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Summary 
 

 At a minimum, 134,000 civilians have been killed by war's violence since 2003 in 
Iraq. But, as described below, many deaths in Iraq were unreported or unrecorded: thus, 
this number, based on tallies of government and press reports, is an undercount. If a full 
recording of Iraqi violent deaths due to war were to be made, the toll could be twice as 
high, according to Iraq Body Count (IBC), the one organization that has attempted to 
document all the violent deaths in Iraq that have resulted from the initiation of war ten 
years ago. Thus, the toll of violent death due to war may be 250,000 or more people.  
 The number of Iraqi men, women and children who been seriously injured in the 
war is about the same as the number killed.  
 In addition, many times the number killed by direct violence have likely died due 
to the effects of the destruction of Iraq's infrastructure.   
 Some of these numbers are disputed: some officials might argue that this is an 
over-estimate of the effects of war on Iraqi civilians; many more would argue that these 
estimates are too cautious.  
 But two facts are indisputable. First, direct violence continues to harm civilians in 
Iraq. In other words, Iraq is still at war. And, second, the continued parlous state of Iraq's 
physical infrastructure and public health system will lead to more indirect deaths over 
the coming years despite efforts by governments, international organizations, and 
international humanitarian organizations such as the ICRC and Handicap International, to 
repair Iraq's infrastructure.  While much more research is needed on the health effects of 
war on Iraqi civilians, and on the causes of both direct and indirect civilian death, injury, 
and illness, the need to repair Iraq's infrastructure is urgent. 
 
 

Overview of Direct Violent Death and Indirect Death 
 

 When the United States invaded Iraq ten years ago, U.S. officials were at great 
pains to underscore their commitment to avoid harm to Iraqi civilians.   A few weeks 
before the March 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld said, 
"If force becomes necessary, it is clear that coalition forces would take great care to 
avoid civilian casualties."2 When the U.S. invaded Iraq, President George W. Bush said, "I 
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want Americans and all the world to know that coalition forces will make every effort to 
spare innocent civilians from harm."3  About two years into the war, President Bush 
acknowledged, ''I would say 30,000, more or less, have died as a result of the initial 
incursion and the ongoing violence against Iraqis."4 
 All told, the invasion and occupation led to hundreds of thousands of deaths and 
injuries in a country that is now experiencing less violence than at the peak of the 
fighting, but is still more violent than before the U.S. invasion.  Iraq Body Count uses 
data from public records and an estimate based on the Iraq War Logs. Adding their count 
to what the Iraq War Logs are likely to yield, shows that about 134,000 civilians have 
been killed in direct violence due to war between the invasion and early March 2013.5  
But, as IBC noted several times, public reports of deaths are incomplete: "the current 
death toll could be around twice the numbers recorded by IBC and the various official 
sources in Iraq." They hasten to add, however that, "We do not think it could possibly be 
10 times higher."6 
 The Iraq war produced the kinds of casualties associated with every war — direct 
deaths and injuries due to combat related violence; violent deaths and injuries due to 
lawlessness following the breakdown of the state, e.g. revenge killing; deaths due to 
accidents related to military occupation, such as traffic crashes caused by military 
convoys or at checkpoints; and the indirect harm to health that results from the 
destruction of infrastructure and the lingering environmental effects of war. 

The focus of this section is on deaths due to armed violence, in other words, 
combat and other war-related violence, such as air strikes, cross-fire, suicide bombs, 
sectarian killing, massacres and assassinations. Both the Iraq Body Count (IBC) and the 
Brookings Institution's "Iraq Index" count more than 115,000 civilian deaths due to 
armed violence between 2003 and December 2011.7 More Iraqis have died since the 
United States concluded its Operation New Dawn at the end of 2011.  Add to this the 
number of civilian deaths that were unrecorded at the time, but which are to be 
described in other logs, and Iraq Body Count estimates that about 134,000 civilians 
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have been killed in direct violence due to war between the invasion and early March 
2013.8 
 As Figure 1 illustrates, the peak of violent civilian death occurred between 2004 
and 2008. The war's violence diminished after 2008, although it certainly did not end for 
civilians. If trends continue, another 4,000 or so Iraqis can be expected to die this year 
from continued violence.  In addition to the civilian toll through December 2011, more 
than 4,480 U.S soldiers were killed in the war, and more than 10,000 Iraqi police and 
Iraqi military forces were killed by insurgents or in friendly fire incidents from June 2003 
through July 2011.9  Iraqi military and insurgent deaths may number more than 30,000 
additional deaths.  If violence continues at its current rate, an additional 3,500 – 4,000 
people will be killed in Iraq in 2013.   

