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Seminar 1 – Genocide Measurement in Cambodia

The Khmer Rouge was a genocidal political movement that was in power 1975-79 and killed hundreds of thousands of people.  An obvious question to ask is how many people did the Khmer Rouge kill?  It is not easy to answer such a question.  There are no systematic records of the killing, at least as far as we are aware.  
There is a respected estimate of Patrick Heuveline of the University of Chicago of about 1.7 million people.  His method is based on using a pre-genocide census and a post-genocide voting roll to estimate the population before and after the genocide.
World Bank economist Damien de Walque gives a different and interesting approach to the problem in a recent paper entitled “The Long-Term Legacy of the Khmer Rouge Period in Cambodia”: http://www.hicn.org/FirstAnnualWorkshop_deWalque.pdf.    De Walque’s work is based on the Cambodia Demographic and Health Survey of 2000.  

The paper is not primarily on the topic of estimating the number of people killed in the genocide.  In fact, de Walque presents the estimate in an appendix to the paper and states clearly that he believes that his technique for estimating total deaths is biased downward, i.e., it underestimates the number of killings.  The paper focuses on a variety of less aggregate quantities such as breaking killings down by gender, age and education levels.  Nevertheless, the method of estimating total deaths is interesting in its own right as well as from the point of view of understanding why it is biased downward (if this is indeed the case).  

The survey draws on a nationally representative random sample of individuals.  These individuals give information on their siblings.  For our purposes we will just consider two pieces of information obtainable through the survey:  how many siblings each person had originally and how many of those died in the genocide.

Suppose that we estimate the fraction of the total population that died in the genocide as: (total number of people reported dead in the survey)/(total number of people in the survey plus their original siblings).  In other words, we calculate the fraction of all people uncovered by the survey who were reported as killed.

De Walque claims that such an estimator is biased downward.  Under what conditions is this true?  Try constructing simple examples.  Can this method be improved?
For your information, estimating using this method yields about 760,000 deaths.
