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Back to the Body Count: The Lack of Reliable Data on the Wars in 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan 

• As long as one only uses one source, there seem to be useful data on the levels of combat and terrorist activity in 
Afghanistan, and valid comparisons with the similar combat and terrorist activity in Iraq and Pakistan. The moment one 
states comparing official NCTC, DoD, ISAF, and UN estimates, however, is becomes obvious that no clearly reliable data exist.  

• Chart One shows that the NCTC estimates that Afghanistan ranked highest in terms of global terrorism in 2011 in both the 
number of attacks (2,872) and deaths (3,353), followed by Iraq and Pakistan.  

It should be noted, however, that the Afghan totals for attacks and deaths in 2011 – the peak year so far in the Afghan war 
– were only marginally smaller than the totals for Iraq (2,265 attacks and 3,063 dead)  – a nation where the war is supposed 
to have been won. Pakistan ranked third with about half the number of attacks (1,436) and roughly than two-third of the 
deaths (2,033) that took place in Afghanistan and Iraq.  

The problem is, as the following comparisons show, there is no way to no what these number really mean or estimate their 
reliability. 

• Chart Two shows the NCTC estimate of the number of kidnappings It shows the dangers of relying on counts from even a 
single source. The patterns in kidnappings followed very different patterns from the patterns in attacks and deaths. Somalia 
led with 2,527. Afghanistan was next with 902, about one-third of the Somalia total. Pakistan had 430, and Iraq had 111. 
This illustrates one of many studies showing that deaths alone do not provide a meaningful metric of the violence in combat, 
particularly in political wars like insurgencies. 

• Chart Three begins to provide a baseline for showing the problems in today’s equivalent of the “body counts” in Vietnam. 
It shows that the NCTC estimates that the Iraq War produced far more attacks and deaths at its peak than Afghanistan – with 
roughly six times as many in Iraq 2007 as Afghanistan had in 2011. As noted earlier, however, “peace” in Iraq in 2011 was 
close to being as violent as war in Afghanistan in both total numbers and relative to total population.  

As becomes clear from the Charts that follow, however, other sources for Afghanistan  raise critical questions as to what the 
NCTC data mean and their utility. 

• Chart Four shows the Department of Defense estimate of the total number of security incidents in Afghanistan in 2009-
2011. It illustrates just how radically different counts of combat activity can be. If the DoD counts of security incidents are 
compared with the NCTC counts in Chart Three, the monthly counts in the DoD data for 2010 and 2011 often equally or 
exceeded the total annual counts for the NCTC. Unfortunately, neither count is defined well enough to explain the 
differences. 

2 



• Chart Five shows the latest ISAF counts of enemy initiated attacks. These are notably lower than the totals for 2010 and 
2011, and could track with the DoD data – although the different ways DoD and ISAF count IED attacks makes this highly 
uncertain.  

The ISAF counts of enemy initiated attacks should be closer to the counts the NCTC makes of terrorism – which seems to be 
applied to most insurgent combat activity and not an actual count of terrorism. Once again, however, there is no 
comparison. The ISAF monthly count of enemy initiated attacks during 2010 and 2011 often equals or exceeds the NCTC 
count for the entire year.  

• Chart Six shows the latest ISAF count of IED explosions – not total IED activity – and mine strikes.  The patterns for 2010 
and 2011, and for the first half of 2011 do not show the same trends as total number of security incidents or enemy initiated 
attacks. This again illustrates why one set of metrics is not a meaningful measure of combat activity or intensity, and can be 
used to spin a level of success that may not actually exist. This is particularly true if the insurgency is focusing on the political 
dimension of war and limited direct engagement with its enemy.  

• Chart Seven shows the UN count of total security incidents in Afghanistan in 2009, 2010, and 2011. The counts compare 
as follows: For 2009, the NCTC count of attacks is 2,124 and the UN count is 11,524  – or 443 percent higher. For 2010, the 
NCTC count of attacks is 3,346 and the UN count is 19,403 – or 480 percent higher. For 2011, the NCTC count of attacks is 
2,872 and the UN count is 22,903 – or 697 percent higher.  

