddata.com or by contacting acledasia@gmail.com. Follow @ACLEDinfo on Twitter for realtime updates, news and analysis: 
 

Figure 1:  Political Violence and Protests in South and Southeast Asia, 2015 
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Welcome to the first 2016 Armed Conflict Location and 
Event Data Project’s Conflict Trend Report for Asia. This is 
the fourth report in our series. The analysis is based on 
ACLED real-time and historical data on political violence 
and protests from ten countries in South and Southeast 
Asia. Monthly data updates are published through our 
research partners at Complex Emergencies and Political 
Stability in Asia (CEPSA) and are also available on the 
ACLED website. 

In February 2016 ACLED released the first annual dataset 
of South and Southeast Asia political violence and protest 
data. This set covers events in 2015 across ten South and 
South-East Asian states. 10,195 political violence and pro-
test events are recorded in 2015. ACLED’s team is also 
working to record historical data from 2010 in Pakistan, 
India, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Laos, Cam-
bodia, Vietnam, and Bhutan. In January 2017, we aim to 
release data from January 2010- December 2016 for all 

above named countries. We are also pleased to announce 
the completion Thailand and Vietnam data from January 
2010-December 2015, the release of which will be pub-
lished in the coming month. 

Conflict Trend Report No. 4 includes a general overview of 
the violence recorded in South and Southeast Asia 
throughout 2015. The report highlights distinctions be-
tween the types and frequency of political violence and 
protests throughout 2015, a general review of rioting in 
South Asia, a focus on Pakistan’s most violent spaces, a 
piece on the rise of conservatism in India, and a review of 
Myanmar’s tenuous peace with rebel groups. A special 
report analyzing Thailand’s conflict environment over the 
last six years focuses on targeted killings of Buddhists and 
teachers, Thailand’s southern Muslim insurgency, and 
the underreporting of continuous violence in Thailand’s 
southernmost districts. 

https://www.strausscenter.org/cepsa/
https://www.strausscenter.org/cepsa/
http://www.acleddata.com/asia-data/


 

 

2 Figure 2:  Rates of Violence to Fatalities in Most Politically Violent Countries, 2015 

Across the ten countries ACLED covered in 2015, the rates 
of political violence were significantly higher in India, Pa-
kistan, and Bangladesh than elsewhere in South and 
Southeast Asia. Violence in India comprised more than 
half of ACLED Asia’s 2015 dataset, followed by Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. 

Pakistan’s preponderance of political violence reflects the 
government’s continuing military offensive, Zarb-e-Azb, 
whose objective includes eliminating military strongholds 
in the north (examined in the previous trend report). As 
indicated by Figure 2, violence in Pakistan resulted in the 
greatest number of fatalities. Approximately 4 deaths 
occurred for every battle in Pakistan. Reported fatalities 
overwhelmingly occurred in the Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas (FATA), Pakistan’s most violent state. FATA 
and Balochistan both have mountainous terrain that is 
strategically used by violent actors. Government involve-

ment against non-state actors was highest in FATA and 
Balochistan: state forces are involved in 75% of all battles 
and remote violence in 2015. Violent engagements be-
tween political militias and rebel groups (absent of any 
government intervention) were also highest in FATA and 
Balochistan, underscoring that these areas pose the 
greatest challenge to the Pakistani government despite 
the state’s increased efforts to quell violence. 

Comparably, India produced only 1.3 fatalities per violent 
interaction. India’s largest threats to internal stability 
include: rebel groups in Jammu and Kashmir, CPI (Maoist)
-led violence in the South and East, and ethnic militias 
and rebel groups in India’s Eastern states. Though vio-
lence in India remains isolated within high-conflict clus-
ters, state forces are active in conflict regions. Violence in 
India remained concentrated in several isolated and often 
peripheral pockets of the state: Jammu and Kashmir in 
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http://www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/ACLED-Asia-Conflict-Trends-Report-No.3-August-20151.pdf
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Figure 3:  Political Violence by Actor Group in Most Politically Violent Countries, 2015 

the West, Chattisgarh in the South, and several states in 
the Northeast: Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Jharkhand, 
Nagaland and West Bengal. While violence in Jammu and 
Kashmir dominated India’s violent interactions (160+) in 
2015, state forces were active in 97% of all violent inter-
actions in the disputed territory. Indian forces presence 
and response to violence committed by various rebel 
groups and militias violence in Jammu and Kashmir has 
been consistent. Chattisgarh revealed similar patterns, 
with Indian forces involved in 90% of interactions. In the 
South, however, the CPI (Maoist): Communist Party of 
India was an actor in nearly every violent event, quite the 
opposite from Jammu and Kashmir’s abundance of actors. 
In India’s Eastern states, the government was involved in 
only 65% of violence. Unlike India’s other pockets of con-
flict, government forces battled with local ethnic rebel 
groups and militias, fighting for state or national inde-
pendence. Local groups like the National Democratic 
Front of Bodoland, the Garo National Liberation Army, 

and the National Socialist Council of Nagaland-Khaplang 
engaged frequently with the Indian state, though rarely 
fought each other. Violence between communal militias 
was also common in the Eastern states, though rarely 
resulted in involvement from state forces.   

