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Executive Summary 
Samuel Jardine 

 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine beginning February 2022, among other things, shone a very 

public spotlight on an increasingly common phenomenon in modern conflict zones; the 

presence of Private Military Contractors (PMCs). Russia has made extensive use of these, 

specifically its “Wagner Group”, in support of, or leading elements of its operations in Ukraine.  

 

The use of mercenaries or irregular forces to support, complement, or operate alongside 

standing state armies or royal retinues has a rich history of course; from the Hellenic Successor 

State’s deployment of local specialist forces and Carthage’s “mercenary armies” to the 12th 

Century French “Free Companies” and Italian Condottiero and beyond, mercenary forces have 

always provided a means for a state to quickly expand its pool of trained or specialist 

combatants quickly, and without the same long-term social, political, and economic costs that 

utilising citizen-soldiers in war implies. 

 

However, the utilisation of mercenaries on the front lines (not to be confused with foreign 

volunteers) had declined in favour of citizen-soldiers since the start of the 20th Century. Instead, 

mercenaries tended to be used in niche roles (such as providing contracted military security, or 

as “advisers” in conflict zones) or in areas where a state’s public or direct involvement would 

cause political issues (such as CIA contractors utilised in the Congo during the Cold War). 

These would become known as PMCs and are heavily employed by “Western” states today. 

They are legal, commercial enterprises, which while often having issues regarding their 

transparency, are regulated by national and international frameworks.  

 

Russian PMCs, however, took a different turn. Based on a unique set of circumstances within 

Russia they are not technically legal, largely unregulated by national or international 

framework, more closely tied to the interests and objectives of the Russian state; and utilised 

as a means to compete geopolitically “on the cheap” with other major global powers, 

facilitating Russia to “punch above its weight” through the deployment of deniable force 

operating within the “grey zone” and asymmetrical conflict. This is not merely in Ukraine but 

has been a global trend since the early 2010s. The re-utilisation of them on the frontlines in 

Ukraine indeed is a further step-away from current PMC norms, and one whose impact on the 

future of war is still unravelling. 

 

This comprehensive report delves into Russia’s PMCs, their origins, structure, the key actors, 

their operations, impact, and key takeaways. It does this in three specific sections, utilising 

Open-Source Intelligence, Human Intelligence, and desk-based research; 
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• Section 1- Provides a historical overview of Russia’s own interactions with 

mercenaries and PMCs to provide the context as to why and how Russia’s 

PMCs have emerged to operate differently than their western counterparts. It 

then provides an overview of the current key actors and what sort of 

environment they operate in within Russia.  

 

• Section 2- Provides a detailed analysis and accounting of Russian PMC 

operations, their contexts, and impact in 20 key countries across all corners of 

the globe. While Russian PMCs have certainly operated in more state’s than 

this, the lack of transparency has meant there is very little information to go on. 

As such we have only included countries in which we could find at least some 

information.  

 

• Section 3- Through a comparative analysis of Section 2’s findings alongside 

elements of Section 1, we provide 6 key analytical takeaways regarding 

Russian PMCs including how geography and context impact their operations, 

trends in human rights abuses and how these can be impacted by the type of 

Russian PMC employment, How the Wagner Group differs from others, how 

Russian PMCs differ from their Western and Chinese counterparts.  

 

Key Findings 

• Russian PMCs operate in a grey zone legally, being technically outlawed in Russia 

constitutionally and legally.  

 

• Despite this PMC’s are an important tool for the Russian executive. They provide forces 

heavily tied to the state that are outside normal chains of command who are directly 

answerable to Putin or his key supporters. They are often utilized as a deniable arm of 

the Russian state to further Moscow’s geopolitical interests. This is especially true of 

the Wagner Group.  

 

• The ideological foundations of most Russian PMCs and their ties to Russian elites, set 

them apart from Western PMCs, which usually seek to remain apolitical actors. 

Western PMSCs are also much more heavily involved with military support services 

and logistics compared to their Russian counterparts. 

 

• The operational usefulness of Russian PMCs as a tool for the Russian state to pursue 

its geopolitical aims with a veneer of “plausible deniability” is mixed. Russian PMC 

operations clearly tied to state aims, such as in Ukraine, can be more concerned about 

their own security and financial gain than meeting the aims of Moscow efficiently. This 

can result in breakdowns of discipline and the commitment of atrocities upon civilian 
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populations. Likewise, Russian PMC groups can have their own particular agendas or 

contracts within the wider framework of supporting Russian interests, that can come 

into conflict with other more official elements of the Russian states such as its armed 

forces or Foreign Ministry or complicate the aims of Russia itself (such as in Chad).   

 

• Broadly Russian PMC’s have struggled to make a significant market impact on the 

PMC market compared to US and UK PMCs who have dominated it since the 1990s. 

This is partly due to their lack of transparency, operating as they do in a legal grey zone. 

Their perceived ties to the Russian government and its objectives, headlined by the likes 

of Wagner Group also hinder their wider utilisation. 

 

• From Section 3 we extrapolate, from a comparative perspective based on their 

operations some key trends and points about Russian PMC’s 

o 1) Russian PMCs are able to operate across the full spectrum of conflict, being 

versatile in pursuing a range of Russian interests;  

▪ Hybrid- Particularly when in US interest spheres like Venezuela and 

need to tread carefully. 

▪ Low Intensity- With a soft power focus (state building, propping up 

Russian-friendly governments, or carving out and protecting key 

economic interests- particularly true in Africa which Russia considers a 

new strategic hub and the Indo-Pacific). 

▪ High Intensity- Warfighting (Specifically in Ukraine, the Caucasus, 

and Middle East where Russia has an interest in destabilisation, building 

direct influence or control, or supporting strategic Russian assets).  

 

o 2) Linked to this, a trend can be identified in the scale of Human Rights 

violations by Russian PMCs on operations. If the Russian PMC in question is 

employed by a state entity- as in Mali or Ukraine, the scale of civilian abuses 

and human rights violations rises rapidly, compared to instances where Russian 

PMCs are supporting non-government rebel groups as in Chad. It is likely the 

legitimisation which governments provide in such contracts facilitates PMCs to 

feel they can more readily commit abuses, particularly when government forces 

aid and abet, or have already created an operational culture which promotes this.  

 

o 3) Legal Grey Zone The legal grey zone in which Russian PMCs operate, being 

banned domestically in Russia, gives them a certain degree of protection from 

being effectively prosecuted due to the difficulties national or international 

courts have in getting redress from Russian citizens operating within a PMC or 

owning it. This legal grey area also suits Moscow, who have a degree of 

deniability for the activities of their PMCs in service to Russian geopolitical 

aims.  
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o 4) The Wagner Group enjoy a very close relationship with the Russian 

State, Armed Forces and President Putin. While all Russian PMCs to some 

degree have ties to the Russian state, and are utilised in pursuit of its interests, 

Wagner appears far more integrated into Russia’s geopolitical aims and elites 

than other Russian PMCs. However, it also presents. due to this. a distinct and 

emerging threat to the Russian state since the Ukraine invasion, reportedly 

wielding a growing degree of political influence within the Russian 

government.  

 

o 5) Russian PMCs are significantly different from their Western 

counterparts on the market in terms of structure and operational methods. 

Western PMCs are legal entities who sign up to the 2008 Montreux Document 

which provides a regulatory framework for their activity. Typically, Western 

PMCs are commercial entities, defensive in the nature of their operations and 

utilisation. Russian PMCs meanwhile operate in a legal grey area, do not 

recognize any international regulatory framework, and conduct military-style 

operations that meet the Russian states interests, alongside more typical 

defensive-oriented work. While there are significant issues regarding 

accountability and transparency across all PMCs, Russian PMCs are far more 

opaque. They also are paid less than their western counterparts.  

 

o 6) Russian PMCs for now differ significantly from their Chinese 

counterparts who have grown under-the-radar. Chinese contractors are far 

more openly tied legally to the Chinese state, and overtly in the protection of its 

foreign infrastructure, operating largely in the BRI states. They legal cannot 

carry arms and so are classified as Private Security Companies (PSCs). 

However, as China’s presence in Africa grows and the types of opportunities 

and operations increase Beijing may potentially look to the Russian model for 

inspiration.  
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Section 1) An Overview of Russia’s Private Military 

Contractors (PMCs)  
 

A History of Russian PMCs  

Polina Encheva and Eva Kristinova 

 

Pre-1945: The Lineage of Russian PMCs 

 

Russia’s use of PMC-like forces dates all the way back to the Russian empire, even pre-dating 

it in some cases. Some of the earliest cited forms of such formations date back to the 16th 

century,1 under tsar Ivan IV, namely to the use of irregular forces largely composed of 

Cossacks. Over time, their formations expanded to include other minority ethnic backgrounds 

under subsequent rulers.2 The main objectives of the period were eastward and southward 

expansion, seeking defensible borders, essentially forming a formidable Russian empire. 

However, empire-building came with its own share of domestic unrest, especially in the newly 

incorporated areas. These irregular forces were therefore deployed to these regions to prevent 

or deal with such issues. 

 

These irregular forces were usually geographically and ethnically concentrated into smaller 

groups across the territory of the empire, and often led by their minority chiefs and leaders. 

