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INTRODUCTION
Over the past two decades, service personnel from
the United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK)
have been deployed in operations overseas in at least
80 countries in the so-called ‘War On Terror’. Deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan, launched in response
to the 9/11 attacks, were by far the most substantial.
The lethal cost of these operations, in terms of service
personnel, is a delicate subject, eliciting understandably strong emotions, but something that must be
addressed in order to learn from, and possibly avoid,
unnecessary loss of life in the future.
This report by Action on Armed Violence (AOAV), a
London based charity that investigates the causes
and consequences of armed conflict, seeks to do
what neither government nor civil society has done
to date. Namely, to analyse and compare the way in
which armed combatants from the US and the UK
have fought and died since the devastating attacks
on the Eastern Seaboard of the United States in
September 2001.

Such an overwhelming harm endured by civilians is in
line with other work conducted by AOAV that shows
that, on average, 90% of those killed or injured by
explosive weapon use in populated areas are civilians.
We acknowledge that previous reports have looked
at US military fatalities overseas - most notably the
comprehensive Afghanistan and Iraq indexes by
Brookings. Additionally, the UK Ministry of Defence
has provided detailed annual summaries of UK military
fatalities since 2010. However, there has hitherto been
no comprehensive comparison of US and UK military
operational deaths overseas. The details contained
in this report, then, offer a comparative insight into
the nature of death in modern combat zones by
well-trained troops from G7 nations. At the end of
this report we propose a number of key, and often
connected, recommendations.
Four salient points, however, are worth noting from
the beginning.

This report aims to compare the deaths of 7,002 US
military personnel killed on operations between 2001
and October 2020 – from over 2.77 million American
individuals deployed – with the 638 personnel who
died on UK operations, from the 220,550 British
deployed. We aim just to cross-analyse these 7,640
deaths in total, and to leave an examination of injuries
– however life-changing – for another time.

First, the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan were largely
defined by Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) - the
leading cause of both US and UK military fatalities by
a large margin.

This focus on armed actors is not, of course, to
diminish the horrendous civilian cost that has been
witnessed in the last two decades in Iraq and Afghanistan alone. Over 252,723 civilians have been reported
killed during the conflicts there, not to mention the
many more wounded. This fatality data starkly shows
that for every US and UK armed forces personnel
death on overseas operations, some 33 civilians were
also to lose their lives in two main theatres of war.

Third, this strategy initially reduced military deaths but,
with the withdrawal of US and UK troops in both Iraq
and Afghanistan, a power vacuum formed, causing a
resurgence in civilian deaths in both countries.

Second, it appears the devastating impact of IEDs on
US and UK forces overseas led to a change in military
strategy.

Fourth, scrutiny of US military fatality data reveals a
worrying lack of transparency. The publicly published
details for a large portion of deaths are almost entirely
absent, and there is a clear and repeated opacity
when it comes to data on friendly fire and suicide
fatalities.
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Figure 1 All US military fatalities by cause

Figure 2 All UK military fatalities by cause
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TOP FINDINGS
Figure 3 World map showing the location and density of combined UK and US military fatalities

● IEDs were the primary cause of death for both
UK and US militaries in the ‘War on Terror’. As
a proportion of total force size, a UK soldier was
twenty six per cent more likely to be killed by an
IED than their US counterpart.
● The IED was devastating to both US and UK troops,
accounting for between half (UK) and two-thirds
(US) of combat fatalities, where cause of death is
known. For the US, IEDs killed more troops in Iraq,
but for the UK more deaths were seen in Afghanistan.
● At the respective heights of fatalities experienced
during the conflict (2007 for US; 2009 for UK) the
UK was proportionally losing nearly twice more
personnel than the US.
● Both nations suffered greater deaths in terms of
deployed personnel in Afghanistan; indeed, the UK
military suffered almost three quarters of its total
deaths there. In comparison, Iraq was the most
lethal theatre for US troops, where almost two
thirds of their total overseas deaths occurred.
● Overall, the War on Terror was proportionately
12% deadlier for UK personnel than it was for
US, based on numbers of troops deployed and
numbers of troops killed.

● Three times the number of UK soldiers were shot
and killed in Afghanistan than they were in Iraq.
Overall, a UK soldier was twice as likely to be
shot and killed than their US counterpart.
● One in five operational deaths occurred outside
combat, for both fighting forces. Overall, there were
proportionally more combat deaths compared to
non-combat deaths in Afghanistan than there were
in Iraq.
● One in seven total UK deaths were a result of
accidents, and nearly one in eight for US troops.
● Based on available evidence, UK forces were over
ten times more likely to die from friendly fire than
their US counterparts. This either reflects a concerning failure of UK military communication during
operations, or a worrying refusal of the US military
to publicly acknowledge friendly fire deaths.
● Based on the evidence available, UK forces were
over fifty times more likely to kill themselves during
overseas operations compared to their US counterparts. This is clearly not the case, but reflects an
opacity on the part of the US military to publicly
acknowledge suicides on operations.
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OVERVIEW
See Appendix for the full methodology.
The UK and the US have been the two main contributors
of military personnel on overseas operations in the ‘War
on Terror’ since 2001. Of these overseas operations,
the primary battlefields were Iraq and Afghanistan,
where thousands of personnel from the US-led
coalition lost their lives.
Between September 2001 and September 2015,
the US contributed approximately 2,770,000 military
personnel, and the UK (between September 2001
and March 2014) contributed approximately 220,550
personnel, totalling some 2,990,550 military personnel.2
It is the fatalities of this enormous deployment of military
forces that are the focus of this report. We have
decided not to include fatalities of other nations
involved in the US-led coalition, and just focus on the
two largest providers of troops.