The UN counts could conceivably track with the DoD and ISAF counts, but there is no way to tell. They cannot conceivably 
track with the NCTC counts. The NCTC attack counts are also the only ones showing a peak in 2010, and comparisons with 
later counts of deaths and injured make it even harder to see any consistent patterns or possible explanations. These may 
exist, but the is no way any user of the information can know this, or what any given source and count really means. 

• Charts Eight and Nine show the ISAF counts of civilian deaths in Afghanistan. The total count of insurgent-inflicted deaths 
for 2011 in Chart Nine is compared with the annual NCTC estimate for 2011 in Chart Three. Chart Three shows the 2011 
NCTC estimate of terrorism related deaths to be 3,353, and the ISAF Charts Eight and Nine report a count of 3,150 civilian 
deaths in 2011 in Afghanistan.  
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• Chart Ten shows the UN count of total civilian deaths in Afghanistan by year. The UN figure for total deaths in 2011 is 
3,021. The ISAF figure for insurgent-caused deaths is  approximately 3,150 --  when it should be much lower if the UN and 
ISAF counts were comparable. The NCTC count is 2033. Once again, there is no correlation between the differences in counts 
of attacks in each source and the differences in counts of deaths. 

• Chart Eleven shows the NCTC count of attacks, attacks producing at least one major act of violence, and people killed, 
injured, and kidnapped as a result of terrorism. The NCTC data illustrate a key point constantly forgotten in official US war 
reporting, and most media. The number of dead is not a useful measure of the intensity of fighting or the number of people 
who suffer, and is of little value in measuring the impact of a political struggle like an insurgency.  

The totals for people killed, injured, and kidnapped are far higher than for killed, and do not correlate closely to the trends 
in deaths shown in earlier charts. Moreover, Iraq is notably more violent than Afghanistan in 2011. Iraq is 33% higher in 
killed, injured, and kidnapped while Afghanistan is 9% higher in deaths. 

• Chart Twelve reinforces this point. The UN count of deaths and injuries is also far higher than of deaths alone and reveals 
sharply different patterns in cause. Once again, however, the comparisons between the UN data and NCTC data are virtually 
inexplicable The NCTC totals for people killed, injured, and kidnapped cover the entire year, while the UN counts for civilian 
deaths and injuries IEDs, target killings, and suicide/complex attacks only cover six months.  

The NCTC total for 2009, however, is 7,588 for the entire year, and the UN total is 1,895 for the first six months. The NCTC 
total for 2010 is 9,035, and the UN count for the first six months is only 2,318. The NCTC total for 2012  2011 is 9,171, and 
the UN count for the first six months is only 2,009. Even if one more than doubles the UN count to allow for the differences 
in the campaign season, , there is no way the NCTC and UN counts can be remotely comparable. 

• Chart Thirteen shows latest  the UN estimate of who is responsible for civilian deaths. These do still show that the 
insurgents are clearly responsible for 80%. And since most “unknown” are either insurgents or the result of local fights, the 
US and ISAF are unlikely to be much higher than 10-12% in 2012, versus around 15% in 2010. Once again, however, there is 
no consensus or transparency, and the methodology seems likely to grossly overstate US and ISAF responsibility for Afghan 
civilian suffering since the insurgents produce far more wounded with IEDs and their attack methods. 

It must be stressed that these problems do not show that any of the different sets of counts did not come out of not valid efforts 
to try to measure the intensity and trends in the fighting. It is obvious, however, that none are properly explained, and that 
perceptible effort has been to examine the methods and counts in other sources in depth. The data also warn that counts of  
given types of attacks alone, or that focus on deaths rather than the overall impact of combat and terrorism, are inherently too 
limited to be valid metrics for summarizing key trends. 
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Chart One: NCTC Ranking of Terrorism: 2011 

National Counterterrorism Center, Report on Terrorism 2011, March 2012, p. 9 
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Chart Two: Patterns in Kidnappings – Top 15 Countries: 2011  

National Counterterrorism Center, Report on Terrorism 2011, March 2012, p. 13.  
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Role of Al Qaida in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan:  

Attacks & Deaths 2007-2011  

National Counterterrorism Center, Report on Terrorism 2011, March 2012, pp. 9-10. 