 
 

Figure 1. Number of Iraqi Violent Civi l ian Deaths Due to War, 2003- 201210 
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 In addition, likely several times that number of Iraqi civilians have died due to the 
effects of war, the so-called "indirect deaths" that are a consequence of the destruction 
of Iraqi infrastructure and other war-induced or war-related conditions such as internal 
displacement and starvation.  A reasonable estimate is that indirect deaths number 2 to 
4 times the number of direct deaths.  
 The indirect death toll may be much higher than that. This is because, despite 
the relatively sophisticated state of Iraq's health care and physical infrastructure before 
the 2003 war, the 1991 war, and the years of sanctions that followed, had already 
crippled Iraq's health care system and weakened its people, while the years of war 
following the 2003 invasion further devastated Iraq's medical and physical 
infrastructure.11  The extra burden to Iraqis wrought by a decade of war and subsequent 
unrest — of physical and emotional stress, malnutrition, disease, environmental pollution, 
loss of medical personnel, and destruction of medical facilities — has translated into a 
miserable environment for many Iraqis. 
 But there have been many arguments over just how many have died, and how to 
count: the bottom line is that no one knows for sure. Although it is difficult to estimate 
with precision, indirect deaths, in other wars, tend to outnumber direct deaths.  
Research has yielded an extremely crude rule of thumb: "between three and 15 times as 
many people die indirectly for every person who dies violently."12 The question is how to 
tell which conflicts are associated with which scale of indirect death.  The Geneva 
Declaration Secretariat, which closely examined data from armed conflicts occurring in 
the period of 2004-2007, suggests that, "a reasonable average estimate would be a 
ratio of four indirect deaths to one direct death in contemporary conflicts."13  Beth 
Osborne Daponte estimated in 1993 that of the total deaths from the 1991 Gulf War in 
Iraq, civilian wartime deaths comprised less than 2 percent of all deaths due to the war. 
"In the Gulf war, far more persons died from postwar health effects than from direct war 
effects."14  The Iraq war begun in March 2003 was more devastating than the relatively 
short Gulf War a decade earlier. It would not be surprising then that indirect war death in 
Iraq from 2003 to 2013 was very high. Moreover, as with other wars, the indirect health 
effects of Iraq's most recent war and occupation will continue for many years after the 
war ends. 
 
 

How Much of this Kil l ing is "Collateral Damage"? 
 

The number of civilians killed and injured directly in Iraq by the U.S. military and 
its coalition between the start of the war in 2003 and the U.S. military's almost 
complete exit in late 2011 is not yet known and may never be known with certainty.  For 
example, there is no good count of traffic incident deaths caused by U.S. and coalition 
forces, though the compensation records of the Foreign Claims Act program in Iraq, 
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when fully available, may suggest how many have died in non-combat related incidents.15  
Despite enormous media attention to incidents where soldiers violate the laws of war, a 
small portion of civilian deaths at coalition hands occurred when soldier's deliberately 
killed Iraqi civilians — perhaps about 1 percent.16  Rather, the majority of the civilians 
killed by the U.S. and other coalition members were "collateral damage" — the 
Pentagon's term of art for the inadvertent (although often foreseeable) killing of civilians 
in war.  
 Before the March 2003 U.S. invasion, the Pentagon invited reporters to hear how 
civilian casualties would be minimized in the air war.17  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff Richard Myers emphasized that in U.S. "targeting, we'll go to extraordinary lengths 
to protect non-combatants and civilians and — and facilities that should not be struck. 
And we always do that [sic]."18 The use of precision weapons was highlighted by U.S. 
officials, and when civilians were killed, U.S. military spokespersons tended to emphasize 
the great care that had been taken to minimize effects on civilians.  American leaders did 
not predict a swift military victory, but neither did they plan for a prolonged war, the 
following insurgency and counterinsurgency, or the sectarian violence and criminality 
that raged for many years.  As promised, the U.S. did go to some lengths to keep harm 
to to a minimum.  There is no disputing the fact that if the U.S. had not taken as much 
care as it did, many more civilians would have been killed.  However, "collateral damage" 
and, much more rarely, deliberate killing of civilians occurred during the U.S. war and 
occupation.   
 During the height of the war both massacres or civilians (war crimes) and 
"collateral damage" became a huge political-military concern for the Bush Administration. 
Officials began to argue that Iraqi civilian casualties were counterproductive to the goals 
of U.S. fighting.  The goal was "liberation." As President Bush argued, "A liberated Iraq 
can show the power of freedom to transform that vital region, by bringing hope and 
progress into the lives of millions."19   
 While there were news reports of civilian killing that reached the American public, 
there was also a steady stream of information about civilian killing — both massacres 
and collateral damage killing — making its way to the top U.S. commanders in Iraq.  For 
example, in 2005 United States Lieutenant General Peter Chiarelli identified the large 
number of civilian deaths at US checkpoints as a military problem because it created 
resentment and hatred that fueled the insurgency in Iraq. "We have people who were on 
the fence or supported us who in the last two years or three years have in fact decided 
to strike out against us. And you have to ask: Why is that? And I would argue in many 
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instances we are our own worst enemy."20 Chiarelli argued that if fewer civilians were 
killed in escalation of force incidents at checkpoints, "I think that will make our soldiers 
safer."21 

