






Fig. 2. This figure highlights the relationship between conflict and distance to choke points for high and low trade periods. Proximity-to-choke-points
variable was constructed by the authors based on purely geographical distances (as described in SI Appendix); conflict data are from UCDP GED (as described
in SI Appendix). Bigger red circles represent higher numbers of conflict events. A and B correspond to years of above median trade openness, while C and
D correspond to years of below median trade openness. Am., America.

that allows us to control for confounding variables and statistical
biases.

At present, we move to a regression analysis with this interac-
tive effect. Note that SI Appendix presents a simplified regression
specification (featuring the same controls as in Table 1) and pro-
vides all methodological details for the more demanding main
specification that we shall now discuss. This main regression
specification features, as before, as dependent variables several
measures of violent events. As a main explanatory variable, we
still focus on the proximity to maritime choke points, but now
not only as a linear term, but also in interaction with a measure
of world trade openness (imports plus exports) in percentage
of world GDP. In this main baseline specification, we include a
more stringent set of controls. As before, we control for annual
time dummies (which account for global shocks) and latitude
fixed effects (capturing, among others, climate zone effects, earth
perimeter, and cell size), but now we also control for country
fixed effects. These different constant terms for each country
allow us to control for any time-invariant country characteris-
tics (such as colonial heritage, tradition of autocracy, country
size, geographical features, etc.), and, hence, our identifying
statistical variation stems from comparing different locations
of the same country (e.g., Medellin with Bogota or Miami
with Nashville). Note that controlling for annual time dummies
picks up the world trade openness measure (which takes the
same value for each country and varies annually), which, hence,
is dropped.

The results are displayed in Table 2. Consider the main spec-
ification of col. 1, where the linear effect of proximity has
a statistically significant positive coefficient, whereas its inter-
action with world trade openness has the expected negative
sign. This means that strategic territories face, on average, a
higher conflict risk in periods of low trade openness, while
with greater trade openness, they are relatively more shielded
from armed conflict, which is fully consistent with our game-
theoretic model in SI Appendix. This result carries over for
subcategories of conflict (col. 2–4) and for a conflict inten-
sity variable (col. 5). The results of Table 2 are represented
graphically in Fig. 3.

The impact is quantitatively sizable, as moving one SD (1,100
km) closer to a choke point increases by 0.4 percentage points‖

(24.8% of the unconditional baseline risk) the conflict likelihood
in periods when trade openness is low (0.4), while reducing it
by 0.2 percentage points∗∗ (12.1% of the conflict baseline risk)
when trade openness is high (0.6).

In SI Appendix, we present the details of all specifications used
in the main text, in addition to results for alternative specifica-
tions. In particular, we go one step further by running the same
regression, but including controls for cell fixed effects. These

k Computation based on model (1) in Table 2: (0:0148 − 0:0277 × 0:4) = 0:00372.

**Computation based on model (1) in Table 2: (0:0148 − 0:0277 × 0:6) = −0:00182.
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Table 2. Regression analysis of the impact of maritime choke point proximity and world trade
openness on violent events

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Any violence State-based Nonstate One-sided ln(deaths + 1)

Proximity 0.0148*** 0.0052*** 0.0017*** 0.0079*** 0.0338***
(0.0010) (0.0006) (0.0003) (0.0006) (0.0032)

Proximity× −0.0277*** −0.0087*** −0.0034*** −0.0156*** −0.0711***
World trade open. (0.008) (0.0011) (0.0006) (0.0010) (0.0053)
Observations 1,944,540 1,944,540 1,944,540 1,944,540 1,944,540
Adjusted R2 0.110 0.078 0.025 0.054 0.100
Mean dep. var. 0.015 0.007 0.002 0.006 0.035
Latitude FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

LPM estimates for model from (1) to (4) and OLS for model (5). Dep. var., dependent variable; FE, fixed
effects. ***p < 0.01. SEs clustered at the cell level. Proximity is minus the distance in SDs from the nearest
choke point (one SD equals 1,100 km). World trade open. is the world trade (exports plus imports) as share of
world GDP.

constant terms are specific to each cell of 0.5 × 0.5 decimal
degrees (55 km × 55 km at the equator) and, hence, filter out
all time-invariant characteristics of this very fine-grained local
area. In particular, this controls for the potentially confound-
ing impact of elevation, microclimate, sea access, ruggedness of
terrain, river proximity, and historical road network, to name a
few. This specification is described in detail in SI Appendix. It
is shown that all our results go through in this demanding spec-
ification and that the interaction term of interest between the
proximity to maritime choke points and world trade openness
continues to have a statistically significant negative sign in all
specifications.