• The Near East and South Asia suffered 7,721 attacks and 9,236 deaths. The majority of 
those occurred in just three countries—Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan—which, together, 
accounted for 85 percent of attacks in these regions and almost 64 percent of attacks 
worldwide. While attacks in Afghanistan and Iraq decreased from 2010 by 14 and 16 
percent, respectively, attacks in Pakistan increased by 8 percent. 

• Sunni extremists accounted for the greatest number of terrorist attacks and fatalities for 
the third consecutive year. More than 5,700 incidents were attributed to Sunni extremists, 
accounting for nearly 56 percent of all attacks and about 70 percent of all fatalities.  

• Among this perpetrator group, al-Qa‘ida (AQ) and its affiliates were responsible for at least 
688 attacks that resulted in almost 2,000 deaths, while the Taliban in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan conducted over 800 attacks that resulted in nearly 1,900 deaths. Secular, political, 
and anarchist groups were the next largest category of perpetrators, conducting 2,283 
attacks with 1,926 fatalities, a drop of 5 percent and 9 percent, respectively, from 2010.  

• • Attacks by AQ and its affiliates increased by 8 percent from 2010 to 2011. A significant 
increase in attacks by al-Shabaab, from 401 in 2010 to 544 in 2011, offset a sharp decline in 
attacks by al-Qa‘ida in Iraq (AQI) and a smaller decline in attacks by al-Qa‘ida in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) and al-Qa‘ida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).  
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Chart Three: NCTC Estimate of Trends in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 

Pakistan: Attacks & Deaths 2007-2011  

National Counterterrorism Center, Report on Terrorism 2011, March 2012, p. 10.  

Trend analysis for Afghanistan includes inconsistent source reporting between 15 November and 31 December 2011.  

Iraq Afghanistan Pakistan 
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Chart Four: Department of Defense  Estimate of Major 
Security Incidents 2009-2011 

9 Source: DoD, “Report on Progress Towards Security and Stability in Afghanistan; US Plan for Sustaining the Afghan National Security Forces, Section 
1203 Report, October 2011, p. 74. 

. 

All data reflect data from the Afghanistan Mission Network CIDNE as of September 30, 2011. Security incidents include direct fire, indirect fire, surface-to-
air fire, and IED events. IED events include IED explosions, IEDs found and ,cleared, mine explosions, and mines found and cleared. 

9/25/2012 



 
Chart Five: ISAF Estimate of Trends in Enemy Initiated Attacks in 

Afghanistan: 2009-2012  
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Chart Six: ISAF Estimate of Trends in IED Attacks in Afghanistan: 2009-

2012  
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Chart Seven: UNDP/UNAMA Estimate of Total Security 
Incidents in Afghanistan: 2009-2011 

  

+68% 

+18% 

Source: UNDP, Afghanistan Annual Report, 2011; Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, January 2012. 



 
Chart Eight: Comparative ISAF Estimate of Civilian Deaths in 

Afghanistan: 2009-2012  
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Chart Nine: Comparative ISAF Estimate of Civilian Deaths in 

Afghanistan: 2011 
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Chart Ten: UNAMA/UNDP: Civilian Deaths by Year: 2007-
2011 

Source: UNDP, Afghanistan Annual Report, 2011; Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict, January 2012, pp. 1-4. 
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2011 marked the fifth consecutive year in which UNAMA documented an increase in civilian casualties in Afghanistan. 11,864 civilians have 
been killed in the conflict since 2007. UNAMA documented 3,021 civilian deaths in 2011, an increase of eight percent over 2010 (2,790 
civilian deaths) and a 25 percent increase from 2009 (2,412 civilian deaths. Anti-Government Elements caused 2,332 conflict-related deaths 
of Afghan civilians in 2011, up14 percent from 2010. 77 percent of all conflict-related civilian deaths in 2011 were attributed to Anti-
Government Elements. 410 civilian deaths resulted from the operations of Pro-Government Forces, down four percent from 2010.22 14 
percent of all conflict-related civilian deaths were attributed to Pro-Government Forces in 2011. A further 279 civilian deaths, or nine percent 
of the total, could not be attributed to a particular party to the conflict. 
 