Iraq Body Count documented 14,781 violent deaths directly caused by the U.S. 
coalition from 2003-2011 during the U.S. war and occupation.22  This is 13 percent of all 
violent deaths during that period.  Almost half of the U.S. and coalition caused collateral 
damage deaths occurred during the first 12 months of the fighting and occupation.  IBC 
also notes that a full analysis of the WikiLeaks War Logs, which are the U.S. military's 
own records, may add more than 12,000 deaths besides those they have already 
incorporated from the Wikileaks data.23  If so, and if the ratio of 13 percent holds or is 
even as low as 10 percent, at a minimum, an additional 1,200 deaths could be attributed 
direction to the bombs and bullets of the U.S., bringing the total of U.S. caused civilian 
deaths to more than 16,000.24   

This apportioning of responsibility for civilian killing is, in a way arbitrary. Under 
international law of occupation the U.S. military and its coalition partners were 
responsible for the security of Iraq during the occupation.  Iraqi many of the reported 
deaths discussed below by "unknown" perpetrators, and many unrecorded deaths may 
have been at the hands of Iraqi military and police who used the occupation as a cover 
for settling scores and establishing a political-military order that suited them. 

 
 

Arguing about the Numbers 
 

 Nothing is simple about counting and accounting for civilian death in Iraq. The 
total number of civilians killed in Iraq, and by whose hands, is hotly contested for two 
basic reasons: politics and the considerable difficulty of counting casualties in any war.  
The politics of counting casualties is complex, while the disputes about counting have 
their own political repercussions — namely that arguing about the counting focuses 
attention on the counting, but not so much on the actual dead and wounded and how 
they came to harm.   

As with the tendency to low-ball the budgetary costs of the Iraq war, there has 
been a tendency to minimize the harm of the war to Iraqis.  In the early years of the war, 
minimization was easy: no one in the U.S. military kept systematic account of civilian war 
deaths. Specifically, the U.S. military apparently did not make a systematic account of 
Iraqi casualties in the early weeks of the war, nor did it make public many estimates or 
detailed accounts of civilian death unless in response to an undeniable tragedy. The U.S. 
Department of Defense began to make more of its data public over the years, but the 
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releases were periodic, often incomplete, and did not include all the years of the war.25  
The Pentagon often said it did not have good data.  In late 2005, The New York Times 
noted the "first public disclosure that the United States military is tracking some of the 
deaths of Iraqi civilians."  The figures were partial, tracking only those civilians killed or 
wounded by insurgents and observers suggested that those numbers were low. 26 
Another U.S. estimate for Iraqi casualties, given in late 2010 by the U.S. Central 
Command, is a total of 76,939 Iraqi security and civilians killed, and 121,649 wounded 
for the period of January 2004 to August 2008.27   

Official Iraqi reporting was also intermittent and incomplete. Iraq's Ministry of 
Health's statistics department was ordered to stop counting the civilian dead in late 
2003, by some reports at the insistence of the Coalition Provisional Authority. Reporting 
has been intermittent since that time.28 In October 2009, the Iraqi Ministry of Human 
Rights gave an estimate of 85,694 people killed and 147,195 wounded for the period 
January 2004 to 31 October 2008.29 Hannah Fischer of the Congressional Research 
Service suggested that the Ministry figures only included those who died as a result of 
insurgent attacks or displacement, suggesting that they did not include deaths due to 
fighting between groups within Iraq or due to the U.S, and other coalition forces 
occupation of Iraq.30   
 Second, as I discussed in my 2011 paper for the Costs of War project, 
"Assessing the Human Toll," the way one counts the dead, tallies public records, or 
estimates the human toll can produce what appear to be, and sometimes are, 
dramatically different figures. To a certain extent, the uncertainties associated with 
counting casualties and the disputes between advocates of different approaches has 
focused attention on the methods and controversies associated with the studies, rather 
than on the dead and wounded in Iraq.   