The UK contributed approximately 7.4% of the total
fighting force for the US and UK presence on Operations
during the War on Terror (OWOT) in Iraq, Afghanistan
and in the 26 other zones where fatalities occurred
(including locations at sea - see appendix).
When comparing the two militaries proportionally, this
report uses, as a rule of thumb, the following: for every
25 US service personnel, there were 2 combatants
from the UK. These figures are the best available and
omit potential double counting, where one individual
serves multiple tours.
Of the 2,770,000 fighting forces deployed by the US,
between September 2001 and September 2015 (the
period for which we have deployment figures), 6,835
military personnel were killed. This means that 2.5 in
every 1,000 military personnel deployed on overseas
US operations died in this time frame.

A US soldier is watched by children as he climbs a ladder in Ghanzi, Afghanistan, 2012. Image by DVIDSHUB.
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For the UK, of the 220,550 estimated deployed
on overseas operations between September 2001
and March 2014 (the period for which we have the
deployment figures), 626 military personnel died (12
died after March 2014). This means that 2.8 in every
1,000 military personnel deployed on overseas UK
operations died. This is 12% greater than the US
proportion.
Clearly, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan waxed and
waned. Some tours were obviously more lethal than
others. Overall, there are 2,040 US deaths where the
details surrounding the cause of death are unclear or
unknown: 67 unknown, 518 non-combat unclear, and
1,455 combat unclear. All causes of UK deaths are
known.

FINDING
The War on Terror was proportionately
deadlier for UK personnel than it was
for US personnel.
In 2007, at the height of US military fatalities, the size
of their known troop strength overseas was an estimated
173,000, based on the available figures from Brookings
(calculated as a fighting force that year of 148,300 in
Iraq and 24,700 in Afghanistan). That year, 1,020 US
troops were killed. This means that, for the US, during
the deadliest year, there were 5.9 fatalities per 1,000
personnel-years (see methodology for ‘personnelyears metric’).
The deadliest year on operations for the UK was 2009,
the size of their known troop strength overseas was an
estimated 9,500 (a figure based on 9,000 in Afghanistan
- as reported in the UK Parliament - and 500 in Iraq - as
reported by Brookings). That year, 109 UK personnel
were killed. This means that, during 2009, the UK
suffered 11.5 fatalities per 1,000 personnel-years.
Accordingly, the UK rate of death in their most lethal
year was approximately 94.9% greater than the US
rate of death in their most lethal year, based on a per
capita analysis.

FINDING
At the respective heights of the military
fatalities for both overseas forces, the
UK was proportionally losing nearly
twice more personnel than the US.
Over a longer period - 2001 to October 2020 - of those
US soldiers who died, 4,394 (62.8%) were in Iraq;
2,304 (32.9%) in Afghanistan; and 294 (4.2%) in other
countries. 10 (0.1%) died in unspecified locations.
Of the total British military personnel fatalities on
overseas on operations - from 2001 to 2020 - 454
(71.2%) were in Afghanistan; 164 (25.7%) were in
Iraq; and 20 (3.1%) occurred in other countries.
All locations of British fatalities were available.
Figure 4 US military fatalities by country

Figure 5 UK military fatalities by country
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FINDING
Both nation’s troops suffered greater
deaths per capita in Afghanistan.
However, the extent to which the UK
lost lives in Afghanistan, compared to
Iraq, is far greater. There, almost three
quarters of British troops died. In total
numbers, Iraq was the most lethal
theatre for US troops, where almost
two thirds of their overseas deaths
occurred.
CAUSES OF FATALITIES
IEDs were consistently the most common cause of
military fatalities, even when accounting for deaths
where the cause was unclear. IEDs accounted for at
least 2,640 (37.7%) of US personnel deaths, and for
at least 274 (42.9%) of UK personnel deaths. Those
killed by IEDs constitute 0.095% of the total known
US military deployment compared to 0.12% of the
known UK deployment - roughly one in 800.
The second most common cause of fatalities was
small arms fire, accounting for at least 817 (11.7%) of
US personnel fatalities, and 164 (25.7%) of UK military
fatalities, even when including unclear deaths. Those
killed by gunfire constitute 0.03% of the total known
US military deployment and 0.074% of the total known
UK deployment.

FINDING
IEDs were the primary cause of death
for both US and UK militaries. As a
proportion of total force, UK personnel
were 26% more likely to be killed by an
IED than their US counterparts, and
over twice more likely to be shot and
killed.