 
Chart Eleven: Incidents of Terrorism in Iraq and Afghanistan:  

Attacks & Deaths 2007-2011  

US State Department Report on Terrorism 2011, July 31 2012, National Counterterrorism Center: Annex of Statistical Information, 
http://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2011/195555.htm 
  

Attacks are limited to attacks against noncombatant targets. Numbers represented in table for 2007 through 2010 
have been updated since the 2010 publication and are based on data in the Worldwide Incidents Tracking Systems 
www.nctc.gov..  
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Chart Twelve: UN Estimates of Deaths and Total Major Injuries  

January-June 2009-2012  
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Chart Thirteen: Comparative UN Estimate of Perpetrator  of Civilian 

Deaths in Afghanistan: 2009-2012  
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Source: All material is excerpted from Afghanistan Mid-year Report on Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict: 2012, August 8, 2012, 
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=42646&Cr=afghan&Cr1=.  
  

3,225 Total 3,654 Total 3,099 Total 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=42646&Cr=afghan&Cr1


 
Methodology 

US State Department Report on Terrorism 2011, July 31 2012, National Counterterrorism Center: Annex of Statistical Information, 
http://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/crt/2011/195555.htm 
  

19 

According to the NCTC 2011 Report on Terrorism, in compiling the figures of terrorist incidents that are included in the 
State Department’s Country Reports on Terrorism (CRT) and the NCTC’s own report on terrorism (NRT), NCTC uses the 
definition of terrorism found in Title 22, which provides that terrorism is “premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents.” (See, 22 U.S.C. § 2656f(d)[2]).  
 
NCTC maintains its statistical information on the U.S. government’s authoritative and unclassified database on terrorist 
acts, the Worldwide Incidents Tracking System (WITS). The primary function of WITS is to provide terrorism statistics to the 
Department of State for preparation of its annual report. WITS uses a well-defined methodology that involves documented 
coding practices for categorizing and enumerating relevant statistics. WITS is accessible on the NCTC Web site, www. 
nctc.gov, providing the public with a transparent view of the NCTC data. The data posted to the website is updated on a 
quarterly basis, pursuant to a rigorous 90-day review and vetting process. The statistical material in this unclassified report 
is drawn from terrorism incidents that occurred in 2011, as reported in open source information. This open source 
material is the most comprehensive resource that NCTC can use to compile and provide the statistical data necessary to 
the Department of State to fulfill its legislative reporting requirements.  
 
While open source material provides an unparalleled expanse of information, the credibility of sources may vary. For 
example, the ability of WITS to provide specific details on incident victims, the perpetrators responsible, or the extent of 
the damage incurred is limited by access to reliable open source reporting. Moreover, incidents that involve few casualties 
or occur in restricted or remote areas may appear in only a limited selection of open sources.  
 
NCTC cautions against using attack data alone to determine the effectiveness of counterterrorism efforts to prevent 
incidents or reduce terrorist capacity. Counting protocols in sorting data are necessary but often require the subjective 
judgment of the person or agency compiling the data. For example, NCTC dictates that events identified as simultaneous 
and coordinated be recorded as one attack. As such, when over 15 attacks targeting three different cities took place in 
Nigeria between December 22 and 23, 2011, NCTC counted them as a single event because they were coordinated 
according to a central plan. Other counting protocols may register these attacks as 15 separate incidents. Additionally, 
annual comparisons of the total number of attacks alone do not measure terrorist threat for the basic reason that many 
attacks may cause little harm, while one single attack may harm many.  
 
As such, this NRT is provided for general statistical purposes only. Observations made on this statistical material relating to 
the frequency, intensity, or nature of the incidents are offered only as part of the analytic work of NCTC.  