Across the border, Bangladesh’s large scale violence in the 
first few months of 2015 emanated from a Bangladesh 
National Party (BNP) imposed hartal, or strike, which tar-
geted civilians and opposing political militias across the 
country (See ACLED’s Conflict Trends No.1). Fatalities 
peaked at 79 in February, though dropped off significantly 
following the conclusion of the hartal. Similarly, violence 
of all types in Bangladesh decreased drastically post-
hartal. Throughout 2015, political violence resulted in less 
than a death per battle (.75), significantly fewer than its 
Indian and Pakistani neighbors. Groups that participated 
in the most violence included the BNP and Awami League 
militias, the two groups responsible for feuding during the 
hartal. While other rebel groups such as Jamaat-e-Islami 
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http://www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/ACLED-Asia-Conflict-Trends-Report-No.1-March-20151.pdf


 

 

4 Figure 4:  Protests and Riots by Month & Fatalities from Riots by Month 2015 

and the Islamic State have committed acts of violence in 
2015, the frequency and scale of their attacks is limited in 
scope. Large scale violence led by political parties  is the 
biggest threat to peace in Bangladesh.  

Riots and Protests in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh  

Protests constitute the majority of ACLED events (59%), 
occurring consistently throughout the year and region. 
Riots occur at a lower rate in the region, constituting 17% 
of ACLED events. Nepal (1.34), Bangladesh (.37), India 
(.05) and Pakistan (.03) showed the highest records of 
riots per 100,000 population (World Bank, 2016) against 
significantly lower averages in Cambodia, Myanmar, Sri 
Lanka, Thailand, and Vietnam. As acts of spontaneous, 
civilian-involved instability, riots highlight societal and 
political tension points for average citizens in each coun-
try. They exact a significant human and economic toll: 
fatalities from riots in India (76), in Pakistan (40) and 
Bangladesh (48) underscore their destructive influences 
(see figure 4). 

India recorded the most protests in the region (3,908); 
this comprised 76% of all events in India. India’s northern 
states, including Punjab, Jammu and Kashmir, Uttar Pra-
desh, and Delhi accounted for a majority of India’s pro-
tests. Tamil Nadu and Karnataka in the south also experi-
enced widespread protests throughout the year. Con-
sistent with the election cycle, Bihar’s state election in 
November slightly increased the frequency of protests and 
riots, as did the Delhi election in February. The increase in 
protests/riots was not significant enough to warrant an 
overall national increase, as election-related political ac-
tivity remained overwhelmingly local. The largest and 
deadliest riots were motivated by issues of political rival-
ries and communal/religious identities. There had been 
speculation that the country could see more riots be-
tween religious groups since the Hindu nationalist Bharati-
ya Janata Party (BJP) won the Indian national elections in 
2014 (Foreign Policy, 2015). Despite these concerns, the 
number of fatalities resulting from communally-motivated 
riots in 2015 remained small at 6. Several of this past 
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http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/06/26/narendra-modi-india-safe-for-muslims-hindu-nationalism-bjp-rss/
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year’s largest and most deadly riots were related to caste 
and reservations (a form of affirmative action). Specifical-
ly, the Patidar caste reservation agitation, led by Hardik 
Patel, accounted for 14 of the 42 riot events recorded in 
Gujarat and resulted in 9 deaths. Members of  the Patidar 
community staged protests and rioted to demand Other 
Backward Class (OBC) status which would create quotas 
for their community in education and government jobs. 
2016 saw a continuation of caste-related violence, as the 
Jat caste rioted throughout Haryana in February, killing 16 
and causing water shortages in Delhi (Times of India). 

In contrast, Bangladesh’s outbreak of riots and protests 
during the hartal (an effort to force reelection) significant-
ly affected the national political landscape. The Bangla-
desh National Party (BNP) prompted the hartal as a pro-
test against the ruling Awami League. January’s events 
marked the one-year anniversary of contested elections 
in Bangladesh, spurring riots to peak in January and Feb-
ruary at 237 events (40%) and 170 events (29%) respec-
tively.  Instead of riots and protests remaining local is-
sues, the hartal spread to every state throughout the 
country. (ACLED May 2015 Trend Report). Post-hartal, 
riots remained at relatively low levels throughout the 
year. 

Finally, Pakistani protests fluctuated throughout the year, 
with protesters demonstrating consistently about issues 
such as state failure to provide public goods, increases in 
the prices of basic commodities (sugar, wheat), ineffec-
tive government policies surrounding education and mi-
nority rights as well as and local political issues. Geo-
graphically, Sindh’s protests more than doubled that of 
the province with next greatest number of protests, Pun-
jab. Punjab, too, recorded high levels of protests through-
out the year followed by Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Although 
riots occurred throughout the year, most riots in Pakistan 
happened in March and April. Political rivalries and reli-
gious tensions were also a significant feature of Pakistan’s 
riot landscape in 2015. 45% of riots in Pakistan this year 

involved organized political groups, most frequently the 
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), and their political rivals, 
the Pakistani Muslim League (PML). 22% of riots recorded 
in Pakistan in 2015 were tied to elections. Local elections 
in late October 2015 proved to be a flashpoint for the 
deadliest riots, particularly in Khairpur, where 11 people 
died in a riot-turned-gun battle between supporters of 
the PML-F and the PPP--the deadliest riot of the year. 
Clashes between the PML and the PPP proliferated in 
Sindh province, where the PPP--not Prime Minister 
Sharif’s PML party--controls the regional administration. 
This riot between rival supporters resulted in 11 deaths, 
prompting PPP officials to suspend the polls indefinitely. 
Election violence continued into November and Decem-
ber, with 12 more riots involving the PML-N, PML-F, and 
the PPP, 4 of which proved deadly, in Sindh and Punjab. 
Religious tensions in Pakistan fueled a small but signifi-
cant number of riots in 2015. In March, a double suicide 
attack on two churches in Youhanabad (a Christian sub-
urb of Lahore) resulted in 15 fatalities, sparking underly-
ing religious tensions in that city and across the country. 
The rioting continued in Lahore for two days, and spilled 
over into nearby Kasur.  