Figure 6 US military fatalities by cause: considering
all fatalities

Figure 7 UK military fatalities by cause: considering
all fatalities
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TOTAL DEATHS
LOCATIONS
We next turn to combat and non-combat fatalities.
To make this a more accurate micro-analysis of data,
AOAV only examined fatalities where it was clear if
the death occurred in a combat or non-combat
context – discounting 67 US personnel fatalities,
including 6,935 deaths where the combat/noncombat context of the death was known.
Where known, of US military personnel fatalities,
5,429 (78.3%) were combat related and 1,506
(21.7%) were non-combat related.
In Iraq, 3,507 (80.1%) of 4,377 US military fatalities
were in combat, 870 (19.9%) were in non-combat.
In Afghanistan, 1,881 (83.1%) of 2,263 US military
fatalities were in combat, while 382 (16.9%) were
in non-combat. Outside Iraq and Afghanistan and
grouping together all other countries - such as Kuwait
(93 fatalities), Djibouti (24) and Bahrain (18) - US
non-combat deaths accounted for a much higher

percentage (almost a direct inverse of Iraq and
Afghanistan) with 254 (86.1%) of 295 fatalities
occurring in non-combat.
Of UK military fatalities, 533 (83.5%) of 638 military
personnel deaths were combat related, while 105
(16.5%) occurred in non-combat contexts.
In Iraq, 126 (76.8%) of 164 fatalities were combat
related while 38 (23.2%) were non-combat. In Afghanistan, 406 (89.4%) of 454 UK personnel fatalities were
combat related, while 48 (10.6%) were non-combat.
Outside Iraq and Afghanistan, grouping together all
other locations, there were 20 British deaths. 19 were
non-combat. Helicopter crashes accounted for 14 of
these 19; notably two major crashes occurred - one
over Kuwait in 2003, killing eight, and another over the
Arabian Gulf, killing six. One UK fatality outside Iraq
and Afghanistan was combat related; an SAS Sergeant
was killed by an explosion in Syria in 2018 after a
device was mishandled by a US military operative.

A US officer looks at possible enemy positions during Operation Saray, Afghanistan, 2006. Image by The U.S. Army.
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FINDING
On average, roughly one in five operational deaths occurred outside combat,
for both fighting forces. For both the UK
and the US, there were proportionally
more combat deaths compared to
non-combat deaths in Afghanistan
than there were in Iraq.
MONTHLY ANALYSIS
In the early years of the conflict (pre-2007), the least
deadly months for US and UK troops were between
January and March, and then June and August.
Whether this is to do with the weather is of interest:
both Iraq and Afghanistan see temperatures in January
and February fall below freezing, and between June
and August average in the high 30s (Celsius).
It is of note that the month of Ramadan ran between
September and November between 2003 and 2007 months marked by very high troop casualties in both
countries.
Other than this no notable monthly variance in death
rates could be seen.
DEMOGRAPHICS
For the US, the average age of military personnel
deaths on operations overseas was 26. For combat
related deaths it was 26; for non-combat it was 28.
The average age for UK military deaths was 27. The
average age for combat related deaths was 26; for
non-combat deaths it was 30.
Organising the total fatality data by age range, 1,853
US troops who died were 18-21, compared to 138
UK troops. This means that, of the total cohort of
fatalities, 26.5% of US troops were 18-21, compared
to 21.6% UK troops.
AOAV chose the cut-off age of 21 for the lower death
grouping as these troops, in the US, would not have
had all the freedoms of being a full adult or been
eligible at the age they died to drink, or to buy either
cigarettes or a handgun from a licensed dealer back
home.

UK Military Deaths by Age:
18-21 – 138 (21.6%)
22-29 – 312 (48.9%)
30+ - 187 (29.3%)
1 unknown (0.2%)
US Military Deaths by Age:
18-21 – 1853 (26.5%)
22-29 – 3370 (48.1%)
30+ - 1779 (25.4%)

AOAV next looked at the ages of people who died in
combat compared to non-combat, where the context
was known.
For US military personnel, 1,452 (79.2%) of 1,834
fatalities in the 18-21 age bracket occurred in combat
(compared to non-combat); 2,727 (81.5%) of 3,344
fatalities in the 22-29 age bracket occurred in combat;
and 1,250 (71.1%) of 1,757 of fatalities 30 and over
age bracket occurred in combat.
For the UK, 128 (92.8%) of all 138 military fatalities in
the 18-21 age bracket occurred in combat (compared
to non-combat), 265 (84.9%) of 312 of military fatalities
in the 22-29 age bracket occurred in combat, and 139
(74.3%) of 187 fatalities in the 30+ age bracket occurred
in combat. For one UK military fatality, an SAS soldier
who died in Iraq, 2008, his age went unrecorded along
with his name.

FINDING
18-21-year-old British troops’ deaths
were – looking at all cohorts of all
forces - the most likely to have been
from combat compared to non-combat,
with 9 out of 10 young British service
personnel deaths occurring during
fighting.
In the data, regarding all US military personnel fatalities,
the cause of a fatality was much more likely to be
recorded as unclear or completely unknown for the
18-21 age range (700 of 1,853 (37.8%)) than for older
groups; 906 of 3,370 (26.9%) for the 22-29 age range

12 | ACTION ON ARMED VIOLENCE

were unclear; and 434 of 1,779 (24.4%) for the 30+
range were unclear.
The cause of death in the UK data was much clearer.