After greater consolidation of the empire and the entrenchment of Russian rule over newly 

acquired territories, their use expanded to include military defence in weakly governed 

territories, border security, as well as varied ‘hybrid’ functions.3 This included their use in the 

training of foreign militias, such as the Persian Cossack Brigade in the 1870s.4 Russia’s use of 

irregular forces to supplement regular warfare also started early on, with Cossack and other 

formations notably used in the war of 1812.5 Their unusually brutal methods did not go 

unnoticed abroad, and these irregular forces acquired quite a reputation throughout the rest of 

Europe during this period.  

 
1 Sukhankin, S., 2019. “The Russian State’s Use of Irregular Forces and Private Military Groups: From Ivan the 

Terrible to the Soviet Period.” The Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-

use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/. 
2 Borshchevskaya, A., 2019. Russian Private Military Companies: Continuity and Evolution of the Model. 

[Russia Foreign Policy Papers] Foreign Policy Research Institute. https://www.fpri.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf. 
3 Sukhankin, S., 2019. “The Russian State’s Use of Irregular Forces and Private Military Groups: From Ivan the 

Terrible to the Soviet Period.” The Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-

use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/. 
4 Egorov, B., 2020. “How Russia helped Iran create a Cossack unit.” Russia Beyond. 

https://www.rbth.com/history/331523-how-russia-helped-iran. 
5 Полонский, И. 2018. “Самые необычные и экзотические войска Российской империи.” Военное 

Обозрение. https://topwar.ru/145903-samye-neobychnye-i-jekzoticheskie-vojska-rossijskoj-imperii.html. 

https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.rbth.com/history/331523-how-russia-helped-iran
https://topwar.ru/145903-samye-neobychnye-i-jekzoticheskie-vojska-rossijskoj-imperii.html
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.rbth.com/history/331523-how-russia-helped-iran
https://www.rbth.com/history/331523-how-russia-helped-iran
https://topwar.ru/145903-samye-neobychnye-i-jekzoticheskie-vojska-rossijskoj-imperii.html
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Towards the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, irregular forces of various 

ethnic backgrounds throughout the empire began to be incorporated into official Russian army 

structures. This mostly took place in the form of enhanced military training before coming to 

serve directly under Russian officials. In this way, a unique model of later-PMC deployment 

emerged, with a mixture of Russian and non-Russian soldiers, military contractors, and 

guerrilla fighters consolidated into what later became known as ‘People’s Militias’.6 This kind 

of military service also had the secondary effect of facilitating the cultural assimilation of 

minority ethnic groups into the Russian empire 

 

The Soviet Union and the Cold War: The Foundations for Russia’s later PMCs  

 

After the Russian Revolution in 1917, irregular forces continued to be used domestically, most 

vitally during the ensuing Civil War. Both the Red and the White armies  employed the services 

of such forces, however, it was the ultimate victor, the communist side, that would figure out 

a way to integrate and use them in the most effective manner.7 This was done by recruiting 

forces from behind enemy lines using the communist ideology as a chief persuasion tactic and 

subsequently leaving them to operate directly within enemy territory. The use of existing 

guerrilla forces supplemented by volunteers became the hallmark of the Soviet use of irregular 

forces.8 Furthermore, small groups of irregular forces formed separate divisions and were then 

trained to specialise in particular tasks and forms of warfare, for instance, the manufacture of 

bombs and other niche weaponry. It is important to note that this exact strategy would later be 

used by the fully formed Soviet Union when training terrorist and guerrilla military groups 

abroad. 

 

In terms of functional purposes and overarching objectives, these too changed for the regime 

and its subsequent use of irregular forces. For the Soviet Union, the goal of military action and 

involvement shifted from the domestic to the international sphere, namely fighting for the 

spread of communism around the world. In addition, increased foreign involvement had the 

dual purpose of serving as a counter to American influence globally. In line with these 

objectives, the Soviet Union adopted a concept of ‘internationalist obligation’ to justify their 

actions and presence in other countries (which later culminated in the Brezhnev doctrine in the 

sphere of international law and foreign interference).9 

 
6 Sukhankin, S., 2019. “The Russian State’s Use of Irregular Forces and Private Military Groups: From Ivan the 

Terrible to the Soviet Period.” The Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-

use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Borshchevskaya, A., 2019. Russian Private Military Companies: Continuity and Evolution of the Model. 

[Russia Foreign Policy Papers] Foreign Policy Research Institute. https://www.fpri.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf. 
9 Kristinova, E., 2018. “Soviet International Law and its Legacy: Theory and Practice.” Unpublished. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_k0ltwsKrXfoHDzJFz4tYAn138JSc5ir/view. 

https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_k0ltwsKrXfoHDzJFz4tYAn138JSc5ir/view?usp=sharing
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_k0ltwsKrXfoHDzJFz4tYAn138JSc5ir/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_k0ltwsKrXfoHDzJFz4tYAn138JSc5ir/view
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Regarding the functions carried out by irregular forces in these operations, a few general 

patterns emerged as well; 

 

• First, was the pursuit of legitimacy prior to foreign engagement. The Soviet Union 

would issue formal ‘requests’ to countries before beginning their operations on their 

territory.10  

 

• Second, despite the increase in foreign involvement during this period, the regime was 

worried about international exposure of such operations. For this purpose, most foreign 

involvement was turned into a proxy war, with other allied countries (such as the PRC) 

involved to mask Soviet activity. In other cases, the incumbent militaries would conduct 

clandestine operations with the help of Soviet military personnel; otherwise, a 

combination of both approaches was used.  

 

• Irregular forces were also used to train terrorist groups and other radical organisations 

directly in Western countries, in line with previous tactics of the Red Army. This was 

done primarily through direct contact with Soviet officers, or even through more subtle 

corridors, such as youth and educational exchanges.11 

 

• A final feature of irregular force operations during this period was the standardised 

patterns of paramilitary preparation. Soviet officers took a generalised approach to 

training and military action based on the structures of the Soviet army, drawing mostly 

from its experience in the Second World War.12 This often meant that local geography, 

circumstances, and political climates failed to be taken into account. 

 

As a consequence, the Soviet use of irregular forces brought in significant disadvantages and 

setbacks for later use by Russia. The standardisation of training and practices resulted in 

emergent dogmatism in Soviet military structures, which meant that many lessons learnt abroad 

later failed to be implemented domestically. Additionally, the perceived superiority of Soviet 

irregular forces, relative to those in countries that they were involved in, led to a widening gap 

in capabilities and technology when compared with the Western bloc.  

 

A lot of new functions added to military preparation, such as control over communication or 

protection of critical infrastructure, were gradually being adopted by newly formed Western 

PMCs. Not perceiving this gap in knowledge and ability served as a testament to the fact that 

 
10 Sukhankin, S., 2019. “The Russian State’s Use of Irregular Forces and Private Military Groups: From Ivan 

the Terrible to the Soviet Period.” The Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-

states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 

https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
https://jamestown.org/program/the-russian-states-use-of-irregular-forces-and-private-military-groups-from-ivan-the-terrible-to-the-soviet-period/
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the Soviet Union was failing to catch up with the modern nature of warfare. Nevertheless, 

Soviet military officers were continuously being deployed abroad for training and advisory 

purposes, many of whom chose to stay abroad as independent private contractors after the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

 

1991-2014: The Emergence of Russian PMC’s  

 

The full growth of the Russian PMC industry could be traced back to the chaos of the 1990s, 

when former Soviet soldiers, intelligence personnel, and other members of the security 

apparatus moved into the private sector to provide security for big companies and politicians. 

The widely popular private protection to government, corporate and individual clients marked 

the post-Cold War era and the changed the nature of warfare. Over the years, Russia’s focus 

on PMCs widened and extended abroad as a means to achieve its foreign policy goals.  

 

Under the rule of Vladimir Putin in recent decades, this model evolved significantly and 

expanded across the globe. Since the legal status of PMCs in Russia differs from that in the 

West, the history of semi-state military forces also diverges from the way Western governments 

work with private contractors particularly when it comes to transparency, their legal standing 

(the fact that technically in Russia, PMCs are constitutionally banned), and that they do not 

operate under the auspices of the Swiss and Red Cross Montreaux Agreement. Russia is not a 

signatory of the document which emphasizes the “defensive nature” of PMCs.13 Furthermore, 

under Putin’s regime the role of PMCs evolved as a means to gain and hold political power, 

for instance, with the set up in early 2012, of Russia’s Special Operations Forces Command 

(SOFC) and in 2013 the Special Operations Forces (SOF). These while seemingly modelled 

on western Special Forces, are uniquely led by contractor officers and operate outside of the 

armed forces.14 They act as a private arm of the executive, able to utilise local forces as needed 

and filling a role where PMCs might typically find themselves if they were not ostensibly 

outlawed constitutionally. Other PMCs in Russia such as the Wagner group operate in a legal 

grey zone in terms of domestic politics and law, despite fulfilling the geopolitical needs of their 

country.  