Trends across Southeast Asia  

Though India, Pakistan and Bangladesh were the most 
politically violent states in ACLED-Asia, pockets of persis-
tent violence can be found in Northeast Myanmar and 
Southern Thailand. Myanmar’s violent actors have been 
battling the state for decades,  but violence decreased 
from the first to the last quarter of 2015. Myanmar’s 
patterns of violence are similar to Thailand's constant 
spate of separatist violence in the far south. Thailand’s 
violent actors, however, have strategically remained 
nameless and random in attacking their targets, making 
government retaliation difficult. Violence in Thailand oc-
curred almost exclusively in southern border regions, 
targeting military and police as well as civilians associated 
with the Thai government. Nepal’s violence ebbed 
throughout the year; it sparked and remained relatively 
high from August to December, as protesters demanded 
a new, more democratic constitution. The scale of pro-
tests coincided with Nepali demands for a revised consti-
tution. Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos did not report sig-
nificant numbers of political violence: ACLED-Asia record-
ed only a few dozen violent events, though several pro-
tests occurred throughout the year. Protests in these 
states were not correlated to election cycles but rather 
seemed to focus on issues impacting citizens’ quality of 
life such as pollution. 

CONFLICT TRENDS (NO. 4) 

REAL-TIME ANALYSIS OF ASIAN POLITICAL VIOLENCE, FEBRUARY 2016 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/delhi/No-water-left-in-Delhi-due-to-Jat-protest-schools-closed-rationing-begins/articleshow/51075479.cms
http://www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/ACLED-Asia-Conflict-Trends-Report-No.2-May-2015.pdf


 

 

Figure 6:  Political Violence and Protests in Pakistan 

Violent Trends in Pakistan 2015 

6 Figure 5:  Political Violence by Actor Group 
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Pakistan remains one of the most active conflict environ-
ments in South Asia. Throughout 2015, Pakistan’s violence 
is concentrated into several high intensity geographic 
spaces; the most fatal and frequent battles occurred pri-
marily in the states of  Balochistan and FATA (see Figure 
5). Pakistani protests were heavily concentrated in Sindh, 
Punjab, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.  

FATA is Pakistan’s most violent space; 82 battles, air-
strikes, and drone attacks occurred in January 2015 alone, 
marking the beginning of the year as Pakistan’s most vio-
lent month as well as the most fatal, with 440 reported 
deaths. The most active agents in FATA included the Paki-
stani Armed Forces, Unidentified Armed Groups (UAGs), 
and Tehreek-e-Taliban (TTP). The Pakistani Armed Forces 
were involved in 75% of all violent activity that occurred 
in 2015, with a majority in FATA. TTP presence in FATA, 
however, has long defined the conflict space, with the 
U.S. and Pakistani militaries recently targeting rebel 
groups and militias operating the region to clamp down 
on terrorist threats. Other notable groups in FATA include 
Lashkar-e-Islam and the Hafiz Gul Bahadur Group. Com-
bined with TTP and the Pakistani military, these groups 
accounted for 1,660 fatalities in 2015 or approximately 
50% of fatalities related to political violence in 2015. High-
ly organized and effective, these four fatal organizations 
contribute significantly to FATA’s unstable political cli-
mate.  

In Balochistan, the Pakistani military was present for more 
than half of the violent interactions. State forces engaged 
largely with  UAGs or Baloch separatists, a nebulous for-

mation of actors opposed to external involvement in 
Baloch affairs, fighting for an independent Balochistan. 
Attacks including Baloch separatists tended to involve 
large-scale operations, while UAGs tended to appear in 
smaller, individual, and less organized attacks. The con-
sistent frequency of violence by unidentified actors in 
Balochistan, however, suggests a systemic lack of security 
in the region. The Baloch separatist movement has sim-
mered in Pakistan for decades, but has drawn internation-
al attention this year, since the April 2015 agreement be-
tween Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif and Chinese President 
Xi Jinping for a $46 billion infrastructure aid package. The 
package’s centerpiece is a China-Pakistan Economic Corri-
dor, which cuts through Balochistan province. When Sha-
rif visited the United States in October 2015, Baloch activ-
ists publicly protested the Prime Minister’s public speech.  

The busiest months for protests in Pakistan were January 
and March (see Figure 6). January’s high protest numbers 
reflected the coordination of a wide coalition of civil soci-
ety groups protesting the cartoons of the prophet Mu-
hammad published in Charlie Hebdo. Jamaat-e-Islami, 
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam, and Sunni Tehreek, and, signifi-
cantly, Tehrik-e-Jafaria, a Shia activist group, organized 
country-wide protests that continued through the entire 
month of January. 

Geographically, Sindh and Punjab accounted for 71% of all 
Pakistan’s protests in 2015, with 46% of protests occur-
ring in Sindh and 25% in Punjab. By December, Sindh saw 
a 48% decline in number of protests from its most active 
month, April. Members of the All-Pakistan WAPDA Hydro 
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Electrical Union protested with the greatest frequency 
and consistency of all groups allied with protesters, or-
ganizing more than 70 protests in 2015. In March and 
October, union members rallied in cities across Punjab 
and Sindh against a move by Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif’s government to privatize the Water and Power 
Development Authority (WAPDA). As of December 2015, 
WAPDA remains a state-run institution, but given the Pa-

ties have challenged the beef consumption bans through 
lawsuits (Indian Express, 2015) and by holding beef-eating 
festivals throughout India (DNA, 2015). 