FINDING
For over a third of US soldiers’ deaths,
aged between 18-21, their cause of
death in public reports are unclear.
GENDER
Regarding gender, there were 162 female US personnel
deaths; 2.3% of the total 7,002 US fatalities. Proportionally, of the female US combatants who were killed,
57.8% (93) died in combat – considering the 161
cases where the context was known. This compares
to 78.8% of US male combatants (5,336 of 6,774).

Figure 8 Female US military personnel fatalities
by cause

For the UK, seven female combatants died (1.1% of
the total 638 fatalities). Three were killed by IEDs, one
in a helicopter that was shot down, one in a rocket
attack, and two in non-combat situations (one of
which was a suicide) - so 28.6% of women killed in
overseas operations died in non-combat. This compares to 16.3% of UK male fatalities (103 of 631).

FINDING
Male military serving personnel were
more likely to die in combat, compared
to non-combat, than their female
counterparts.

Figure 9 Male US military personnel fatalities by
cause
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COMBAT DEATHS
The means by how US and UK fighting troops died in
combat is a painful issue. We hope to approach this
data with sensitivity, and do so in the belief that only
by understanding how militaries die in war that war’s
true face can be revealed.
Figure 10 US military combat fatalities.
Considering only fatalities where the cause
is known

In 2007, the deadliest year for US forces, 47.7% (487)
of all overseas deaths were the result of IEDs. 94% of
IED deaths in this year occurred in Iraq.
For the UK, 274 (52.4%) of combat fatalities were related
to IEDs, where the cause is known. These accounted
for 223 (56.3%) deaths in Afghanistan, and 51 (40.5%)
in Iraq. Overall, 81.4% of IED related British military
fatalities occurred in Afghanistan and 18.6% in Iraq.
In 2009, the deadliest year for UK forces, 65.1% (71)
of all overseas deaths were the result of IEDs. 100%
of IED deaths in 2009 occurred in Afghanistan.

FINDING
The IED accounted for between half
(UK) and two-thirds (US) of combat
fatalities, where cause of death is
known. Proportionally, IEDs killed
more US troops in Iraq, and more UK
troops in Afghanistan.
Figure 11 UK military combat fatalities.
Considering only fatalities where the cause
is known

Investigating the subtypes of IEDs used – chiefly
car-bombs, roadside bombs, and suicide bombs is difficult since details are sparse. 1,634 (61.9%) of
2,640 of IED fatalities for US military personnel were
uncategorised by subtype; 198 (72.3%) of 274 of IED
related UK personnel deaths were also unspecified.
Omitting these unspecified cases, however, from 1,006
fatalities, roadside bombs accounted for 734 (73%) of
IED deaths of US service personnel; suicide bombs for
160 (15.9%); and car bombs for 106 (10.5%). Other
types accounted for 6 (0.6%).

IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE DEVICES (IEDS)
It is clear from the data that the largest singular
cause of death for both US and UK soldiers was IEDs.
IEDs accounted for 2,640 (66.4%) of US personnel
combat fatalities, where the cause of death was
known. Breaking this down by country, 1,793 (68.9%)
of combat fatalities in Iraq were from IEDs, where the
cause is known. Whilst 828 (61.7%) deaths in Afghanistan, where the cause of death was known, were
caused by IEDs. Overall, 67.9% of US IED fatalities
occurred in Iraq and 31.4% occurred in Afghanistan,
with 19 or 0.7% occurring in other countries.

For the UK, the findings were similar. Considering the
76 cases where the type of IED was specified, roadside
bombs accounted for 54 (71.1%) deaths; suicide bombs
accounted for 16 (21.1%); car bombs accounted for 4
(5.2%); and makeshift mines accounted for 2 (2.6%).

FINDING
Where known, the leading cause of
death from IEDs of both US and UK
service personnel was roadside
bombs. Over one in five IED deaths of
UK soldiers were from suicide attacks.
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The average age for those killed by IEDs was 26 for
both UK and US personnel.
Regarding gender, 48 (62.3%) of US female combat
fatalities (where the cause is known) were attributed
to IEDs, with 11 (14.3%) to shelling and 6 (7.8%) to
small arms fire. Comparing this to US male combatants, the most common cause of combat fatality,
where the cause is known was IEDs (accounting for
2,592 fatalities (66.5%)), followed by small arms fire
811 (20.8%), and helicopters shot down 129 (3.3%).

Soldiers hold folded flags at a military funeral, Virginia,
2019. Image by The U.S. Army.

SMALL ARMS FIRE
Small arms fire was the second most common cause
of US personnel combat deaths where the cause is
known, accounting for 817 (20.6%) of US military
fatalities.
In Afghanistan, 361 (26.9%) of US combat deaths
were from small arms fire, compared to 449 (17.3%)
in Iraq. Of small arms fire deaths in US combat,
55% were in Iraq, 44.2% in Afghanistan and 0.9%
(7 fatalities) in other countries.
For the UK, small arms fire was also the second most
common cause of combat deaths where the cause is
known, accounting for 164 (31.4%) of all UK combat
fatalities. Breaking this down, small arms fire accounted
for 42 (33.3%) of combat deaths where the cause is
known in Iraq, and 122 (30.8%) in Afghanistan. Of
small arms fire deaths in UK combat, 25.6% were in
Iraq and 74.4% in Afghanistan.