Much of the criticism of civilian casualty counting in the Iraq war has focused on 
one particular form of research, public health surveys.  For example, three studies of the 
effects of war on Iraqi civilians employed the household cluster sample survey method 
commonly used in public health research.  The first, published in 2004 in the British 
medical journal The Lancet, and commonly referred to as the Lancet study, estimated 
that about 98,000 excess deaths (over what could be expected if Iraq had not been at 
war) had occurred in Iraq from 19 March 2003 to 16 September 2004. The second, a 
2006, study also published in, the Lancet, gives a range of between 426,000 and 
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793,000 killed after the invasion through July 2006.31 More specifically, the authors 
estimated about 655,000 excess deaths, of which they suggested some 601,000 were 
due to violent causes.  A study published in The New England Journal of Medicine, 
conducted by the Iraq Family Health Survey Study Group, surveyed a larger number of 
household clusters than the Lancet published studies, but found a lower number of 
violent deaths; they estimated 151,000 deaths from March 2003-June 2006.32  An even 
higher figure for violent death — more than 1 million killed — was given in 2007 by the 
Opinion Research Bureau (ORB), based in Britain.33   
 The ORB and Lancet studies were challenged on methodological grounds. 34 
Specifically, critics questioned whether the samples were random.35  Because of the 
problems associated with random sample surveys in a war zone, some scholars have 
concluded that it may be that the Lancet study was the best that could be done given 
the extreme violence in Iraq at the time.36 Whether or not the resulting numbers from 
the cluster sample survey research are valid, cluster sampling from Iraq and other 
conflicts does show that reliance on media reports of death undercount the true number 
of dead.37 
 The other method used to count the direct death of civilians in Iraq relies on 
cross checking media reports and supplementing those reports with morgue and hospital 
accounts. In this way, Iraq Body Count, which produced the most well known of these 
counts, enumerates each incident of civilian killing, using publicly available data. 38  Since 
the beginning of the war, IBC regularly scanned more than two hundred media sources 
and crossed checked their data. IBC does not count 'insurgents' or security forces, or 
non-violent deaths that are attributable to the war.  
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But supplementing the IBC or Brookings Institute numbers with Wikileaks data 
and official reports may still produce a number for civilian direct death that is much too 
low in the sense of not counting those deaths due to fighting that were hidden from 
view (and therefore counting) for political reasons.  As noted above, Iraq Body Count 
acknowledges that not all violent deaths have been reported and that because their data 
set counts only publicly reported data, they are necessarily an undercount of violent war 
death in Iraq, perhaps by a factor of two. 

And it should be no wonder that it is difficult to make a count of the war's dead. 
Official Iraqi sources have not only been told, at the national level, to not make their 
figures public, local morgues have also underreported deaths due to war. For example, 
Iraqi officials at the Ministry of Health may have been systematically encouraged to 
under-report deaths. One person who worked at the Baghdad central morgue statistics 
office told National Public Radio in 2009 that, "By orders of the minister's office, we 
cannot talk about the real numbers of deaths.  This has been the case since 2004. . . .  I 
would go home and look at the news.  The minister would say 10 people got killed all 
over Iraq, while I had received in that day more than 50 dead bodies just in Baghdad.  It's 
always been like that — they would say one thing, but the reality was much worse."39  
Further, as John Tirman notes, sources that count civilian dead rely on a determination 
of who is a civilian and who is a combatant: "But who is the source of such an 
identification?  It was often coalition forces, which frequently overstated the number of 
'insurgents' killed in their operations."40 

 
 

The Patterns of Direct Civi l ian Death 
 

Despite the uncertainty associated with the various counts and estimates, it is 
possible to give a general outline of the causes of civilian killing in Iraq.  The most 
intense periods of combat was from 2003 through 2008.  Combat related deaths and 
injuries to civilians in Iraq were caused in several ways: when bombs missed their 
intended targets; in crossfire; when insurgents used suicide bombs and improvised 
explosive devices.   