 

Partly filling this grey zone is the building upon of  “volunteerism” in national narratives to 

justify the existence of what are Russian PMCs operating in foreign countries to further 

Moscow’s geopolitical aims.15  

 
13 Borshchevskaya, A., 2019. Russian Private Military Companies: Continuity and Evolution of the Model. 

[Russia Foreign Policy Papers] Foreign Policy Research Institute. https://www.fpri.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Sukhankin, S., 2019. From ‘Volunteers’ to Quasi-PMCs: Retracing the Footprints of Russian Irregulars in the 

Yugoslav Wars and Post-Soviet Conflicts. The Jamestown Foundation. https://jamestown.org/program/from-

volunteers-to-quasi-pmcs-retracing-the-footprints-of-russian-irregulars-in-the-yugoslav-wars-and-post-soviet-

conflicts/. 

https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/from-volunteers-to-quasi-pmcs-retracing-the-footprints-of-russian-irregulars-in-the-yugoslav-wars-and-post-soviet-conflicts/
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/from-volunteers-to-quasi-pmcs-retracing-the-footprints-of-russian-irregulars-in-the-yugoslav-wars-and-post-soviet-conflicts/
https://jamestown.org/program/from-volunteers-to-quasi-pmcs-retracing-the-footprints-of-russian-irregulars-in-the-yugoslav-wars-and-post-soviet-conflicts/
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There are multiple occasions where the unofficial military forces of Russian ‘volunteers’ has 

been used to reshape the geopolitical landscape and outlook on conflicts across the globe, 

particularly those which are in Moscow’s geopolitical interest.16 The evolving strategic benefit 

has resulted in Russia providing protective services in the Central African Republic,17 Mali,18 

and even energy fields in Syria.19 There are also numerous instances where Russian PMC’s 

provided training, such as to pro-Russian Cossacks in Transnistria. The grey zone and emphasis 

on “volunteerism” allow the Russian state to deny it is involved in any shape or form in these 

operations. “Volunteers” indeed has become part of Russia’s post-2014 PMC operation in 

Ukraine.  

Figure 1 courtesy of the Center For Strategic & International Studies, 21 September 2022 

 

 
16 Centre for Strategic & International Studies, 2020, https://russianpmcs.csis.org/  
17 Eschroeder. 2022. “Hackers, Hoodies, and Helmets: Technology and the Changing Face of Russian Private 

Military Contractors.” Atlantic Council. August 1. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-

reports/issue-brief/technology-change-and-the-changing-face-of-russian-private-military-contractors/. 
18 Guillermo. 2022. “The Wagner Group's Playbook in Africa: Mali.” Foreign Policy Research Institute. April 8. 

https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/03/the-wagner-groups-playbook-in-africa-mali/. 
19 “Reports and Memos Russia and Eurasia.” 2022. FOI. https://www.foi.se/en/foi/research/security-

policy/russia-and-eurasia/reports-and-memos-russia-and-eurasia.html. 

https://russianpmcs.csis.org/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/technology-change-and-the-changing-face-of-russian-private-military-contractors/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/03/the-wagner-groups-playbook-in-africa-mali/
https://www.foi.se/en/foi/research/security-policy/russia-and-eurasia/reports-and-memos-russia-and-eurasia.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/putins-proxies-examining-russias-use-private-military-companies
https://russianpmcs.csis.org/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/technology-change-and-the-changing-face-of-russian-private-military-contractors/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/technology-change-and-the-changing-face-of-russian-private-military-contractors/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/03/the-wagner-groups-playbook-in-africa-mali/
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/03/the-wagner-groups-playbook-in-africa-mali/
https://www.foi.se/en/foi/research/security-policy/russia-and-eurasia/reports-and-memos-russia-and-eurasia.html
https://www.foi.se/en/foi/research/security-policy/russia-and-eurasia/reports-and-memos-russia-and-eurasia.html
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Russian PMC Operation in a US-UK Dominated Market 

 

The current global PMC industry is not unified around the practices of modern Russian firms 

but rather the contrary. The private security market is UK/US  dominated market, helped by 

both countries having agreed on a common legal framework that allows the legal operation of 

PMCs.20 The Montreux convention (of which Russia is not part of) outlines the use of PMCs 

for defensive purposes only. While Russia sees the use of PMCs as a way to challenge the 

West, it would not benefit from recognising the legality of such companies on its sovereign 

territory. This fact gives the state plausible deniability that not all PMCs are directly controlled 

by the Russian state creating an opaque operational environment. 

 

In the late 90s and early 2000s, Russia began to form the first of its PMCs.21 Companies such 

as Antiterror-Orel failed to compete successfully with their Western counterparts, and by the 

time of the Iraq War in 2003, Russia had largely lost the chance of being a true competitor to 

US/UK PMCs.22 Despite this, the company Antiterror-Orel, while only being active on the 

market for three years, is considered to be the pioneer for the current structure of Russian 

PMCs. It directly inspired the likes of the Moran Security Group (which has ties to the Wagner 

Group).23  

 

The Current Political, Legal, Economic, Environment for Russian 

PMCs 

Carl Aellen and Polina Encheva 

 

Many issues and inconsistencies arise when discussing the legal status of PMCs in Russia. 

While Russia has been home to and used all sorts of non-government security forces in the 

past, their legal status has often purposefully murky and complex.24 This lack of clarity around 

the legal status of PMCs leads to a subsequently a lack of accountability and transparency 

which can be both a benefit for the Russian state, as well as a disadvantage for those serving 

in a Russian PMC. It also has implications for the wider Russian Federation. To understand 

this, there are multiple issues that should be explored to fully understand the impact of PMCs 

and why the outlawing of PMCs has negative consequences within and outside the country. 

 
20 Matthew Sutherland, 2021, “Market for Force: The Emerging Role of Private Military and Security 

Companies in Contemporary Conflicts.” The Security Distillery. https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-

articles/market-for-force-the-emerging-role-of-private-military-and-security-companies-in-contemporary-

conflicts. 
21 Ibid, 
22 Ibid.  
23 Nadezhda Sokolova, 2022 “War to become a private affair”, October 18, 

https://www.rbth.com/articles/2012/10/17/war_to_become_a_private_affair_19219.html   
24 Borshchevskaya, A., 2019. Russian Private Military Companies: Continuity and Evolution of the Model. 

[Russia Foreign Policy Papers] Foreign Policy Research Institute. https://www.fpri.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf. 

https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-articles/market-for-force-the-emerging-role-of-private-military-and-security-companies-in-contemporary-conflicts
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-articles/market-for-force-the-emerging-role-of-private-military-and-security-companies-in-contemporary-conflicts
https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-articles/market-for-force-the-emerging-role-of-private-military-and-security-companies-in-contemporary-conflicts
https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-articles/market-for-force-the-emerging-role-of-private-military-and-security-companies-in-contemporary-conflicts
https://www.rbth.com/articles/2012/10/17/war_to_become_a_private_affair_19219.html
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
https://www.fpri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rfp4-borshchevskaya-final.pdf
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The first issue arises from the fact that generally there is no accepted international definition 

when discussing what PMCs actually are. To some countries, any security organisation that 

operates within conflict zones is considered a mercenary organisation and most often 

considered illegal. There are only 35 countries that signed the 2001 International Convention 

against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries.25  

 

Nonetheless, most of the more powerful countries provide some legal definitions and basis for 

the operation of military or security contractors in some form and thus make the distinction 

between these and mercenaries clear. Countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom 

and France have for decades employed private contractors to fulfil many roles both within the 

framework of the military and outside of it, sometimes to great effect. For many countries, the 

use of such contractors provides cost efficiency for their defence structure, and the ability to 

conduct a wider range of operations without the need for direct government intervention.  

 

Not all PMC companies have a relationship with the state, and often their interests and 

operations are incredibly varied. However, during the turbulent years and the collapse of the 

USSR, Russia was not familiar with those types of defence and military relationships as the 

Soviet military consisted of five centralised armed services.26 Likewise, as noted previously, 

Russian volunteers and contractor had been used abroad to further the aims of the Russian state, 

and tied to its service, rather than compete on a global market.  

 

It is this context that informs the Russian Federation’s effective banning of mercenary groups 

and their operations.27 Article 359 of the Russian Criminal Code outlaws mercenaries and their 

financing, and article 71 of the constitution also bans any actor other than the Russian state 

from engaging in matters of defence, security or foreign policy.28  

However, the relationship between the Russian state and PMCs has often been complex in this 

regard, as the ban on mercenary units has not applied to Private Security Companies (PSCs) 

and PMCs are often seen in Russia as being a subset of the former in the eyes of the Russian 

state.29 The Russian government has often seemed to attempt to strike the balance between 

their desire for a strong state that is in control of their security affairs, and the desire to compete 

 
25 “International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries.” 2022. 