FINDING
Three times the number of UK soldiers
were shot and killed in Afghanistan
than in Iraq.
FRIENDLY FIRE
For British military personnel, 21 service personnel
were killed by friendly fire, the third most common
cause of combat death. This was 4% of all 523 UK
combat deaths. Of these incidents, ten were by
British action, ten by US, two by Danish and one by
a member of the Afghan National Army. At the start
of the invasion of Iraq, from March 22nd to April 6th,
2003, five friendly fire UK incidents occurred in just
three weeks - killing eight UK personnel.
For the US, information on friendly fire is limited. 25
friendly fire fatalities were found in the data, with at
least another 31 incidents suggesting friendly fire,
accident or suicide, but the reports were too ambiguous to specify. According to our recommendations
(below) transparency regarding both US friendly fire
and suicide related deaths needs to be improved.
Of note, in 2018, a British Special Air Service personnel
was killed in Manbij, northern Syria, whilst embedded
with a US special operations unit, the unit that killed
Osama Bin Laden. Originally, US defence chiefs
blamed the death on an IED planted by Islamic State.
A subsequent investigation found that it was the result
of an accidental detonation by coalition forces. A US
commando was also killed.
Friendly fire does not include instances where local
forces turned hostile on US or UK troops.

FINDING
Based on available evidence, UK
forces were over 10 times more likely
to die from friendly fire than their US
counterparts. This either reflects a
concerning failure of UK military
communication during operations,
or a worrying refusal of the US
military to publicly acknowledge
friendly fire deaths.
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NON-COMBAT DEATHS
Figure 12 US military non-combat fatalities.
Considering only fatalities where the cause
is known

Looking at the locations of these accidents, landvehicles caused by far the most US non-combat
deaths in Iraq, accounting for 290 (51.7%) where
the cause is known. This was followed by helicopter
accidents, 154 deaths (27.5%) non-vehicle accidents,
54 (9.6%) and health-related deaths, 51 (9.1%).
In Afghanistan, helicopter accidents caused the
majority of US non-combat deaths, accounting for
135 (52.7%) of such fatalities where the cause is
known. This was followed by land-vehicle accidents,
53 (20.7%), health-related deaths, 25 (9.8%) and
non-vehicle accidents, 22 (8.6%). This probably is
a testimony to the terrain of Afghanistan and the
reliance on helicopter travel, especially with the
evolving threat of IED roadside bombs.

Figure 13 UK military non-combat fatalities.
Considering only fatalities where the cause
is known

The UK military saw 93 accidental fatalities. These
accounted for 88.6% of the 105 total non-combat
fatalities. Breaking down the causes of UK accidental,
non-combat deaths by type:
●
●
●
●
●

ACCIDENTS
The US military suffered 866 fatalities from accidental
non-combat causes (509 in Iraq, 231 in Afghanistan
and 126 in other countries). These accounted for 87.7%
of the 988 non-combat deaths, where cause is known.
Breaking down the causes of these:
● Land vehicle accidents accounted for 401 (40.6%)
deaths
● Helicopter accidents for 327 (33.1%) deaths
● Non-vehicle accidents for 95 (9.6%) deaths
● Plane accidents for 43 (4.4%) deaths
● Other reasons for 122 (12.3%) deaths

Land vehicles accounted for 34 (32.4%) deaths
Helicopter accidents for 27 (25.7%) deaths
Non-vehicle accidents for 18 (17.1%) deaths
Plane accidents for 14 (13.3%) deaths
Other reasons for 12 (11.4%) deaths

In Iraq, most UK non-combat deaths were from
and vehicle accidents, accounting for 18 (47.4%)
of non-combat fatalities there. This was followed
by non-vehicle accidents, 10 fatalities (26.3%), and
helicopter accidents, 5 (13.2%). In contrast, the most
common cause in Afghanistan was plane accidents,
accounting for 14 (29.2%) fatalities – followed by
vehicle accidents, 13 (27.1%), non-vehicle accidents,
8 (16.7%) and helicopter accidents, 8 (16.7%).3

FINDING
One in seven total UK deaths were
a result of accidents, and nearly one
in eight of US troops. Helicopter
incidents were proportionally as deadly
to the US military in Afghanistan as
vehicle accidents were in Iraq. Land
vehicle accidents in Iraq caused one
in ten UK deaths there.
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HEALTH RELATED FATALITIES
For the US, 120 (12.1%) non-combat deaths were
health related, where cause is known. For the UK
there were 4 (3.8%).
SUICIDES
For the US, two military personnel are recorded to
have killed themselves on operations - 0.2% of all
non-combat related deaths, where cause is known.
For the UK, there were eight suicides, four in Iraq
and four in Afghanistan, accounting for 7.6% of
non-combat related fatalities.
It is important to note that, as with friendly fire
incidents, the information on suicides for US
personnel is limited and ambiguous. There were
518 non-combat US personnel deaths where the
cause of death is unclear. The Military Times, who
record the US fatality data used in this study, claim
that many of these unclear non-combat deaths are
likely to be suicides, but the Pentagon chooses not
to divulge such information. The Military Times
informed AOAV that independent Freedom of Information requests would be required for each fatality
to determine whether it was suicide or otherwise.
As with friendly fire, our recommendations (below)

encourage the US government to be more transparent
with details surrounding fatalities.