These beef-related attacks are associated with Sangh Pari-
var, an outfit of individual right-wing Hindu organizations. 
They share an adherence to Hindutva, a Hindu-nationalist 
ideology that seeks to establish the hegemony of Hindus. 
As Figure 9 indicates, these groups primarily include--in 
addition to the BJP--Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), Shiv Sena, Akhil Bharatiya 
Vidyarthi Parishad (the student wing of RSS), and Bajrang 
Dal. Compared to the beginning of 2015, these groups’ 
participation in demonstrations and clashes increased by 
30%. Of the total events in which a Sangh Parivar organi-
zation was involved, 40% occurred in the last three 

Over the last three months, demonstrations and violent 
clashes against Muslims and Hindu extremists have 
sparked public outcries against the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP)-led government for deepening fissures between the 
two communities. Although communal tensions between 
Muslims and Hindus in India is far from unexamined (see 
ACLED’s Conflict Trends Report No. 3 for an analysis of 
rising Hindu fundamentalism), remonstrations by promi-
nent public figures against the Modi-led government has 
underscored a growing sentiment that BJP and BJP-allies 
have fostered an atmosphere of intolerance towards 
Muslims (The Guardian, 2015). ACLED’s dataset confirms 
a rise in reports of violence and political activity spurred 
by growing dissatisfaction in the government, particularly 
around religiously fueled issues. 

Several notable incidents illustrate the severity of the 
recent spate of violent clashes. In September, a mob in 
Dadri, Uttar Pradesh killed a Muslim man following un-
founded rumors announced at a Hindu temple that his 
family was consuming beef (Time, 2015). The attack begot 
further violence, sparking ten additional riots and protests 
in surrounding communities. Similarly, in October a major 
protest by right-wing Hindu nationalists against a pro-beef 
rally resulted in the death of a young teenager in Kashmir 
(India Today, 2015). In Karnataka, members affiliated with 
the Popular Front of India, a banned Islamic group alleg-
edly connected to terrorist attacks, murdered a Hindu 
who investigated illegal slaughterhouses (New Indian Ex-
press, 2015). In December, groups intercepted trucks sus-
pected of transporting cattle and attacked the drivers 
near Delhi (The Hindu, 2015). 

Consuming or slaughtering beef has been the common 
denominator in many of these clashes. Serving cow, a 
sacred animal for Hindus, is considered blasphemous. 
ACLED data illustrates a that 80% of beef related protests 
have occurred since the September incident in Dadri. Part 
of the increase can be attributed to recent efforts by BJP 
leaders to curb the dietary habits of certain groups 
(Hindustan TImes, 2015). Meanwhile, BJP opposition par- Figure 7:  Protests in India by Political Parties, 2015 

kistani Muslim League’s previous push for widespread 
privatization in Pakistan in the first decade of the 21st 
century, it seems likely they will continue their efforts. 
Jeay Sindh Qaumi Movement (JSQM) and the All Pakistan 
Clerics’ Association (APCA) followed WAPDA as the most 
frequent protesters in Pakistan, though a majority of the 
protests took place in Sindh and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.  

http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/supreme-court-suspends-jk-high-court-ban-on-beef-for-two-months/
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-court-orders-status-quo-on-planned-beef-pork-fests-in-osmania-university-2153210
http://www.acleddata.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/ACLED-Asia-Conflict-Trends-Report-No.1-March-20151.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/oct/14/indian-writers-return-awards-in-protest-against-climate-of-intolerance
http://time.com/4055298/india-beef-muslim-lynched-killed-cow/
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/16-year-old-victim-of-udhampur-truck-attack-dies-in-delhi/1/501945.html
http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/bengaluru/BJP-Demands-CBI-Probe-Into-Murder-of-Right-Wing-Activist/2015/10/22/article3091444.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/bengaluru/BJP-Demands-CBI-Probe-Into-Murder-of-Right-Wing-Activist/2015/10/22/article3091444.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/rumour-over-beef-triggers-violence-near-delhi/article7947680.ece
http://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi/delhi-high-court-dismisses-plea-to-ban-cow-slaughter-sale-of-beef/story-Q7RdfDoGLAzj8Im0F2Q3JL.html


 

 

Peace in Myanmar? 

Myanmar recorded 254 battles in 2015, compared to Pa-
kistan’s 274. Geographically, Myanmar’s battles are con-
centrated largely in two of its northern states: Shan and 
Kachin (see Figure 8). This area of Myanmar recorded 
nearly as many battles as all of Pakistan.  

Since Myanmar’s coup d'etat in 1962, which transitioned 
the country to strict authoritarian military rule, the gov-
ernment has continued to stifle independence move-
ments from the mountainous areas of Shan and Kachin. 
For decades, local ethnic groups in these two states have 
taken up arms against the central government in an 
attempt to achieve independence. Though government 
and rebel leaders have signed several ceasefire agree-
ments over the years, constant violence between the gov-
ernment and ethnic rebel groups has persisted and no 
comprehensive, lasting peace has held.  

In October 2015, the government and eight rebel groups 
(The All Burma Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF), Ara-
kan Liberation Party, Chin National Front, Democratic Ka-
ren Benevolent Army, Karen National Liberation Army-
Peace Council, Karen National Union, Pa-O National Liber-
ation Organization and Shan State Army-South) signed a 
ceasefire agreement. The government agreed to remove 
the organizations from its list of terrorist groups and ex-
tend development assistance to the regions they gov-
erned. Several of the largest, most powerful groups, how-
ever, refused to sign the final document, citing ongoing 
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months of 2015. 