The pattern of the killing changed over the course of the war. In the first year of 
the Iraq war, as Figure 2 shows, the largest share of civilian deaths were caused by U.S. 
coalition forces.  Specifically, about 52 percent of recorded violent deaths could be 
attributed to Coalition forces, and of those, most of the Coalition caused deaths in that 
period occurred in air attacks. Unknown perpetrators accounted for 41 percent of 
recorded violent deaths, while anti-coalition forces accounted for about 4 percent of 
recorded deaths. 
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Figure 2. Reported Perpetrators of Civil ian Deaths by Armed Violence in Iraq 
from 20 March 2003-19 March 2004.41 

 

 
 
* Primarily Iraqi Police and Iraqi Military Forces 

 
 As is well known, after the initial, rather quick victory over Iraq's conventional 
military forces, the war became an insurgency and civil conflict.  The first five years of 
war in Iraq were the most violent, with more than 92,000 people killed in armed violence 
according to Iraq Body Count. By the end of the first five years of fighting in March 
2008, unknown perpetrators had caused the most (74 percent) violent deaths recorded 
by Iraq Body Count.  When the invasion broke the rule of law in Iraq, lawlessness and 
sectarian violence developed in the mid-2000s: revenge killings, and clashes between 
Sunni, Shia and Kurdish groups, escalated.  Civilian rivals, and suspected collaborators, 
were killed by both militants and the Iraqi security forces and police, who themselves 
engaged in extrajudicial executions.  Unknown perpetrators executed their victims, or 
tortured them and then executed them. Armed violence, including executions, during and 
after major combat ends occurs in many wars and was predicable in Iraq.42 Because 
occupying forces are responsible for security during an occupation, the U.S. bears 
indirect causal responsibility, if not legal and direct causal responsibility for beginning the 
war that lead to these sorts of deaths. Figure 3 represents Madelyn Hsiao-Rei Hicks, et 
al, analysis of recorded civilian death by perpetrator for the first five years of the war in 
Iraq. 
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Figure 3. Reported Perpetrators of Civil ian Deaths by Armed Violence in Iraq 

from 20 March 2003 - 19 March 2008.43 
 

 
 
* Primarily Iraqi Police and Iraqi Military Forces 
 
 Not surprisingly, in some cases of crossfire, it was impossible to say whether 
coalition or anti-coalition forces had caused the deaths.  When Coalition forces were 
identified as responsible for killing civilians, 12 percent of the total deaths could be 
attributed to Coalition forces during the first five years of the war. The use of airpower 
continued to be the main cause of coalition caused civilian death — 65 percent of of 
such deaths over the first five years. Anti-coalition forces killed about 11 percent of the 
civilians during this period.  When Anti-coalition forces killed civilians it was primarily by 
suicide bombs, vehicle bombs, and roadside bombs. Unknown perpetrators killed the 
majority of their victims by execution and small arms fire.44  The following, Figure 4 
shows the way Iraqi civilians were being killed during the first five years of the war in a 
subset of civilian casualty incidents — short duration events (lasting 2 days or less).  
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Figure 4. Coalition Caused Civil ian Deaths In Short Duration Events in Iraq, 
2003-2008.45 

 

 
 
 
 The violence continues.  Since the U.S. and other coalition militaries Iraq in late 
2011 more than 4,800 civilians were killed in various ways: by suicide bomb, 
assassination, and other means.   
 But of course, Iraqi civilians are not the only ones who have been killed.  More 
than 45,000 Iraqi combatants — from the Iraqi military who initially resisted the U.S. led 
invasion, to the current Iraqi security forces and militants — are estimated to have been 
killed since the 2003 invasion.  It remains to be seen whether the distinction between 
civilian and militant holds in every case and what portion of those classified as militant 
were actually civilians.46 
 

Indirect Civil ian Death 
 

There is a long tradition of deliberately targeting infrastructure. For example, in 
World War II the British firebombed German railway junctions as a deliberate targeting of 
infrastructure.  Sanctions that cut off the material necessary to grow food, produce 
medicines, or to treat water can also hurt or kill civilians.  The U.S. targeted 
infrastructure in Iraq during both the 1991 Gulf War and in 2003. In deliberately 
targeting infrastructure, the idea is to hurt civilians who might be aiding insurgents and 
to directly diminish the insurgent's military potential. So, some battles in Iraq, notably 
Fallujah, began to resemble ancient sieges — towns were surrounded, the women and 
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children were encouraged to leave, and the flow of vital materials such as water and food 
were cut off. The modern twist is, of course, that the electricity might be shut off as 
well.  Infrastructure can also be inadvertently destroyed, for example, by inaccurate 
bombs, or by a large fire that is ignited as a result of a bombing. 