FINDING
Based on the evidence available,
UK forces were over fifty times more
likely to kill themselves during overseas operations compared to their
US counterparts. This is clearly not
the case, but reflects an opacity on
the part of the US military to publicly
acknowledge suicides on operations.
NON-COMBAT DEATHS BY GENDER
13 US serving female personnel died from healthrelated issues, some 31.7% of known non-combat
female deaths. 13 (31.7%) in vehicle accidents and
11 (26.8%) died in helicopter accidents. Compare this
to US male fatalities, where 388 (41%) died in vehicle
accidents, 316 (33.4%) died in helicopter accidents
and 107 (11.3%) died from health-related causes.
Two UK female personnel died in non-combat related
incidents. One committed suicide by gunshot, the
other was killed in a vehicle accident in Qatar in 2007.

Royal Marine from 42 commando fires an ILAW missile at Taliban positions in Helmand Province.
Image by Defence Images.
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CIVILIAN DEATHS
This study chose to compare US and UK fatalities
with fatalities of civilians in Iraq and Afghanistan.
It was found that, between 2007 and 2016, a selfevident correlation existed between a reduction in UK
and US military fatalities (with a 97.6% decrease) in
both Iraq and Afghanistan, and a reduction in average
personnel presence there (a 93.8% decrease).

But it was of note that, as troops left the field of
combat, there was an immediate sharp rise in Iraqi
civilian deaths and, over time, a marked increase
in Afghani. Combined civilian deaths shot up some
155% between 2009 and 2016 (7,794 to 19,920),
with an increase of 11,011 (204.6%) civilian deaths
in Iraq, and 1,115 (46.2%) in Afghanistan.

Figure 14 Combined Afghani and Iraqi civilian deaths 2003-2020

Figure 15 Combined UK/US military fatalities on operations overseas 2003-2016
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Figure 16 Annual average number of US personnel deployed on operations overseas 2003-2019

The above graphs strongly suggest that changes in
US and UK military strategy successfully led to a
reduction in military deaths but, over time, failed
ultimately to halt a resurgence in civilian deaths.
Iraq saw a huge increase in civilian deaths shortly
after US troop withdrawal, from 4,622 in 2012 to
20,218 in 2014 (a 337% increase). It appears the
instability created by the invasion of Iraq was not
resolved by the time of UK and US military departure,
and civilian deaths continued to rise for at least two
years after the US departure of 2012.
Since 2015, civilian deaths, as a result of conflict,
have reduced steadily in Iraq. In 2019, the numbers
of fatalities reached the lowest level since 2003, with
a total of 2,392 deaths reported, compared to almost
ten times that five years before.
Civilian fatalities have, however, remained at a consistent
rate in Afghanistan over the past decade, averaging
3,439 a year. The conflict there is by no means resolved.

The US and UK military presence in both countries
has continued in a different form, focusing on training,
strategy and Special Forces, but not focused on the
protection of civilians. As of November 2020, 3,000 US
troops were in Iraq and approximately 5,000 troops in
Afghanistan. 400 UK troops were in Iraq and 1,000 in
Afghanistan, almost two decades since the ‘War on
Terror’ began.

FINDING
The lethal burden of IEDs appeared to
cause a strategy shift, with UK and US
troops pulling away from the combat
zones of Iraq and Afghanistan over time.
This saw a drop in military casualties,
but did not resolve a subsequent rise
in civilian deaths in both countries.
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Soldiers from A Company, 101st Division Special Troop Battalion air assault into a village inside Jowlzak valley,
Parwan province, Afghanistan. Image by The U.S. Army.

Figure 17 Afghani and Iraqi civilian fatalities 2001-2020 (Iraqi civilian fatalities have only been included
from 2003)
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The core recommendations of this paper are:
● For the US and UK governments to examine
why, as troops were withdrawn, civilian deaths
increased in Iraq and Afghanistan, and what
lessons for future conflicts could be learned
from this.
● For the US Department of Defence to improve
their dissemination and transparency regarding
US military personnel deaths, especially for
those who commit suicide or die in friendly fire.
● There is a clear need to improve the reporting
on US military fatalities for younger, lower-ranked
troops as many details, especially the cause of
death, go unspecified in the public domain.

● Further studies of how different counterinsurgency
strategies kill, both for militaries and for civilians.
● A review of whether there were unnecessary UK
combat deaths from IEDs and small arms based on
equipment and resource shortages, as reported in
the press.
● Better annual deployment figures from the UK and
US governments to understand where the ‘War on
Terror’ is being fought
● Better public data on non-fatal injuries, suicides
and long-terms health impacts on serving personnel and veterans

● Independent scrutiny of accidental deaths should
be guaranteed for all service personnel in future
to ensure potential negligence is ruled out.