OHCHR. https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-against-

recruitment-use-financing-and. 
26 “Key Personnel and Organizations of the Soviet Military High Command.” 1987. 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/notes/2009/N2567.pdf. 
27 “What Laws Constrain This Russian Private Military Company?” Lawfare, August 31, 2021. 

https://www.lawfareblog.com/what-laws-constrain-russian-private-military-company. 
28 “Criminal Code Russia - Imolin.” https://www.imolin.org/doc/amlid/Russian_Federation_Criminal_Code.pdf. 
29 International Committee of the Red Cross. “Russian Federation: Regulating Private Military and Security 

Companies.” International Committee of the Red Cross, April 24, 2019. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/russian-federation-regulating-private-military-security-companies. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-against-recruitment-use-financing-and
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-against-recruitment-use-financing-and
https://www.lawfareblog.com/what-laws-constrain-russian-private-military-company
https://www.imolin.org/doc/amlid/Russian_Federation_Criminal_Code.pdf
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https://www.icrc.org/en/document/russian-federation-regulating-private-military-security-companies
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with the West in their employment of PMCs to impose cost-effectiveness and international 

reach. What has often happened is that PMC activities have some a wide degree of 

appropriation and tolerance by the Russian state. Specifically courtesy of the plausible 

deniability that PMCs have provided for the Kremlin in their operations over the last two 

decades in helping to secure a global security footprint, but without the dedication of too many 

national resources.  

 

This tolerance should not be mistaken though for a willingness to allow Russian PMCs to 

operate without a very tight leash attaching them to state interests. For instance, the recent 

amendment of Article 359 following the occupation of Ukraine has seen the penalties of acting 

as a mercenary in an armed conflict rise from 3-7 years in prison to 7-15.30 Likewise, groups 

like Wagner have been somewhat absorbed into the security structure of the Russian state in 

order to benefit Russian foreign policy.31 Legally, they seem to be separate from the state when 

convenient, but represent the Kremlin’s interests frequently. These restrictive laws and their 

use in binding Russian PMCs to the needs of the state also prevent in theory the accumulation 

of power and influence of potentially independent armed powerbases within Russia.        

It has been difficult for dissenting Russian politicians to effectively challenge the “grey zone” 

status that Russian PMCs have. Criticism is based typically around the very advantages that 

Russian PMCs bring to the state; primarily deniability and lack of transparency and status.32 

Attempts to push for regulation also suffer  

 

Interestingly, the influential operators of PMCs such as Yvegniy Prigozhin, Wagner Groups 

founder, have of late shown a tendency to be vocal critics of the Russian state security structure 

(and so potentially of Vladimir Putin himself). There is a potential depending upon how the 

Ukraine war continues to progress that PMC’s like Wagner group may occupy a more 

influential place in Russia’s political space, certainly they are potentially a serious competitor 

to the state security apparatus.33  

 

For their part the Russian states security apparatus can be alleged to have an equally negative 

relationship with Russian PMCs. This is best highlighted by the Deir Al-Zour incident in Syria, 

where potentially hundreds of Wagner group operatives became casualties after they tried to 

attack a U.S military occupied Kurdish outpost. The process of how this disaster unfolded can 

 
30 “Russian Federation Council Backs Bill to Punish Defection during Armed Conflict as Treason.” TASS. 

https://tass.com/society/1477499. 
31 Stronski, Paul. “Implausible Deniability: Russia's Private Military Companies.” Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, June 2, 2020. https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/06/02/implausible-deniability-russia-s-

private-military-companies-pub-81954. 
32 “Russian MP Demands Government Regulate Private Military Companies.” TASS. February 2018. 

https://tass.com/politics/989972. 
33 “'Someone Will Fall Victim': Insiders Reveal Elite Anguish as Russia's War Falters.” The Guardian. Guardian 

News and Media, October 7, 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/07/intense-dread-and-

infighting-among-russian-elites-as-putins-war-falters. 

https://tass.com/society/1477499
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be attributed to poor relations between Russia’s Defence Ministry and Wagner as they compete 

for influence, the incident providing a source of criticism against the latter.34  

 

An Overview of Current Major Russian PMCs 

Sarah Kuszynski and Candace Huntington 

 

In this section of the report, we aim to provide an overview of the current major Russian PMCs, 

with a particular focus on the Wagner group, RSB group and Moran Security Group; their 

organisational structure and strategic objectives. 

Figure 2 courtesy of the Center For Strategic & International Studies, 21 September 2022 

 

The form, and structure of PMCs has shifted over time. For example, one of the forerunners 

was Tigr Top-Rent Security.35 established to conduct operations in Iraq. It existed in 2005-

2006 before its members disbanded to create a number of other military groups, namely, the 

Wagner Group. The Wagner group today is one of the most recognisable Russian PMCs, other 

smaller PMCs include, the E.N.O.T. Corp and the Cossacks. 

 

There remains great variety among the Russian PMSCs. Some, first of all Wagner, are 

composed primarily of mercenaries and militias, while the RSB-group is relatively similar to 

Western PMSCs. The ideological foundations of most Russian PMCs and their ties to Russian 

 
34 “The Puzzle of Russian Behavior in Deir Al-Zour.” War on the Rocks, July 5, 2018. 

https://warontherocks.com/2018/07/the-puzzle-of-russian-behavior-in-deir-al-zour/. 
35 Tool. “TIGR Top-Rent Security Archives.” Warsaw Institute. https://warsawinstitute.org/tag/tigr-top-rent-

security/. 
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elites, set them apart from Western PMCs, which usually seek to remain apolitical actors. 

Western PMSCs are also much more heavily involved with military support services and 

logistics compared to their Russian ‘counterparts’ as the Wagner Group, RSB and Moran 

Security demonstrate. 

Wagner Group: 

 

The Wagner Group are the most well-known and notorious Russian PMC. First appearing in 

the Luhansk region of Ukraine in 2014, the group has been involved in operations across the 

globe, primarily to further the Russian government’s interests. Russian law officially prohibits 

the creation or use of PMCs, and the Russian government has denied their existence. The 

Wagner Group, however, is widely considered to have close ties with the government and 

conducted operations in Ukraine, Syria, the Central African Republic, Libya, and Mali. Much 

of the organisation’s structure and membership is shrouded in secrecy, including its 

connections to the government, and unlike some other Russian PMCs it is not an officially 

registered entity.36Wagner has been dubbed “Putin’s private army” due to its wide-spread 

operations and close relationship with the Russian government.37 

 

Since its founding, Wagner’s leadership has also been somewhat obscured. Until recently, 

Yevgeny Prigozhin, a Russian oligarch and close associate of Vladimir Putin, had adamantly 

denied his ties to Wagner. A video released on social media in September 2022 showed 

Prigozhin recruiting Russian prisoners on behalf of Wagner to fight in Ukraine.38 Since his 

video appearance in September, Prigozhin has continued to appear in other videos promoting 

Wagner,39 including videos of him jumping out of a helicopter and at a Wagner member’s 

funeral service. At the end of October 2022, Wagner opened a “military technology centre” in 

St. Petersburg with the goal of “developing new ideas which they are ready to apply in the field 

of national defence”.40  

 

Dmitry Utkin, a former Russia military intelligence officer (GRU), is also reportedly linked to 

the group. An EU sanctions regulation from December 2021 stated Utkin as the co-founder and 

 
36 Vorobyov, Niko. “Shrouded in Secrecy for Years, Russia's Wagner Group Opens Up.” Russia-Ukraine war 

News | Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera, August 10, 2022. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/10/wagner-private-

group-now-an-extension-of-russias-military. 
37 “Combating Terrorism Center – CTC at West Point.” Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, October 21, 

2022. https://ctc.westpoint.edu/. 
38 Triebert, Christiaan. “Video Reveals How Russian Mercenaries Recruit Inmates for Ukraine War.” The New 

York Times. The New York Times, September 16, 2022. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/16/world/europe/russia-wagner-ukraine-video.html. 
39 Mackinnon, Amy. “'Putin's Chef' Steps out of the Shadows.” Foreign Policy. Foreign Policy, October 3, 2022. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/03/yevgeny-prigozhin-wagner-group-putin/. 
40 Person. “Outspoken Putin Ally Prigozhin's St Petersburg Defence Tech Centre Opens.” Reuters. Thomson 

Reuters, November 4, 2022. https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/outspoken-putin-ally-prigozhins-st-

petersburg-defence-tech-centre-opens-2022-11-04/. 
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commander of the Wagner Group.41 After leaving the Russian military, Utkin worked for the 

so-called first modern Russian PMC, the Slavonic Corps,42 which operated in the Syrian Civil 

War mainly guarding oil fields, but was unsuccessful. Many of the members of the Slovanic 

Corps moved to what would become the Wagner Group, headed by Utkin. During the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014, Utkin commanded a mercenary group called Wagner (Utkin’s 

call sign) and participated in operations in Luhansk and Donetsk. Utkin’s ties to the Kremlin 

were confirmed when he attended an event hosted by the Kremlin and appeared in a photo with 

Putin in 2016. It is unclear to what extent Utkin is currently involved in Wagner’s activities. 