Critics assail BJP officials for condoning or exacerbating 
the violence. During the previous electoral campaign, 
then-candidate Modi garnered support by stoking fears of 
a “Pink Revolution”--i.e. an increase in cow slaughter (The 
Hindu, 2014). This might explain his notable silence in 
condemning the Dadri murder (Indian Express, 2015). But 
other BJP officials have also provoked tensions with vitri-
olic remarks. In December, the Chief Minister of Uttarak-
hand, a BJP official, threatened: “We warn them against a 
Dadri-like incident in Telangana. We can both give our 
lives and take life for the sake of protecting the 
cow.” (DNA, 2015) The hostility has affected legislative 
decorum as well. In November, a BJP leader threatened 
the Chief Minister of Karnataka, stating: “Let him eat 
beef...If he does so, he will be beheaded. We won’t think 
twice about that.” (Deccan Herald, 2015) And in October, 
BJP Legislative Assembly Members beat a fellow Muslim 
Legislator in Kashmir for serving beef at a private dinner 

party (BBC, 2015). 

Yet despite these offenses, BJP officials disavow pro-
moting intolerance (Indian Express, 2015). Moreover, 
they categorically deny that intolerance is even increas-
ing, pointing to the history of religious violence that exist-
ed prior to the party’s ascent. However, as the ACLED 
dataset indicates, and as anecdotal news reports suggest, 
Hindu extremists are increasingly attacking Indian Mus-
lims over perceived transgressions. 

Stemming the recent tide of religious clashes will prove 
difficult for a political party that commonly promotes a 
sectarian ideology for political expediency. As Stanford 
historian Audrey Truschke stated, since the end of coloni-
alism “the modern Hindu right has found tremendous 
political value in continuing to proclaim and create en-
demic Hindu-Muslim conflict” (Stanford, 2015). Although 
the recent spate of violence is a multifaceted issue, divi-
sive commentary and restrictive dietary laws are certainly 
not likely to abate the recent trend. 

military attacks that were displacing civilian populations. 
Groups that refused to sign included the United Wa State 
Army, the Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and Shan 
State Army-North (SSA-N). Other groups, such as the My-
anmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) and 
the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA), were not 
included in the talks due to the government’s refusal to 
recognize their legitimacy (Radio Free Asia, 2015). Leaders 

Figure 8:  Political Violence and Battles in Myanmar 

http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/modi-fears-a-pink-revolution/article5864109.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/modi-fears-a-pink-revolution/article5864109.ece
http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/why-is-pm-silent-on-dadri-lynching-asks-opposition/
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-telangana-bjp-mla-raja-singh-lodh-says-ready-to-kill-people-for-eating-beef-threatens-dadri-like-incident-2151031
http://www.deccanherald.com/content/509831/will-behead-cm8200if-he-eats.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-34473354
http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/bjp-hits-back-intolerance-campaign-to-derail-development/
http://news.stanford.edu/pr/2015/pr-sanskrit-mughal-empire-090915.html
http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/deal-10152015175051.html


 

 

Figure 9:  Conflict Types and Fatalities in Myanmar by  Month, 2015 
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from the TNLA expressed doubts the ceasefire would 
hold, citing past failures, ongoing military operations en-
dangering civilians, and the exclusion of important rebel 
groups (Radio Free Asia, 2015). Since October 2015, My-
anmar’s military leadership has targeted rebel groups in 
the North and East of the country, displacing thousands of 
civilians. 

Overall, violence occurring in Myanmar’s pockets of con-
flict declined in 2015 compared to previous years. The 
most active rebel groups that have refused to sign a 
ceasefire agreement with the government include the 
MNDAA, KIA, TNLA, and the Arakan Army (AA). Together, 
these groups accounted for 80% of all battles in Myan-
mar. MNDAA remained the only group that substantially 
increased their military offensive against Myanmar in 
2015, engaging in at least 15 clashes in 2014 while ACLED 
recorded 69 clashes in 2015, a 360% increase (Myanmar 
Peace Monitor, 2015). Though no numbers were available 
for previous years, ACLED recorded 12 battles involving 
the Arakan Army in 2015. The TNLA clashed at least 80 
times in 2012, 42 times in 2013, and 113 in 2014 
(Myanmar Peace Monitor, 2015). ACLED recorded TNLA 
engaging in 70 battles, 64 of which involved Myanmar’s 
armed forces, decreasing significantly from the previous 
year. The remaining 6 battles included clashes with rival 

political militias and a communal militia. Finally, the KIA’s 
violent encounters decreased markedly from more than 
2,400 in 2012, to less than 1500 encounters in 2013, to 
only 73 reported clashes in 2014. ACLED recorded 66 
battles involving the KIA in 2015. Despite KIA, TNLA and 
AA’s refusals to sign the most recent ceasefire agreement, 
the number of violent interactions against the govern-
ment committed by these groups during 2015 decreased 
significantly.  

Myanmar’s latest attempt at reaching a peace agreement 
was largely regarded as a political maneuver designed to 
sway election results in November 2015. Leader of Myan-
mar’s National League for Democracy Party, Aung San Suu 
Kyi was held under house arrest by the current regime for 
15 years. However,  Suu Kyi recently expressed support 
for the ceasefire, surprising many and spurring additional 
rebel groups to consider the proposition (Reuters, 2016).  
Suu Kyi’s historic opposition to the regime paired with her 
recent support for the ceasefire has spurred serious con-
sideration from major opposition groups and greater 
hope for a lasting, more inclusive peace between the gov-
ernment and Myanmar’s major rebel groups. After dec-
ades of broken peace accords and persistent conflict be-
tween Naypyidaw’s leadership and ethnic rebel groups, a 
lasting peace accord would significantly reshape domestic 

http://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/deal-10152015175051.html
http://mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/august/deci-myan-peace-process-2015-eng.pdf
http://mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/august/deci-myan-peace-process-2015-eng.pdf
http://mmpeacemonitor.org/images/2015/august/deci-myan-peace-process-2015-eng.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-politics-peace-idUSKCN0UQ2M620160112
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=Naypyidaw+Myanmar&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAOPgE-LQz9U3MKnIi1fiBLHM4guNSrRkspOt9HPykxNLMvPz9JPzS_NKiiqtkhMLMksScwD1YVNKNQAAAA&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjDodiE0u3KAhUF5iYKHQAqCGgQmxMIkQEoATAW
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security, governance capabilities, and potentially resource 
distribution to the ethnic majority regions in Myanmar. It 
is unlikely, however, that a lasting peace will come about 