Soldiers from Burma Company, 1st Battalion the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment leaving Afghanistan, 2012.
Image by Defence Images.
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APPENDIX: METHODOLOGY
BACKGROUND RESEARCH
To identify the gap in existing research, a background
review was carried out to identify work conducted on
UK and US military fatalities. AOAV examined papers
in English since 2013 and it was found no significant
comparison between UK and US Military personnel
fatalities within overseas operations as part of the ‘War
on Terror’ (2001 - 2014 and beyond) had been published.
CAVEATS
The section on Total Deaths - where the phrase ‘where
the context was known’ is used - reflects a 99% population sample (or 6,935) of total US military personnel
fatalities since 2001, discounting 67 fatalities where it
was not possible to distinguish whether the cause of
death occurred in a combat or non-combat context.
Cases have been included where the specific details
regarding the cause of death are not known, but it is
possible to distinguish whether the death occurred in
a combat or non-combat context. These categories
are labelled ‘non-combat unclear’ and ‘combat unclear’.
For the UK, the combat/non-combat context for all
638 recorded fatalities between 2001 and March 2020
was identifiable.
When addressing the specific causes of death - where
the phrase ‘where the cause is known’ is used - the
analysis discounted cases where the specific details
regarding the cause of death were unclear. For US
military personnel, this sample size was 70.9% of
total fatalities since 2001 (3,974 combat deaths and
988 non-combat deaths). Regarding UK fatalities,
the analysis discounted 10 deaths leaving a 98.4%
population sample (523 combat fatalities and 105
non-combat fatalities).
COLLECTING THE DATA
US MILITARY PERSONNEL FATALITIES
For US military personnel fatalities, data was collected
from ‘Honor the Fallen’ dataset created by the Military
Times, who collect the information via media releases
from the Pentagon, which publishes information about
each personnel death approximately 72 hours after an
incident, pending family notification. Based on this
dataset, the total population for deaths in Afghanistan,
Iraq and ‘other’ countries were considered between
11/09/2001 until 08/10/2020 – this amounts to 7,002
US ‘Enduring Freedom, Operation Iraqi Freedom and

Operation New Dawn deaths as confirmed by U.S.
Central Command’.
It is important to note that different sources record a
different number of US military deaths, but without
offering a breakdown. For instance, the US Department of Defence records 7,054 US military fatalities,
ICasualties records 7,037, and The Watson Institute
at Brown University recorded 6,951 up to November
2018. This paper assumes the reasons for these
variations because of different ways in which sources
classify whether a soldier was on operation overseas,
access to information and ability to confirm the data.
UK MILITARY PERSONNEL FATALITIES
For UK military personnel fatalities, information was
collected via the Ministry of Defence (MoD) regarding
UK soldier deaths as part of operations overseas from
the period 11/09/2001 – 08/10/2020.
UK Iraq deaths have been considered since the
commencement of Operation Telic, 19th March 2003.
Afghanistan figures have been considered since the
commencement of the ISAF mission in Afghanistan,
as part of the US Operation Enduring Freedom, 2001.
As the Ministry of Defence sources we have used do
not include fatalities on operation outside of Operation
Telic in Iraq, and the US-led Operation Enduring
Freedom, Operation Herrick and Operation Toral in
Afghanistan, we have used other sources to identify
fatalities that occurred in other operations. These
sources include mainstream media, Brookings, and
annual Ministry of Defence Reports.
The data on both US and UK military fatalities was
manually collected from the respective third-party
databases, and formulated into spreadsheets for
analysis. This was the only feasible way to extract
the information from the source. Peer checking was
conducted at this stage to minimise the risk of human
error.
DEPLOYMENT FIGURES
The US military figures on deployment were sourced
from the RAND corporation and corroborated by
figures from the Watson Institute of International and
Public Affairs. The UK deployment figures are sourced
from the Ministry of Defence. These were the most
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relevant and holistic records we could find from reliable
sources.
For the UK deployment figures, the scope of the data
ranges from 2001 - March 2014 (source: Ministry of
Defence). There was no data available for deployment
in Afghanistan from 1st January 2003 - 14th October
2005, however. Therefore, the total population for UK
troops is likely to be slightly higher than the approximation used in this study and, subsequently, the
proportion of fatalities against total deployment is
likely to be slightly lower. This is not deemed to have
impacted our key findings, or core percentages.
The total US deployment figures account for personnel
deployed from September 2001 until September
2015. Since 2015, the US has maintained an average
of 10,875 troops in Afghanistan and an average of
4,892 in Iraq. We have considered 2,770,000 as the
closest reliable estimate for total unique US personnel
deployed (not multiple deployments of the same
personnel) in Afghanistan and Iraq.
The total UK deployment figures range from September 2001 - March 2014. Following 2014, the UK has
maintained an average of 400 in Iraq and currently
have 1,000 troops deployed in Afghanistan. We have
considered 220,550 as the closest reliable estimate
for total number of unique UK troops deployed (not
multiple deployments of the same personnel) in
Afghanistan and Iraq.
For both countries, exact total annual deployment
figures could not be identified, so reports on the
average number of personnel on the ground have
been used as estimates.
UK annual deployment figures are based on reports
of UK personnel deployment in Afghanistan by the
BBC, the Guardian and the UK Foreign Affairs Committee, and data by Brookings on annual average
deployment in Iraq.
US personnel deployment figures are based on the
annual average number of troops deployed as recorded
by Brookings in their Iraq and Afghanistan indexes.
A personnel-year is a metric to measure cumulative
deployment length. For instance, one personnel-year