Recent reports have identified Konstantin Pikalov, a former Russian officer, as commanding 

various Wagner activities in Africa.43 

 

The Wagner Group is widely understood to have close ties with Vladimir Putin and operates 

to further the Kremlin’s interests domestically and internationally. Despite the Russian 

government not officially recognizing the group, the Russian military and Wagner have close 

ties. Wagner’s primary base is in Molkino in Russia and “is operated jointly by the 10th 

Separate Special Purpose Brigade of Russia’s GRU”.44 In addition, Wagner has used the 

Russian military’s resources and infrastructure to carry out its foreign operations. Wagner has 

been involved in a wide range of operations abroad, primarily in Africa. In these operations, 

mercenaries will either engage in combat in already-active conflicts (in Ukraine and Syria),45 

or act as security-providers for foreign governments aligned with the Kremlin. In 2014, Russia 

used Wagner in Ukraine to help carry out the internationally unpopular annexation of Crimea 

and to somewhat shield the Russian government from culpability in the process. In Syria, 

Wagner was deployed to support the Russia-backed al-Assad regime. Along with engaging in 

combat, Wagner mercenaries were contracted to provide security for oil and gas fields during 

the war. These operations also served Prigozhin’s personal economic interests. As payment for 

Wagner’s services, the Syrian regime gave Prigozhin 25% of the revenue from Syrian oil and 

gas fields.46 

 

 
41 Office Journal of the European Union, December 13, 2021. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
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13, 2022. https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/. 
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Russian State | Center for Strategic and International Studies, September 25, 2020. 
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Since 2016, Wagner has reportedly  operated in 18 African countries, including Libya, Sudan, 

the Central African Republic, Mozambique, and Mali.47 Wagner served to extend Russian and 

the Kremlin’s influence in Africa to compete with the U.S. and China in regions where they 

had a limited presence. For example, Wagner mercenaries supported the Libyan Arab Armed 

Forces against the UN-supported regime and established military bases in Libya to gain a 

foothold in the region along the Mediterranean. In the Central African Republic, Wagner has 

benefitted from natural resources,48 providing its security services to the regime and receiving 

access to gold and diamond mines in return. While Russian state interests drive the Wagner 

Group’s objectives, it is notable that its leadership has links to far-right and neo-nazi ideologies, 

particularly Dmitry Utkin. 

 

In conclusion, Wagner differs from Western and even other Russian PMCs due to its very close 

ties to the Kremlin and its role in implementing Russia’s foreign policy objectives abroad, 

making it a de facto private military for the Russian government. Since the invasion of Ukraine, 

Wagner has moved out of the shadows and is increasingly operating in the public eye. 

 

RBS Group: 

 

The RSB-Group was officially registered in Moscow in 2011whilst also being registered in the 

British Virgin Islands.49 The RSB-Group has an office in Senegal as well as their main office 

in Moscow, and they have representatives in Sri-Lanka, Turkey, Germany and Cyprus 

(Boiarskii, 2014). Their key areas of influence include: Libya, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Somalia, 

Columbia and some areas of South-East Asia.50 

 

From the RSB’s website they denote themselves as “private military companies” or “military 

consulting companies”.51 The head of the company is Oleg Krinitsyn. In a 2017 interview with 

Reuters claimed that the RSB’s task in Libya “was to remove mines from an industrial 

facilit[ies]”.52 
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The RSB group has also been engaged in the protection of naval vessels in African waters 

(mainly in the Gulf of Guinea) and they have been linked to the protection of land convoys and 

high net worth individuals across various Arab countries.53 

The RSB-Group is most specialised in the protection of gas and oil pipelines and it is also 

composed mainly of former GRU and FSB officers.54 Significantly, some Russian 

commentators describe the RSB-Group as possibly “the most serious” Russian PMC.55 This 

was interpreted as meaning that the company is the one most similar to major Western PMSCs 

-that the RSB-Group – in terms of organisation, professionalism and capabilities. Indicative of 

the scope of RSB Group’s capabilities is that in 2016 the group established its own cyber 

defence core. 

 

Moran Security Group: 

 

The Moran Security Group is connected to what is known as the Antiterror family of 

companies.56 The company Antiterror-Orel was officially registered in the city of Orel in 2003 

as a “non-government education and training centre”.57 They were initially a training centre set 

up by former Special Forces operatives living in the aforementioned city. Antiterror-Orel was 

associated with Russian civilian companies, enabling the protection of their commercial 

operations in Iraq. 

 

Importantly, Tiger Top Rent Security was one of the Antiterror-Orel detachments that worked 

in Iraq. Tiger Top Rent Security served as a base for the establishment of companies,58 namely 

the Moran Security Group. Intriguingly, operatives from Moran Security were instrumental in 

setting up the Slavonic Corps that served as the precursor for the Wagner Group.59 

 

The Moran Security Group is viewed as a PMC that focuses on providing anti-piracy armed 

guards and intelligence for Russian oil tankers, port facilities, and offshore oil rigs. Moran 

Security Group even has its own small fleet of unmarked vessels. The company also boasts 
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that its core personnel are ex-navy officers, with one of Moran’s biggest clients being the state 

owned Somkomflot petroleum fleet corporation.60 

 

The group’s activities came to notoriety in Russia, and globally when nine of Moran’s Russian 

guards were arrested by the Nigerian government during a raid of their vessel in the port of 

Lagos in October 2012.61 However, according to the company website,  their first international 

mission was in 1999, when they recovered a ship belonging to a private individual from the 

UAE, that had been hijacked by Sudanese pirates.62 Most of the other missions they have 

conducted since their formation have taken place in Iraq. Additionally, they also mention 

missions in some African countries – Central African Republic, Kenya, and Nigeria. 

 

In short, the Moran Security group is a long-established PMC with operations in key areas of 

geostrategic influence. 
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Section 2) The Growth and use of Russian PMCs 

since 2014  
 

Russia PMC’s have been deployed around the world, largely in pursuit of Moscow’s geo-

strategic interests since 2014 in at least 20 countries across the globe; predominantly these have 

been in Africa, the Middle East, and Europe. This section provides a comprehensive overview 

and analysis for the activity of Russian PMCs in each of these states to the furthest extent 

possible. However, a full accounting of activity is limited by the availability of OSINT and 

other intelligence sources courtesy of the lack of transparency around Russian PMC’s 

generally, and also the secretive nature of their operations and ties.  

 

2.1 Europe and the Caucasus 
Christopher Healey and Eva Kristinova  

 

Ukraine 

Christopher Healey 

Given the evolving situation in Ukraine, the following information was correct at time of writing (Late-October 

2022) 

 

Russia’s contemporary use of irregular warfare units was sparked by the 2011 Arab Spring, 

which saw civil wars break out across the Middle East and North Africa—most notably in 

Syria and Libya.63 These hybrid wars (wars that feature “an interplay or fusion of conventional 

as well as unconventional instruments of power and tools of subversion”) led Russia to build 

Special Operations Forces (SOF) and the Slavonic Corps Limited PMC.64 The Wagner 

Group—the most well-known Russian PMC—was formed out of the Slavonic Corps.65It is 
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Review, November 30, 2021. https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2021/11/30/hybrid-warfare-new-threats-

complexity-and-trust-as-the-antidote/index.html.  
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funded by Yevgeny V. Prigozhin, a Russian businessman and close associate of President 

Vladimir Putin.66 

 

Inspired also by the success of American PMCs, the goal of Russian PMCs is to further the 

Kremlin’s geopolitical goals—such as securing economic assets and undermining unfriendly 

governments—and roll back U.S. global influence.67Yet, unlike American PMCs, the use of 

PMCs is technically illegal under Russian law and therefore their activities are intentionally 

clouded and lack any real transparency and oversight.68 They therefore grant Putin plausible 

deniability in their usage, and serve as another tool in his foreign policy toolkit while the leaders 

of all Russian security services joust and compete for influence. PMCs are also seemingly 

cheaper to utilise than other military units, as the Russian government does not need to provide 

salaries or benefits to PMC operatives.69 Simply put, they are more expendable than Russian 

forces. 

 

Pre-Invasion PMC Activity 

 

Ukraine was one of the initial testing grounds for Russian PMCs.70 During the illegal 2014 

annexation of Crimea, the Wagner Group played a “key role” in supporting Russian SOF.71 

Moreover, other irregular units (but not generally understood as PMCs) such as the Night 

Wolves biker gang and the Cossacks, assisted in seizing strategic sites and blocking roads in 

and around Sevastopol.72 Some analysts have highlighted, however, that the Wagner Group, 

despite being involved, likely did not become a formally operating company until after the 

annexation.73  

 

Russian PMCs were also heavily involved in the fighting that occurred in Eastern Ukraine 

beginning in 2014 until Russia’s invasion in February 2022. Based on analysis from the Center 

for Strategic and International Studies, while the Wagner Group was the most notable PMC to 
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be involved (their total numbers were estimated to have reached between 2,500-5,000 during 

peak fighting in 2015 with an estimated 1,000 active in the region),74 other PMCs present in 

Ukraine during this period include the Rossiskie System Bezopasnosti (RSB), E.N.O.T., MAR 

PMC, and the Slavonic Corps.75 

 

PMC activity in the Donbas region, while different across certain groups, generally 

encompassed the training of Russian-backed separatists, “technical and human intelligence 

collection, diversion, sabotage, and other covert and clandestine missions, including 

assassinations,” and disinformation campaigns to spread pro-Russian and anti-Ukrainian 

messages to influence the local population.76 

 

The Wagner Group was directly involved in combat operations. To name a few examples, 

Wagner Group operatives assisted rebels in seizing the Luhansk Airport and fought in the brutal 

Battle of Debaltseve in Donetsk,77 where some received the Russian military Medal for 

Courage in Death.78 According to Professor Kimberly Martin of Columbia University, 

Debaltseve was a rout against the Ukrainian army, and in part led to the conflict becoming a 

war of attrition—until Putin launched the “special military operation” in February 2022.79 
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PMC Activity in the Invasion 

 

 

Figure 3 courtesy of  Valery Gerasimov, published by CSIS Emeritus Chair in Strategy Anthony 

H. Cordesman.80 

 

A major threat to Moscow is the existence of successful liberal democracy on its borders as, 

among other reasons, it sees this as an encroachment of U.S. and European influence. The war 

in Ukraine, and the use of PMCs in it, must therefore be understood in the historical context of 

a former Soviet satellite state inching—however imperfectly—towards liberal democracy. 