In 2004, Thailand’s Pattani region experienced a noticea-
ble spike in violence, perpetrated by Muslim separatist 
groups seeking autonomy. Over the past 11 years, this 
southern border region—encompassing the provinces of 
Yala, Narathiwat and Pattani— has been engulfed in a 
lingering unrest. Conflict analysts at Deep South Watch 
have defined the situation as one of “protracted violence” 
as it has occurred every day in every month of every year 
since 2004 (Deep South Watch, 2011). ACLED’s data con-
firms the sporadic violence is chronic; in the past five 
years, ACLED has recorded 1,296 incidents related to 
Southern unrest, which include battles between military/
police forces and Muslim separatist groups, bombings in 
cities, villages, and rural roadsides, shootings targeting 
civilians, and other attacks. From 2010 to 2015,  the 
Patani region averaged 21.6 insurgency-related incidents 
per month, with some months experiencing much higher 
numbers while others, much lower. Although no discerna-
ble pattern exists in the frequency of attacks per month, it 
is undoubtedly pervasive. The variation in the frequency 
of violence has only further defines the nature of the con-
flict as one of volatility and uncertainty. 

The Emergence of Thailand’s Insurgency  

Thailand’s insurgency has its roots in an unsuccessful as-
similation process of the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries when the ruling elite in Bangkok attempted to cen-
tralize the nation.  Assimilation was least successful in the 
south where Malay Muslims remained attached to distinct 
identities and where the centralized conditions of 
Thailand’s political structure—in which governors are ap-
pointed and local elected officials hold little power—
furthers discontent within resident ethnic and religious 
minority groups (The Asia Foundation, 2013) who aren’t 
represented by central government-appointed officials. 
The main separatist movements in the south include or-
ganizations and cells made up of Malay Muslims, who 
attack in strong opposition to the Bangkok government 
and those who enforce the law: the Thai military, police 
and paramilitary patrols. These movements include the 
Pattani United Liberation Organization (PULO) and the 
National Revolutionary Front (BRN), but also other smaller 
cells. According to The Asia Foundation (2013), contesta-
tion over governance remains one of the primary drivers 
of conflict in this region of the world, and the demands of 

conflict actors have ranged from complete independence 
from Thailand, to greater local autonomy, to the removal 
of security forces. 

Comparing Violence in Bangkok and the South 

When compared alongside concurrent political and vio-
lent incidents  in Thailand’s capital, Bangkok, ACLED’s da-
ta  illuminates a pattern that could link the southern Mus-
lim insurgency to the country’s political instability. Since 
2006, Thailand has experienced frequent political turmoil, 
marked by a spate of mass protests, government takeo-
vers and violent attacks in Bangkok between demonstra-
tors, security forces and oftentimes bystanders. During 
these times when Bangkok erupted in political conflict 
(most notably in early 2010 and late 2012), violence in the 
south tended to diminish. 

Coup d’etats are nothing new for Thailand. Since Thailand 
became a constitutional monarchy in 1932, the nation has 
had 24 military coups, in addition to 18 constitutions and 
28 Prime Ministers  (International Business Times, 2014). 
The origin of Thailand’s recent unrest is traced back to 
2006 when a bloodless coup forced Prime Minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra from power. In late 2008, the succes-
sion of Abhisit Vejjajiva prompted a spate of rallies in sup-
port of Shinawatra. Between March and May 2010, tens 

with the continued exclusion of several prominent rebel 
groups that have vowed to continue their military cam-
paigns against the government.  

http://www.deepsouthwatch.org/sites/default/files/92_Analysis__eng_.pdf
http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/ContestedCornersOfAsia.pdf
http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/ContestedCornersOfAsia.pdf
http://www.ibtimes.com/thailands-political-instability-will-hit-its-economy-harder-previous-turbulent-times-1560828
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of thousands of United Front for Democracy Against Dic-
tatorship (UDD) supporters, dressed in emblematic red 
shirts, demanded the resignation of Vejjajiva. 91 people 
died in the violent clashes that ensued. 

During the outbreak of political violence in Bangkok in 
2010, there was a perceptible drop in violence in the 
south related to the Muslim insurgency. In March 2010, 
the numbers of insurgency-related attacks begin to drop 
to 24 that month. In April, there were 16 incidents, while 
May, only three—a significant decrease from the average 
of 25. Once the circumstances in Bangkok began to calm 
that June, the violence in the south returned to averaging 
about 25 incidents per month with no dramatic outliers 
(besides one uptick in October 2011) until 2012. 

In May 2012, Bangkok began to stir again as thousands 
of  “red shirts” rallied to commemorate the 2010 pro-
tests. Their opposition, the People’s Alliance for Democra-
cy (PAD),  known for donning yellow shirts in support of 
the monarchy and the military, also began to protest—
calling attention to a growing rift between the people, the 
government, and then Prime Minister Yingluck 
Shinawatra. There was widespread discontent with the 
strict lese-majeste law that protects Bangkok’s ruling elite 
among the red shirts. The yellow shirts were staunchly 
against a planned national reconciliation bill, as they be-
lieved the bill would allow Thaksin Shinawatra back into 
the country from a four-year self-imposed exile. In June, 
yellow-shirted PAD members blockaded parliament and 

began to intensify their protests in opposition to govern-
ment policies and their red shirt rivals (BBC, 2014). While 
resistance against the Prime Minister and her policies 
intensified throughout the fall months in Bangkok, 
Thailand’s south again grew relatively calmer—from May 
to December 2012, Muslim insurgent violence averaged 
less than 20 incidents per month, down from 25. 