is equivalent to two military personnel serving six
months (each), one deployed for 12 months, or one
deployed for eight months and another deployed for
four. It could also be the case that there were 12
soldiers, each serving one month.
Unlike the total deployment figures, we do not have
the exact the number of unique individuals deployed
each year. Because of which, using personnel-years
as a metric is the most accurate way to measure troop
strength and, subsequently, measure and compare the
comparative rates of death.
CIVILIAN DEATHS
Civilian fatality data was collected from the OHCHR,
the Iraq Body count, Watson Institute, Brown University,
Human Rights Watch reports, and various UNAMA
reports.
FORMATTING AND EXTRACTING THE DATA
Data on both US and UK military personnel fatalities
have been formatted and analysed following the same
method. The same aspects of personnel fatalities were
identified for each dataset (i.e. a personnel’s gender,
age, rank, death date, death location (region and
country), and cause of death).
The causes of death included in the analysis were
categorised as follows: accident, manufactured bomb,
vehicle accident, helicopter accident, plane accident,
suicide, grenade, small arms fire, health related,
Improvised Explosive Device (IED), shelling, helicopter
shot down, rocket propelled grenade (RPG), friendly
fire, combat (unclear), and non-combat (unclear),
cause unspecified.
On the pie charts, only the causes of death accounting
for the highest percentage of fatalities have been
labelled. However, the other causes of death have been
considered in the analyses and the charts. For a point
of reference, an overview of all the causes and their
impact on both UK and US personnel are visualised
in the histograms in figures 1 and 2.
Additional details on the classification of cause of
death categories means that:
● ‘Manufactured bomb’ consists of landmines and
unexploded ordnance;
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● ‘Vehicle accident’ includes those who were
involved in a land-vehicle crash involving a car,
motorbike, forklift truck, tank, bus, tractor and
other types of land vehicle;
● ‘Suicide’ includes suicide by any means including
gunshot;
● ‘Small arms fire’ includes small arm gunshot by
any small arms (including rifle, pistol, sniper etc.);
● ‘IED’ includes suicide bombs (vest, car or otherwise), car bombs, roadside bombs and others;
● ‘Shelling’ includes mortar and other forms of
artillery;
● ‘Helicopter shot down’ includes a helicopter shot
down by any means;
● ‘Friendly fire’ includes friendly fire by any means
– includes airstrike, gunshot and knife attack.
OTHER COUNTRIES
As part of the operations overseas, both the US and
UK military were active in countries besides Iraq and

Afghanistan. These included Pakistan, Kuwait, Syria
and other countries that had militant connections with
terrorist groups in Iraq and Afghanistan. Aside from
this, there were various supporting camps and training
operations in Bahrain, Qatar and other countries in the
region – most of the deaths in these countries were a
result of accidents. In addition, there was a small
proportion of service personnel who were lost at sea
or drowned while serving on naval ships which have
been classified in this analysis as ‘other countries’.
For the US, ‘other countries’ consist of: Arabian
Sea, Persian Gulf, Bahrain, Cuba, Cyprus, Djibouti,
Egypt, United Arab Emirates, Ethiopia, Jordan,
Kenya, Kosovo, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Mali, Niger,
Oman, Pakistan, Philippines, Qatar, Syria, Red Sea,
Seychelles, Uzbekistan, Yemen.
For the UK, ‘other countries’ consist of: Arabian Gulf,
Cyprus, Kuwait, Qatar.

A US soldier casts a long shadow during a search through Pana, Afghanistan, 2007. Image by The U.S. Army.
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APPENDIX 2: ADDITIONAL GRAPHS SHOWING TRENDS
IN UK MILITARY, US MILITARY AND CIVILIAN FATALITIES
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END NOTES
1 The scope of civilian fatality figures in this study
for Afghanistan range from 2001, aligning with the
beginning of operations in the country by the US
and the UK, to 2020. The Iraq civilian figures range
from 2003, following the commencement of US/UK
operations in Iraq, to 2020. For the Afghan fatality
figures, there is a lack of reliable data on civilian
deaths between 2001 and 2004, so this paper
has used the median between the high and low
estimates of a detailed 2011 report on Afghan
civilian fatalities by Professor Neta C. Crawford of
Boston University – see appendix 1 of Crawford’s
report for more details.
2 According to data by Brookings, the US maintained
an average of 10,875 troops in Afghanistan from
2016-2019, and an average of 4,892 troops in Iraq
from 2016 -2020. The UK has maintained 400
troops every year in Iraq since 2015, and currently
maintains 1000 troops in Afghanistan.   
3 It is important to remember that as the UK sample
size is very small. This means a single event can
have a large impact on the statistics. For instance,
on 2nd September 2006, 14 people died in a single
plane accident, which meant plane accidents
accounted for a majority of non-combat deaths
in Afghanistan, where the cause is known.
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