Indirect civilian death occurs in war because the infrastructure that sustains life 
— water treatment facilities, electricity for refrigeration of food and medicine — is 
damaged or destroyed by fighting.  People lack food, clean drinking water, and 
sanitation. For example, as a consequence of lack of clean drinking water, people get 
illnesses would not have contracted before the destruction — such as cholera — and 
illnesses that could have been cured become fatal. In other cases, Medicines for treatable 
illnesses, such as tuberculosis or cancer may be in short supply. Iraq's infrastructure had 
been devastated by its wars against Iran in the 1980s and the US in 1991, and by UN 
sanctions from 1991 to 2003.  Thus, Iraq's pre-war physical and health care 
infrastructure was far from robust.  

Experienced public health researchers note that the US invasion in 2003 only 
added to Iraq's public health problems. The 2006 Lancet article described the ripple 
effects of the war in Iraq, "Aside from violence, insufficient water supplies, non-
functional sewerage, and restricted electricity supply also create health hazards. A 
deteriorating health service with insecure access, and the flight of health professionals 
adds further risks.  People displaced by on-going sectarian violence add to the number of 
vulnerable individuals.  In many conflicts, these indirect causes have accounted for most 
civilian deaths."47   Similarly, scholars also writing in 2006 in the International Journal of 
Health Services suggested that,  "The number of Iraqis who have died and will die from 
indirect effects of the war—including social chaos, displacement, the interruption of food 
and water supplies, infectious diseases, and inadequate medical care. . . will be much 
higher than the number of direct casualties."48 

Efforts to repair Iraq's infrastructure have been made as the violence diminishes 
in parts of Iraq, but reconstruction is woefully inadequate in areas that have immediate 
impact on public health. For example, in June 2012, the International Committee for the 
Red Cross noted that many Iraqis still lacked access to clean drinking water.49  Those 
who are displaced and living in camps lack reliable access to health care. 

Despite the fact that indirect war death is not a frequently discussed topic, 
research from recent wars and armed conflicts suggest that battle deaths are often a 
fraction of the total deaths attributable to war.50  Indirect deaths, in fact, usually cause 
the majority of war-related death. But quantifying the ratio of direct to indirect deaths is 
not an exact science given the limits of existing data.  As one recent study of the 
problem of assessing indirect death concludes, without better data "it is not possible to 
give a precise estimate of the indirect burden" of war although "an order of magnitude 
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can be offered."51  In cases where the populations' health was already low and perhaps 
taxed by previous conflicts and concurrent natural disasters, it may be both difficult to 
disentangle the previous indirect effects of war and the ongoing disasters from the 
indirect effects of the current war.  Rather, these conditions amplify each other and no 
one-size-fits all rule about the ratio of direct to indirect death will apply.  The Geneva 
Secretariat suggests that "a conservative ratio of 4:1 indirect to direct death" is a good 
rule of thumb.52 

Is it possible to give a more precise estimate of the number of indirect deaths in 
Iraq due to war?  As Lacina and Gleditch note, "measuring war related deaths involves 
comparing the number of deaths that occurred due to a conflict against the 
counterfactual scenario of peace." 53  But what would "peace" have looked like? In 
countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan, there was little peace prior to the conflicts. 
In other words, as Michael Spagat emphasizes, "the key to any excess death estimate is 
to establish a plausible baseline mortality rate to serve as a counterfactual." 54 
Unfortunately, for the purpose of understanding the likely indirect health impact of wars, 
the quality and reliability of pre-war data in Iraq is probably not very high.  In this 
respect, Iraq is little different from other poor countries at war.  Health information 
systems, such as hospital and clinic records, and death certificates, are "almost 
universally weak in conflict-affected areas, and between two-thirds and three quarters of 
the world's population are not covered by any type of health surveillance."55 Current 
mortality rates can be estimated, but while violence is ongoing it is very difficult to 
assess the indirect health effects of these wars. Iraq had not had a census in the years 
immediately prior to the onset of the US war. 
 Further, it is difficult to disentangle the causal effects of the most recent wars 
from the damage caused by previous decades of fighting and sanctions. Both 
Afghanistan and Iraq have been at war or under sanctions for the better part of the last 
thirty years.  And, it is sometimes impossible to disentangle the effects of war from 
other environmental, economic, or political events. "It is necessary to judge whether 
certain events - such as a famine or riot - would not have happened at all if peace had 
prevailed, and to measure the degree of elevation (or depression) in peacetime risks of 
mortality from factors like crime or malnutrition."56  In addition, there is the issue of 
estimating the future long term and lagged effects of war. We might say that a war ends 
with a ceasefire, but the indirect effects of war will ripple and linger for years after the 
end of conflict.  Thus, the conflict researchers Lacina and Gleditsch rightly ask, "How 
many years of elevated mortality due to, for instance, depressed economic performance, 
environmental degradation, or the spread of sexually transmitted diseases should be 
attached to the terminated war and can those impacts be measured in a reliable way?"57   
 In addition, war has not been the only stress on public health in Iraq.  
Environmental disasters, such as earthquakes, can stress or ruin the infrastructure and 
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support system that would otherwise be used to help the victims of war.  Droughts and 
floods have turned Iraq into a case of "complex emergency."  As Beth Daponte argued, 
"disentangling deaths due to the war from those due to other factors can be impossible 
and beyond expertise of most statisticians and demographers.  Perhaps the best that 
the statisticians and demographers can do is to provide estimates of the mortality levels 
of civilians at different time periods, and let the political scientists argue about the 
proportion of the increase in mortality that should be attributed to different parties and 
policies."58   