Next, in SI Appendix, we perform further robustness checks.
We start by setting up an alternative specification to estimate the
direct effect of world trade openness. We find a conflict-reducing
effect of trade, and the coefficient of our main interaction
term of interest remains robust to this alternative specifica-
tion. Next, we investigate whether the interaction of world trade
openness and proximity does not pick up the role of other

factors, such as global military tensions, demographic changes,
or democratization. Our results prove robust to controlling for
the interactions of the these variables with proximity to choke
points. Furthermore, we explore a series of alternative ways
of defining choke points and building our proximity measure
(such as choke points without manmade shortcuts [Panama and
Suez canals]).

A further robustness check carried out in SI Appendix is to
allow for a nonlinear impact of proximity to choke points, run-
ning tercile and quartile regressions, as well as focusing on
immediate proximity to choke points (top 5 percentile, equaling
200 kilometers). Similarly, in another sensitivity test, the proxim-
ity to the closest coast and an interaction between this proximity
and world trade openness are included. Our results are robust to
this change and highlight that using our complex proximity-to-
choke-points measure yields substantial additional explanatory
power beyond the simple proximity-to-coast measure.

Finally, the robustness analysis in SI Appendix shows that
the results are robust to using an alternative data source
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Fig. 3. Marginal effects of moving toward a choke point by one SD (1,100 km). Marginal effects were computed by using the coefficients from Table 2. The
dark and light shades of blue represent, respectively, the 90% and 99% CIs. World trade openness is total world trade (imports plus exports) as share of the
world GDP (World Bank Data).
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for conflict [GDELT (20)] and to alternative clustering of
SEs (at the country level, administrative level 1, or spatial
clustering).

Last, but not least, in SI Appendix, we present a substan-
tial extension of our statistical model, going beyond a simple
robustness check. Specifically, we augment our specification
by including an interaction between our proximity-to-choke-
points measure and a dummy for defense-cooperation agree-
ments. This model shows that our main specification is robust
to this inclusion and that having a defense-cooperation agree-
ment is a complement to trade in terms of security, yet with
a somewhat smaller effect. This highlights the usefulness of
both informal trade incentives and formal defense-cooperation
agreements for fostering peace close to strategic choke
points.

Discussion
Our results suggest that—as predicted by our game-theoretic
model—being located nearby maritime choke points is a mixed
blessing. Being close to such a strait or bottleneck usually
bears significant risks, as controlling such neuralgic locations
conveys a series of rents and benefits. At the same time, in peri-
ods of high globalization and booming world trade, influential
major powers have strong incentives to mediate local conflicts
in order to guarantee the smooth operation of crucial water-
ways. We indeed find in our data that while, overall, places
closer to choke points had more conflict, this reverses when
world trade flows are large enough. Thus, while globalization
may be responsible for some ills, it would be unfair to blame it

for military combat over the control of locations of high strategic
importance.

On a more general level, our findings are consistent with the
view that global security coordination to mediate local disputes is
a global public good that may be underprovided. Local fighting
over controlling waterway bottlenecks creates a series of nega-
tive externalities worldwide (see, e.g., ref. 21). It is key to step
up international coordination to ensure that disputes get medi-
ated on a more regular basis, and not just when it is lucrative
for major powers to do so. As stressed in the seminal work of
ref. 22, collective action problems can be solved if one contrib-
utor (in our case, a major power or a military alliance such as
NATO) has large enough incentives to provide a public good (in
our context, free and safe access to global waterways). However,
relying on this is often inefficient, as there are lots of situations
where no single contributor has high-powered enough incen-
tives to step up efforts, but collectively, all states would benefit
from the provision of the global public good. Avoiding “free
riding” and solving collective action problems are classic chal-
lenges studied in economics—in our context, a natural solution
could be an increased role for supranational organizations, such
as the United Nations, in guaranteeing free and safe maritime
transport.

Data Availability. Openly available data have been deposited in
the Harvard Dataverse (23).
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