 

Figure 3 illustrates the Kremlin’s view of how the United States leverages colour revolutions—

anti-regime revolutions (generally aimed at existing corruption in government) that have taken 

place across several post-Soviet states and in the MENA region—to ultimately intervene 

militarily in certain countries and expand U.S. influence.81 In this context, PMCs work 

alongside SOF and armed rebels to find a pretext for said military intervention. 

 

While not a seamless analogy and with critical distinctions in the nature of its motivations and 

behaviour, Russia would likely claim it is emulating the U.S.’s approach to achieving political-

military goals in its intervention in Ukraine. This includes the role of PMCs—principally the 

 
80 Cordesman, Anthony H. “Russia and the ‘Color Revolution.’” Russia and the "Color Revolution" . Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, May 28, 2014. https://www.csis.org/analysis/russia-and-%E2%80%9Ccolor-

revolution%E2%80%9D. The image was created by Valery Gerasimov, Chief of the General Staff of the 

Russian Armed Forces. 
81 Ibid.  
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Wagner Group—in helping to create a pretext for military intervention, which is likely what 

occurred in Eastern Ukraine prior to February 2022.82 

 

For example, on February 18, Russian-backed separatists circulated a video on Telegram 

purportedly showing Ukrainian forces trying to blow up a chlorine tank in the Donbas—a claim 

that was disputed by open-source analysts.83Also, Russian state media claimed that Denis 

Sinenkov, chief of the Donetsk separatist police, was targeted in a car bombing, but this too 

was disputed as staged by Russian journalist Anton Pustovalov and the Ukrainian 

government.84 Further, Sam Cranny-Evans, a research analyst at the Royal United Services 

Institute (RUSI), has argued that Russia’s claim of destroying two Ukrainian personnel carriers 

while repelling an alleged Ukrainian offensive is false, as the vehicles more closely resemble 

Russian vehicles.85 

 

Among PMCs, the Wagner Group has been the most involved since the invasion beginning on 

February 24. According to Dr. Samuel Ramani, an associate fellow at RUSI, the Wagner Group 

played “an active role in capturing cities like Popasna and Severodonetsk in Luhansk,” while 

fighting alongside regular Russian troops in the Donbas.86  

 

Moreover, since September 2022, the Wagner Group has been building a roughly two-

kilometre defensive line outside Hirske, a Russian-occupied town in eastern Ukraine.87 Russian 

media claim this line is being erected to stall any Ukrainian breakthrough in the region, but 

critics have pointed out the limitations of the fortification. Indeed, although the line may inhibit 

a frontal attack, Ukrainian forces can simply travel around the line due to its limited length, 

and defensive lines themselves are vulnerable to drone attacks which have been prevalent in 

the war thus far.88 On October 14, a Wagner-affiliated Telegram channel stated they would 

transfer vehicles to the Kherson region to support the Russian 126th Coastal Defense Battalion 

in their efforts to hold the front line there.89 
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84 Ibid. 
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Wagner operatives have also played a critical role in Russia’s fierce assault on the city of 

Bakhmut in Ukraine’s east, where some of their forces—many of whom are tortured prisoners 

from Russia—are taking significant casualties.90 If Bakhmut were to fall to Russian forces, it 

would damage Ukrainian supply lines and open a path for them to press towards Kramatorsk 

and Sloviansk, “key Ukrainian strongholds in Donetsk province”.91 Dr. Samuel Ramani 

highlighted that while the Wagner Group has been effective in terrorizing the local population 

around Bakhmut, they have not been as impactful when attempting to seize and hold territory.92 

 

Alongside Russian forces, the Wagner Group is accused of committing war crimes in Ukraine. 

According to Ukrainian prosecutors, Wagner operatives tortured and murdered civilians in the 

village of Motyzhyn outside Kyiv in April.93 Two of the three operatives named are from 

Belarus and the other is from Russia. Also, Der Spiegel reported that Germany’s foreign 

intelligence service—Bundesnachrichtendienst (BND)—intercepted radio traffic from those 

involved in the war crimes committed in Bucha that places the Wagner Group at the center of 

the atrocities.94 Following the Russian withdrawal from Bucha, investigators uncovered the 

bodies of 458 murdered Ukrainians 419 of which had markings indicating they had been shot, 

tortured, or bludgeoned to death.95 In Bucha, 366 of those killed were male, 86 were female, 

and 5 were children.96 

 

Some experts, such as CSIS associate fellow Catrina Doxsee, have pointed out the weaknesses 

and vulnerabilities of PMCs like the Wagner Group. Oftentimes, the success of these groups is 

a mixed bag, as they are more concerned with their own security and financial gain than the 

geopolitical aims of the state.97 The aforementioned lack of oversight can lead to a collapse in 

discipline, as the murderous rampages on civilians in Ukraine may themselves demonstrate. 
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Indeed, the increased attention these groups are drawing to themselves due to their actions in 

Ukraine and elsewhere will likely diminish Putin’s ability to claim plausible deniability in their 

usage, while major powers like the U.S. will focus more attention on countering their impact. 

Yet as the case of Russian PMCs in Ukraine continues to demonstrate, these irregular groups 

can destabilise countries through activities ranging from disinformation campaigns and false 

flag operations, to direct combat with opposing forces, to committing heinous human rights 

violations. Policymakers and other relevant stakeholders would be remiss to overlook the 

impact of Russian PMCs. 

 

Belarus 

Christopher Healey 

 

Background 

 

Compared with Ukraine—a major testing ground for Russian PMC activity—PMC activity in 

Belarus appears considerably less frequently and with less sweeping implications. While there 

is not a precise date on the first appearance of PMCs in Belarus, one estimate from the Center 

for Strategic and International Studies places it around 2015, amidst the general boom in PMC 

presence and activity.98 Also like Ukraine, the Wagner Group is the most notable group with a 

presence, while E.N.O.T is also believed to be operating in Belarus.99 

 

Russian PMC activity either taking place in Belarus or involving Belarusians should be 

understood within the context of the complicated but important bilateral Russia-Belarus 

relationship. Like other former constituent republics of the Soviet Union, the Kremlin seeks to 

maintain strong influence over their political decision-making. This is particularly the case with 

Belarus, which serves as a key buffer state between Moscow and NATO. Moreover, Belarus 

is dependent on Moscow for subsidised energy, and President Lukashenko has increasingly 

relied on political and economic support from Putin since the outpouring of pro-democracy 

protests following his sham re-election in 2020.100 

 

Yet, the relationship is not without its tensions. It is hardly ideal for Lukashenko, already an 

unpopular political figure commonly referred to as “Europe’s last dictator” ruling over an 

economically stagnant country, to be subservient to Russia. Lukashenko and the Belarusian 
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public are also less than eager at the prospect of a formal “merger” with Russia, where no one 

need guess who would be the junior partner in the relationship.101 

 

At present, Belarusian forces are yet to engage directly in Russia’s war in Ukraine, instead 

acting as a launching pad for the Russian military (although ominous signs of late hint that 

Belarus could be involved soon).102 If Belarusian forces do become involved, Lukashenko will 

likely do everything he can to keep them in a supporting role—emphasising the overall 

uneasiness felt in many post-Soviet satellites about the war despite close ties to Moscow.103 

 

Reported Activity 

 

One of the earlier examples of PMC activity in Belarus came around 2015, when reports 

emerged of the Russian government and Russian Orthodox Church recruiting young 

Belarusians to “ultra-right-wing” paramilitary camps.104 These camps, that have operated both 

within Belarus and near Moscow, are run by the shadowy E.N.O.T. PMC—a PMC with 

purported ties to Russia’s Federal Security Service (FSB).105 

 

While the long-term goal of the camps is not explicitly clear, the fact that Russia views it as a 

venture worth its resources is revealing regarding its designs vis-à-vis Belarus. In addition to 

providing basic military training, these camps serve as a tool to indoctrinate young people into 

supporting Russian imperialism and authoritarian values. As a result, any pro-democracy 

movement in Belarus will have to reckon with groups of young Belarusians with military 

training and solidified illiberal sentiments standing in their way. The same can be said for other 

regions in the post-Soviet space where these camps are recruiting from, such as Transnistria 

and South Ossetia.106 

 

A more recent example of PMC activity in Belarus came in July of 2020, when 200 mercenaries 

disguised as protestors allegedly entered the country to disrupt the presidential elections 
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scheduled for August of that year.107 Belarusian media later reported that 33 of those arrested 

were members of the Wagner Group, and several analysts at the time took this as a ploy for the 

largely unpopular Lukashenko to stoke fears of Russian encroachment and thereby secure more 

domestic support ahead of the election.108 

 