The 2012 U.S. Army Civilian Casualty Mitigation manual acknowledges that 
destruction of infrastructure may cause harm, but implies a proportionality calculus in 
decisions about whether to attack infrastructure.  Both the short-term risk to civilians, 
and the longer term, indirect, harm are to be considered, according to the Army manual.  
"During operations, it may be desirable to attack key infrastructure targets such as 
bridges, power plants, and office buildings.  The military benefit of should [sic] be 
balanced against the possibility that the targets are occupied by or in close proximity to 
civilians, that destroying such targets will unduly harm civilians, or that their destruction 
will create long-term effects such as contaminating the environment."59 Interestingly, 
the Civilian Casualty Mitigation notes that "If left unrepaired, damaged infrastructure 
such as buildings, bridges and roads increase the risk of CIVCASs [civilian casualties]."  
The potential for long-term harm is also noted: "For example, risk increases if a structure 
could collapse, if contaminated materials such as asbestos or polychlorinated biphenyls 
might be released, or if accidents more likely."60  Finally, Army manual notes, that "the 
population may blame Army units for hardships and decreased human security resulting 
from a lack from lack of infrastructure or diminished essential services."61 

Iraq has seen all these expected consequences of war.  Although the Iraqi health 
care system had been harmed by more than a decade of economic sanctions, it was 
further harmed by a decade of war. For example, life expectancy and child immunization 
rates for some diseases fell during the years of most intense fighting, while infant 
mortality increased.  There have been some improvements in health: for instance, infant 
mortality rates have declined since 2004. Other indicators of health have yet to 
improve, and many Iraqis also suffer from untreated or undertreated mental health 
conditions. In 2012, the World Health Organization (WHO) counted 84 psychiatrists for a 
population of 31.6 million people, a number that would be inadequate even if Iraq was 
not suffering the effects of war. 

The medical system has been stressed, in addition, by the loss of personnel since 
the 2003 invasion. There were 34,000 physicians in Iraq in 2003 before the war.  About 
half of Iraq's physicians, fled Iraq during the U.S. war and occupation, and many have 
failed to return.62 In 2008, there were about 16,000 physicians to care for about 30 
million people.63  Even after the 2011 U.S. withdrawal the number of physicians remained 
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lower than before the invasion. The WHO report in 2012 counted 22,000 physicians and 
44,850 nursing and midwife staff.64  

Many Iraqi's are leaving Iraq for medical care outside the country, as Omar 
Dewachi describes in his Costs of War report: there are still too few doctors and a 
shortage of other medical personnel, equipment and medicines.65 Others seek treatment 
in refugee camps. A 2012 study of Iraqi refugees in Jordan found that refugees 
experienced high rates of neurological disorders, but that even though medical care for 
Iraqis living in Jordan with neurological disease was inadequate, it was likely better than 
the care available to Iraqis living in Iraq.66 

I have refrained from attempting to precisely quantify the indirect death and 
illness in Iraq, but war certainly caused extensive destruction of infrastructure in Iraq 
and, as I noted above, it would not be surprising if indirect death were 2 to 4 times the 
number of direct deaths due to violence — reaching as high as 536,000 indirect deaths 
over the 134,000 civilians killed directly by violence. In sum, the continued state of 
destruction and disrepair of Iraq's physical infrastructure, and the lack of medical 
personnel and resources will combine to mean that toll of indirect injury and death may 
grow substantially.  This burden of indirect death and injury will last beyond the fighting 
itself.  It always does.  More study of this feature of civilian harm is clearly needed. 
 