The frequency of Muslim insurgent activity would dip 
once again during 2014, coinciding with heightened pro-
tests against the Yingluck administration. March recorded 
only  11  incidents, followed by 9, 15 and 14 in April, May 
and June respectively. From September 2014 into 2015, 
the average of Muslim insurgent attacks remained less 
than 11 per month, following a May 2014 coup when the 
Thai Army seized power from Shinawatra. 

When viewed holistically over the past six years and com-
pared alongside instability in Bangkok, the trend in the 
rise and fall of Southern Muslim insurgency reflects that 
the conflict is political, not solely religious, and is tied up 
within the context of Thailand’s larger political landscape. 
For years, however, the Thai government has struggled to 
explain the political element to the insurgency, and often 
blames the situation only on personal/ religious conflicts 
or criminal activity (Tony Blair Faith Foundation, 2014). 
This is because, unlike groups operating in other areas of 
the world, the Muslim separatist groups in Thailand are 
not vocal about their motives or practices; they rarely, if 
ever, claim responsibility for their attacks. They have no 
stated political allegiances. One possible explanation for 
this trend could be the fluctuation in media coverage dur-
ing political turmoil in Bangkok. During these periods of 
crisis, the media could be shifting its attention to the capi-
tol and reporting less vigilantly on events occurring in the 
south—skewing the numbers of attacks actually taking 
place. 

Although the recent numbers indicate a potential de-
crease in the frequency of insurgent attacks in the south, 
the 11-year history of the situation serves as a warning 
that this may only be a trough in the wave that could easi-
ly crest again during political shifts in Bangkok. The politi-
cal significance of Thailand’s southern unrest and its cor-
relation to changes in broader state policy are worthy of 
analysis (Deep South Watch, 2011). The enduring restless-
ness of Thailand’s politics as well as the inability of those 
in power to produce and/or show a committed interest in 
a cohesive plan of action in fighting the southern insur-
gency could also contribute to the fluctuations in the re-
gion’s violence. According to Human Rights Watch, the 
Thai government has done little to establish a credible 
and effective mechanism to investigate the problems that 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-29628191
http://tonyblairfaithfoundation.org/religion-geopolitics/country-profiles/thailand/situation-report
http://www.deepsouthwatch.org/sites/default/files/92_Analysis__eng_.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/27/thailand-insurgents-target-buddhist-monks-0
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have generated discord among the southern  population 
(2015), such as corruption and abuse against Malay Mus-
lims. The problem of insurgency has remained of little 
concern to Bangkok because it has not significantly im-
pacted the government’s power and it has not been wide-
ly published in foreign media. The conflict remains largely 
free from international censure.  Over the years, peace 
talks between the Thai government and separatist groups 
have failed repeatedly due to lingering divides between 
insurgent factions as well as Bangkok’s lack of commit-
ment. But in August 2015,  the military-run Thai govern-
ment along with the Malaysian government entered into 
its third round of closed-door peace talks with separatist 
groups in Kuala Lumpur.  These 2015 talks were made 
possible by more systematic efforts by Thailand’s leaders 
and the formation of Mara Patani—an umbrella organiza-
tion for several of Thailand’s  separatist groups: Barisan 
Revolusi Nasional (BRN), Gerakan Mujahideen Islam 
Patani (GIMP), Barisan Islam Pembebasan Patani, and 
three factions of Patani Liberation Organisation (PLO) 
(Channel NewsAsia, 2015). Mara Patani’s goal remains 
sovereignty and the right of self-determination, despite 
Thailand’s previous refusal to grant this regional autono-
my. Although nothing concrete emerged from the closed-
door talks, public talks will continue in 2016, after Mara 
Patani has had time to look over a three-point proposal 
issued by the Thai government in November (Bangkok 
Post, 2015). 

Changes in the Characteristics of Southern Violence:  

Decrease in Civilian Deaths 

Most casualties resulting from the insurgency have been 
civilians (Human Rights Watch, 2015). While civilian 
deaths attributed to attacks by Southern Muslim Sepa-
ratists are still frequent in Thailand, ACLED data con-
cludes  that incidents of violence against civilians has de-
creased notably since 2013. From 2010-2013, events clas-
sified as violence against civilians ranged from around 70 
to 100 annually, while only 28 events were reported in 
2014 and 25 in 2015. In the past two years, civilian deaths 
have been occurring more frequently as collateral dam-
age from attacks aimed at military, police and local lead-
ers, and less because the civilians  were the outright tar-
gets themselves. 

This decrease in attacks targeting civilians could indicate a 
change in the insurgent groups’ tactics to minimize loss of 
life while still drawing attention to themselves and exhib-
iting their military prowess. This is firmly in line with the 
increased use of roadside bombs in rural areas rather 
than urban spaces where casualty rates would be much 

higher. Additionally, in 2015 there were 12 attacks on 
local infrastructure such as power poles and electronic 
transformers, in some cases causing mass blackouts 
(Bangkok Post, 2015). The objective of these attacks is 
also not to inflict mass casualties, but rather to create an 
inconvenient spectacle and show a willingness to inno-
vate with their attacks and instigate chaos. 