Yet, as Bellingcat later uncovered, rather than a Russian plot to sow discord ahead of Belarus’s 

elections, the operation that led to the 33 arrests was in fact a Ukrainian sting operation. It was 

designed to “lure dozens of Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusian citizens who, in the assessment 

of the Ukrainian authorities, had committed serious crimes while fighting for Russia-supported 

military entities in the country’s East”.109 The arrest of the mercenaries by Belarusian 

authorities in Minsk cut the operation short, as the recruits—who believed they would be 

heading to Istanbul—never got on the flight destined for Ukraine where they would be arrested 

(see Figure 1).110 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 The plan for the Ukrainian sting operation that was cut short in Minsk.111 
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Nevertheless, the fact that it was a plausible scenario (even if it was untrue in this instance) for 

the Russian government to use PMCs to destabilise a foreign election fits with what this report 

has assessed regarding their use. Namely, that Russian PMCs operate as a tool for the Kremlin 

to further its geopolitical aims—such as undermining unfriendly neighbours, propping up 

allies, and securing economic resources—while maintaining a shroud of plausible deniability. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Reports concerning Russian PMC activity in Belarus are limited compared with countries such 

as Ukraine, Libya, and Syria.112 Yet, the alarming activity of PMCs like E.N.O.T. in Belarus 

and around the post-Soviet space focused on training and indoctrinating youth ought not be 

overlooked. It has a tangible effect on the civic health of those countries, and fits into the larger 

context of Moscow using a variety of hybrid means to expand its influence.113 

 

An important trend to observe will be the activity that many of the youth who were trained in 

these camps engage in when they are at prime fighting age or old enough to engage in politics, 

but predicting precise behaviour and outcomes is impractical. That being said, although there 

are as yet no reports suggesting this, it is not implausible to wager that some alumni of the 

camps may be fighting in Russia’s increasingly desperate war in Ukraine.  

 

The arrest of the 33 Wanger operatives is also revealing in several ways. Firstly, although it 

turned out to be a Ukrainian-run sting operation, the Russia hands in the sources examined 

were not surprised at the idea of the Kremlin leveraging a PMC to sabotage Belarus’s elections, 

nor at Lukashenko using the arrests to stoke fear of Russian interference as a means to bolster 

domestic support.114 Furthermore, the fact that Ukraine recognized the value of recruiting for 

a PMC in order to trap would-be operatives demonstrates the level of influence that PMCs play 

in the region. Indeed, had they not been caught, Ukraine may have secured the arrests of dozens 

of individuals (who were ultimately returned to Moscow) intending to wreak havoc on 

Ukrainian soil, or in other locations where PMCs operate.115   

 

With Putin’s eyes chiefly focused on Ukraine—at the behest of other strategic locations, like 

the country’s eastern flank or its border with Finland and the Baltics—the main way to 

understand PMC activity in Belarus at present is as a support structure for Russian military 
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activity in Ukraine.116 Given Lukashenko’s recent claim that Ukraine is preparing an military 

attack on Belarus (an unlikely prospect as Ukraine concentrates its efforts in the south and east, 

and is forced to keep troops in the north to dissuade further Russian advances from Belarus), 

and that PMCs were involved in forging a pretext for the initial invasion in Ukraine, it is worth 

closely observing whether PMCs will indeed help create a pretext for direct Belarusian military 

involvement or whether it is merely a bluff.117 In any case, PMCs are here to stay in Belarus.  

 

Serbia 

Eva Kristinova  

 

Following on from the previous section on Ukraine and Belarus, Russia’s use of PMCs in 

Serbia is tied quite closely to Russia’s conflicts in Europe, and sometimes beyond. Given their 

historically close ties, the Russian and Serbian states and peoples have a number of values and 

political perceptions in common, and the two countries maintain much closer relations than 

Russia has with most other states in the region. The use of PMCs in this context is less about 

providing military support or being directly involved on behalf of Serbia itself, although this 

category of services is not completely excluded. Instead, the chief responsibility of PMC 

operations in the country is training and indoctrination, creating in Serbia a vast population of 

potential reservists to fight in Russia’s other conflicts. 

 

Background Context and Russian Interest  

The Serbian and Russian states maintain unusually strong ties as far as post-communist 

European countries are concerned. What might seem like political expediency, however, 

translates rapidly into ideological motivation as well. Serbia’s close relations with Russia go 

back to at least the start of the First World War, when Russia sided firmly with Serbian 

nationals, which ultimately brought it into the war. In many ways, the independence of many 

states, including Serbia (as a part of Yugoslavia) occurred after this major conflict. As a result, 

many Serbs have grown up with the image of “Mother Russia”118 - some believe Serbia would 
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not exist as a country at all were it not for Russia.119 But the period that figures most in current 

domestic political discourse are the 1990s,120 and with them the unrest and suffering brought 

about by the Yugoslav War. Being so recent, the events of this time figure prominently in 

Serbian collective memory, and among them the support of Russia stands out the most. For 

their own purposes, Russia is more than willing to exploit these sentiments, aided with 

continuous information campaigns, and displays of solidarity. 

 

The Yugoslav War 

 

The Yugoslav War was in fact a series of conflicts, largely ethnically motivated, between the 

current Balkan states in the 1990s. Serbia in particular fought to preserve its region of Kosovo, 

which ended up gaining de facto independence, and reunite with ethnic Serbs with what is 

today known as Republika Srpska, a secessionist region part of modern-day Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. During the war, Serbia relied heavily on Russian military and political support. 

A notable feature of the conflict was the presence of a substantial number of Russian volunteer 

militants fighting on the side of Serbia. Their experiences would reignite the traditional culture 

of “volunteerism” so prominent today in the methods of recruitment by PMCs and other 

irregular forces,121 as well as playing an instrumental part in the formation of some of the first 

Russian PMCs.122 But beyond just the positive image of Russia that these memories invoke, 

they also portray Western countries, and NATO in particular in a negative light. An important 

memory for many older generations, but even those born in the 1980s and 1990s, is the 

bombing of Belgrade in 1999 by NATO forces.123 What for many remain traumatic experiences 

have severely altered Serbian perception of the West, giving Russia ample opportunity to use 

these sentiments in their own interest as a counterbalance to Western and NATO power. 

Russian Interests in the Balkans  

 

Russia in many ways welcomes the sentiments of the Serbian population, and the Serbian state 

in a bid to achieve its geopolitical and security interests. The expansion of NATO has always 
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been viewed as a security threat and a direct affront against Russia, which it has every intention 

of mitigating as much as possible. Given its history of conflict incitement and subsequent 

frozen conflict involvement in what it terms its ‘sphere of influence’, it is not surprising that 

similar tactics apply to the prevention of NATO expansion into the Balkans. Recent incidents 

in countries like Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro were all aimed towards this strategic 

goal. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Russia is instrumental in supporting the secessionist 

Republika Srpska,124 a region inhabited mainly by ethnic Serbs, where the outbreak of the war 

in Ukraine prompted attempts at de facto decentralisation of political and social institutions as 

early as March 2022.125 In Montenegro, Russia has been accused of inciting a coup d’état in 

late 2016,126 in an attempt to prevent the country from joining NATO, which it, however, did 

anyway in 2017.127 It is in Serbia that Russia has been much more successful, not only in 

preventing the country from joining NATO and the EU, even though it has been a candidate 

for approximately a decade now, but also in turning public opinion against such actions in the 

first place.128 Beyond these efforts, Russia continues to pursue an active information and 

engagement campaign, often through the involvement of PMCs and domestic organisations, 

which has led many Serbian nationals to fight in Russian conflicts since 2015. 

 

Russian PMCs in Serbia 

 

With a history and experience in the Yugoslav wars, early Russian PMCs in Serbia are 

characterised by “hybrid” operations, with a strong ideological element,129 and lasting non-

military effect. In the present, the most notorious PMC operating in Serbia is E.N.O.T., which 

is mostly used for training radical activists and fighters abroad.130 Going beyond these usual 

activities, however, the operation of Russian PMCs in Serbia includes a unique feature of 

ideological indoctrination. E.N.O.T., for instance, specifically portrays itself as a fighter for 
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the “Russian World” and is actively involved with what is termed ‘youth upbringing’.131 This 

involves running a series of predominantly Slavic-speaking military camps under the guise of 

youth cultural programmes. Among the values promoted are pan-Slavic patriotism and 

brotherhood, as well as the culture of volunteerism, from which participants are then prompted 

to join “international volunteer” associations in places like the Donbas region of Ukraine.132 In 

fact, this strategy dates back to 2009, when first of these camps were started on a larger scale 

by The Patriotic Front, a Serbian organisation, in cooperation with Stiag and Kosovo Front, 

both Russian soft power operatives.133 The existence of these camps is not unknown to the 

Serbian government either, but is, in fact, supported by individual officials in certain cases. 

Nevertheless, the Serbian government has been pressured, in no small part by the European 

Union and NATO, to address these issues on its territory, especially following a particularly 

high-profile case of a camp in the west of the country. 