 
Injuries 

 
 By one analysis, about as many who have been killed due to the war's violence 
have been wounded in various ways — a 1:1 ratio. 67   Similarly, the U.S. National 
Counterterrorism Center, which focuses only on "terrorist" events counted about 
110,000 wounded Iraqis from 2004 through 2010.68 The Iraq Body Count data set does 
include 57+.,& caused by all parties, but only tallies incidents where there is at least one 
civilian death; incidents where there are only injuries, but no deaths, are not recorded.  
 Civilians are wounded in the same way that they are killed: in cross-fire; 
bombings; by improvised explosive devices, and by suicide bombs. Injury rates vary by 
weapon and method: for instance, the injured to killed ratio for civilians by suicide bomb 
was 2.5 injured to every one person killed.69 The international military coalition and Iraqi 
security forces are also responsible for wounding some Iraqis. According to a 2010 
report by Handicap International, 13,000 cluster munitions, containing 1.8 to 2 million 
sub-munitions were used by the United States and Britain in 2003 in the first weeks of 
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combat and Iraq remains one of the most heavily contaminated countries in the world.70  
Further, landmines and other unexploded ordnance remain from Iraq's previous wars — 
with Iran from 1980 to 1988, and with the U.S.   
 The legacy of unexploded ordnance and other violent events is evident in the 
number of amputees in Iraq.  The International Committee for the Red Cross supports 13 
centers in Iraq that provided prostheses, orthoses and rehabilitation in Iraq.  The ICRC 
supported centers provided more than 300 prostheses for survivors of mines to Iraqis in 
2009. The ICRC noted that, "The series of conflicts that took place in Iraq and the on-
going turmoil there, together with the still weak public health-care system, resulted in an 
ever growing number of disabled people.  Unfortunately there was still no way to 
pinpoint that number with certainty." But the ICRC noted that the need for orthotic 
support devices and prostheses would grow, even assuming no more wounded.  "The 
WHO's estimate that 0.5% of the total population was in need of physical rehabilitation 
would put the figure at 156,000; since all of them would need a new orthopeadic device 
every three years on average, which would mean an average production of over 52,000, 
(still about three times the number of orthopaedic appliances delivered in 2009)."71  
More recently, the ICRC noted that, "Iraq is littered with more than 25 million mines and 
other explosive remnants of war."72 Indeed, there is little evidence that the need is 
diminishing: in 2011 the ICRC fit more than 627 new patients that were victims of 
landmines with prostheses.73 
 And war directly and indirectly causes invisible wounds in the form of 
psychological trauma and stress.  War affects the economy, crime, and other stressors 
so that it is not simply the exposure to violent trauma that could contribute to 
psychological distress.  Many Iraqi children and adults suffered post-traumatic stress 
symptoms after the 1991 Gulf War.74 It is difficult to assess the psychological effects of 
the 2003-2013 war on Iraq's children. A clinic for children with PTSD opened in Iraq in 
2008.75 But despite these and other efforts, the psychological needs of Iraqis are likely 
increasing. Dr. Haider Maliki of the Central Pediatric Teaching Hospital in Baghdad 
estimated in 2010 that "28% of Iraqi children suffer some degree of PTSD, and their 
numbers are steadily rising."76  If Dr. Maliki's assessment is correct, it is likely that more 
than 3 million Iraqi children suffer PTSD. 
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Conclusion: Iraq Remains an Urgent War Situation 

 
 Nearly every day brings reports of continued injury and death due to violence in 
Iraq.  Indeed, the trend is increasing violence over the last two years. More people were 
killed by war-related violence in Iraq during 2011 than in 2010 and more were killed in 
2012 than in 2011. 
 What is less obvious is the toll of indirect harm due to the destruction of Iraq's 
infrastructure. Internally displaced persons, refugees and children remain the most 
vulnerable to disease, malnutrition, and continued injury due to unexploded ordnance.  
Unless and until the public health infrastructure and the physical infrastructure of Iraq is 
repaired, the ripple effects of years of war, and before that, years of U.S. led sanctions 
will continue to take its human toll. 