Buddhists and Teachers as Targets 

Southern Muslim Separatists in Thailand remain deliber-
ate and discriminate in their choice of targets, selecting 
targets that they perceive as symbols of their political 
struggle. Most frequently, the insurgents choose victims 
that are  icons of the Thai state such as local government 
officials and village headmen, or kanman. Malay Muslim 
insurgent groups operating in Thailand’s south also per-
ceive civilians affiliated with the educational system as 
representatives of  state oppression due to the schools’ 
direct ties to the national government (Human Rights 
Watch, 2010) and frequently launch attacks near schools 
and on students and teachers. 

As a result of this trend, the Thai government ordered 
government security forces to be stationed at many 
schools to provide protection (Human Rights Watch, 
2010). These police and military officials in turn have be-
come targets in their own right and attacks against these 
patrols have escalated over the past five years. In 2015, 
ACLED recorded 14 attacks on school-related targets, 
slightly higher than the average of 10 per year since 2010. 
This tactic has been used to spread terror among students 
and teachers and is highly disruptive to the quality of edu-
cation in the southern provinces, as is the presence of 
armed government forces on school properties. 

Buddhists are also repeated targets, as separatists see 
Buddhists’ presence in the southern provinces as a mark 
of the infiltration of Buddhist Thai culture. Separatists 

Figure 12:  Reported Fatalities in Thailand 2010-2015 

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/thai-army-muslim-rebels/2075844.html
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/general/781081/mara-patani-govt-talks-to-start-in-2016
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/general/781081/mara-patani-govt-talks-to-start-in-2016
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/07/27/thailand-insurgents-target-buddhist-monks-0
http://www.bangkokpost.com/archive/eight-bombings-kill-six-in-south/619900
https://www.hrw.org/de/node/256125
https://www.hrw.org/de/node/256125
https://www.hrw.org/de/node/256125
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have declared that Buddhists should not live in these 
provinces (Human Rights Watch, 2007), and continue to 
target Buddhist civilians explicitly on the basis of their 
ethnicity. There have been on average five attacks on 
Buddhist targets in Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat each 
year since 2010. During the Songkran holiday in April 
2015, there was a series of attacks against Buddhist civil-
ians following intelligence reports that the separatists 
would launch attacks on Buddhists during the holiday 
(Bangkok Post, 2015). Eight deaths were reported in one 
incident during the holiday. 

Scant Coverage of the Southern Conflict 

Over the past five years, there has also been a grave un-
der-reporting of this still active insurgency. According to 
Peace Direct, “the conflict in Thailand’s southern border 
provinces is one of the world’s least known” (2015), based 
on a lack of consistent and thorough reporting both with-
in domestic and foreign media. Thailand’s faltering politi-
cal system, however, has captured the media’s attention, 
thanks to years of military and parliamentary interven-
tions, ever-emerging corruption and the deepening of 
political divides. While Bangkok’s instability is certainly 
newsworthy, the statistics over this six year period point 
to a situation that continues to smolder in the 
south.  Analysts at the International Business Times agree 
that while Thai media focuses on the problems in Bangkok 
and global media cover crises elsewhere in the world, “a 
silent war continues to rage in the remote southern re-
gions of Thailand” (2014). 

From 2010 to 2015, there were a total of 502 violent 
events and 26 fatalities reported in Bangkok stemming 
from political tensions. During the same five years, the 
southern border provinces of Yala, Pattani, Songkhla and 
Narathiwat, experienced 466 instances of remote vio-
lence alone, in addition to 277 incidents of violence 
against civilians, 272 battles between government forces 
and militant groups, and 29 instances of non-violent but 
chaos-inducing attacks. This totals 1044 violent events 
with 812 fatalities. These numbers suggests a more active 

insurgency. 1044 events were reported, though con-
sistent concerns of poor media coverage in the south re-
veal perhaps an even more significant problem. Of the 
nine countries ACLED covers in the Asian sub-continent, 
Thailand’s level of political violence ranks fourth behind 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh—countries with popula-
tions that more than double that of Thailand. The Global 
Terrorism Index 2015, released by Sydney-based Institute 
for Economics and Peace, ranked Thailand as tenth after 
analyzing patterns in terrorism and measuring its impact 
in over 162 countries (2015).  Thailand’s ranking remains 
unchanged from 2014, a year in which it saw a 16 percent 
increase from 2013, signalling a need for not only more 
international coverage and awareness of Thailand’s insur-
gency, but also a serious commitment from the Thai gov-
ernment to ending it. 

Since Thailand's military junta took power, it has vowed 
to end the insurgency and has taken steps to boost coor-
dination between security forces, establish a network of 
checkpoints, and initiate a drive to collect fingerprints and 
DNA in hopes of making insurgent operation more diffi-
cult. But analysts agree that any success will need to in-
volved a dedicated and consistent commitment from the 
government that involves addressing local grievances to 
avoid further alienation and increase trust in the region. 
The problem has been the inability to achieve lasting trust 
between the Thai government and insurgent groups over 
time—which can be attributed to frequent political shifts 
and changes of power in Bangkok. 

Though Thailand’s Southern Muslim Insurgency remains 
confined to its southernmost provinces, the atmosphere 
of chaos paired with the inability (or lack of desire) of the 
Thai government to contain the violence suggests other 
violent actors could take advantage of the lack of govern-
ment control and base their operations out of the south. 
While currently there are few fears about external ex-
tremist groups operating out of Thailand, the southern 
region should be carefully watched to avoid creating an 
environment fertile for the growth of foreign extremist 
groups. 

This material is based upon work supported by,  
or in part by, the U.S. Army Research Office  

grant number W911NF-09-1-0077 under the Minerva  
Initiative of the U.S. Department of Defense.  
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