 

The Case of Zaltibor 

 

In 2014, allegations came out that E.N.O.T. was involved in running a youth camp just of 

Serbia’s western border with Bosnia and Herzegovina called Zaltibor. The activities of the 

camp were described as “patriotic upbringing” of youths aged between 14 and 23 years.134 

Instruction was carried out by Russian and Serbian veterans, many of whom had served in the 

Yugoslav War, and were directly or indirectly associated with the Veterans of the Yugoslav 

War society. The aim was to indoctrinate these youths in pro-Russian and anti-Western 

sentiments and convey skills and military knowledge of nonlinear military operations. Having 

gained public attention, the government was forced to step in and shut down the camp, but this 

was only after all essential activities had been carried out already, according to E.N.O.T.135 

The organisation was also surprisingly upfront about the continuation of such activities in this 

manner, only vowing to carry them out in a more clandestine manner in the future. 

 

Far from being an isolated instance, Russian PMCs and irregular military organisations have 

been participating in similar activities not just throughout Serbia, but post-Soviet and even 

Western countries throughout the world. This is first and foremost through attracting youths 
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from these countries to camps like Zlatibor, but also by running separate activities directly on 

their territories. For instance, The Cossack operated group Balkan Cossack Army (BCA) has 

been involved in camps with participation from Belarus, Donbas,136 Transnistria, Montenegro, 

Bosnia, Italy, Bulgaria, Moldova, Armenia, Canada, Finland, Norway, South Ossetia, 

Australia, and France, among others. This particular group is also connected to the highest 

echelons of Serbian government,137 as well as the Serbian Orthodox Church.138 The long term 

agenda of PMCs such as E.N.O.T. and groups like BCA is to create a sort of “international 

legion” - a structure tasked with hiring foreign nationals for various missions under the Russian 

umbrella.139 

 

Other PMC activities 

 

In addition to Russian organisations actively promoting youth indoctrination and military 

training in Serbia, the country’s government has also enlisted the help of lesser-known Russian 

PMCs for their own operations in Kosovo and Republika Srpska. This is the case, for example, 

with the relatively new PMC Patriot organisation, which has ties to the Main Intelligence 

Directorate (GRU) of the Russian Ministry of Defence.140 These PMCs have been involved in 

direct recruitment of Serbian nationals to carry out irregular operations near Serbia’s borders 

with Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and are a part of continuous expansion of the work 

of Russian PMCs in the country since 2015. Nevertheless, as the next subsection shows, one 

of the biggest objectives of Russian PMC involvement in Serbia is for the purposes of 

recruitment of its nationals into foreign conflicts. This is where PMCs, such as the infamous 

Wagner Group, also come into play. 

 

Recruitment of Serbian Nationals into Foreign Conflicts 

 

Russian PMCs and irregular military organisations often recruit non-Russians into their ranks. 

For this purpose, Serbia has proven to be an especially fertile ground to tap into. They are often 
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recruited by Russian groups such as the Kosovo Front to carry out activities mostly concerned 

with defence,141 guarding infrastructure, and unloading humanitarian aid.142 These structures 

are particularly popular among Serbian militants, who tend to join groups with strong 

participation by other ethnic Serbs. Such groups include The International Brigade (known as 

‘Pyatanashka’), The Seventh Brigade, the Serbian-Hussar Regiment (previously the Oplot 

Unit), the First Slavic Unit, the Batman Unit, and the Rezajn Unit (mostly counterintelligence 

operations).143 There were also an estimated 100 Serbian fighters taking part in operations for 

the Wagner Group in Ukraine, although the Ukrainian Security Services estimate there could 

be as many as 300.144 Many of these volunteers are Serbs with prior military experience,145 

either in the Serbian or foreign militaries. The ‘veterans’, so-to-speak, of these foreign 

volunteer campaigns are later used as recruitment agents themselves. Prominent among those 

recruiting forces for Russian PMC campaigns in Ukraine since 2014 is the French-Serbian 

military trainer Nikola Perovic, as well as the former leader of the Donetsk People’s Republic 

(DPR) Alexander Zakharchenko, who was assassinated in 2016.146 The main motivations for 

Serbian militants and veterans to join these causes are often feelings of “slavic brotherhood”,147 

although this only plays a partial role. A second motivation is undoubtedly financial 

compensation. Wagner Group fighters reportedly received approximately USD10,000 per 

month at the start of the fighting in Donbas,148 although this figure decreased substantially 

afterwards. This, coupled with the low deterrence measures employed by the Serbian 

government to stop such activities, greatly contributes to the continued popularity of foreign 

military participation among Serbian nationals. 

 

Response of the Serbian Government 
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The Serbian government has been largely ambivalent to the use of Serbian fighters by Russian 

PMCs and other irregular military organisations in foreign conflicts. As previously noted, some 

of these organisations are actively supported by the Serbian government. Nevertheless, the 

parliament passed a law in 2014 prohibiting the involvement of Serbian nationals in foreign 

conflicts.149 Penalties range from imprisonment for six months to five years,150 although 

individuals may be sentenced for up to eight years if they go abroad as a part of an organised 

group, and 10 years if they take part in organising such departures. 151 

 

This has, nevertheless, proven to be a weak deterrent since the law has not been adequately 

enforced since its entrance into effect. Of those who were prosecuted, all got off with lighter 

sentences than stipulated, often having them suspended entirely if they pledged not to get 

involved in foreign conflicts for five years.152 In fact, there have only been 32 individuals tried 

since 2014, all of whom received suspended sentences.153 In addition, certain names of tried 

fighters have been blacked out of official court documents normally made public after the 

hearings, with the High Court citing personal data laws as a justification.154 As a result, many 

are not dissuaded from repeating their previous offences just a couple of years after sentencing. 

Moreover, recruitment organisations have devised elaborate transportation routes for Serbian 

nationals to get into conflict territories such as the east of Ukraine (Figure 1). On top of this, 

the Serbian government denies any involvement of Serbian nationals in foreign conflicts, and 

resorts to the weak enforcement measures of international law when defending its actions vis-

a-vis PMCs. This is namely the fact that it is difficult to hold PMCs accountable even under 

international law because it is hard to tell who is the responsible in command due to the lack 

of particular hierarchies within these organisations.155 
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Figure 5 Entry points of Serbian fighters into eastern Ukraine.156 

 

Conclusion 

 

The work of Russian PMCs in Serbia occurs in the background of strong bilateral relations 

between the two countries and overly positive sentiments towards Russia on the part of the 

Serbian population. These ties are both historical and cultural, and present somewhat of an 

ontological security issue for many Serbians as a part of the national collective memory.157 As 

a result, Russian PMCs have been operating mostly through the means of youth indoctrination 

and military training camps, as well as providing certain clandestine operation advice to the 

country directly when dealing with issues in the Balkan region. In addition, Serbian nationals 

have played an active role in foreign conflicts on the side of Russian PMCs and other irregular 

military organisations. This has proven a tough problem to solve for the Serbian government, 

with incentives to halt such activities largely absent. Consequently, it is unlikely that such 

activities will stop in the near future. In fact, the war in Ukraine has proven a potent motivation 

for resurging patriotic and pro-Russian voices in Serbia,158 whose own experiences frame 

Russia as the ‘good guy’. This is a situation which Russian PMCs will certainly continue to 

exploit, and in which they will continue to prosper. 
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Azerbaijan and the Caucasus 

Eva Kristinova  

 

This section analyses the expansion of Russian PMCs into the Southern Caucasus region, with 

a particular focus on the perspective of Azerbaijan and the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with 

Armenia. Russia has both geopolitical and economic interests in the region due to its shared 

borders, shared history, and strategic importance. In addition, Russia acts as a peacekeeper and 

a leading player in conflict resolution for the Nagorno-Karabakh region, which both Azerbaijan 

and Armenia claim as its own. The opportunity for Russian PMC involvement is therefore 

robust. As subsequent paragraphs aim to show, the somewhat unique nature of PMC 

involvement in this region gives Russia considerable advantage in its pursuit to maintain 

influence in the region for the foreseeable future. 

 

Background Context and Russian Interests 

 

Ever since the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Caucasus region 

has continued to be perceived as part of a Russian sphere of influence. Located to its south, the 

region is split between Northern Caucasus (territory, which is part of the Russian Federation, 

and which notably includes North Ossetia and Chechnya among others) and Southern 

Caucasus, split between the territories of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. Being part of 

Russia, Northern Caucasus is an obvious priority for Russian leadership. However, as with 

many post-Soviet state formations, the links between the two sections of the region remain 

vital for Russian strategic interests of power projection and, to an extent, great power 

competition, seeing as the region borders a contentious area of geopolitics, the Middle East. 

Home to a number of ethnic groups, the region is in many parts divided quite arbitrarily into 

separate country territories. Thus, conflicts with de facto states, such as Georgia’s territories of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia or the Azer-Armenian conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh are 

nothing out of the ordinary. The remainder of this section focuses on the southern part of the 

region, with a special focus on Azerbaijan and the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, although 

Georgia’s frozen conflicts also feature in the analysis of Russian PMC deployment in the 

region. 

 

Nagorno-Karabakh 

 

The conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh dates back to the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the 

1990s, and with it the need to demarcate new borders between previously neighbouring soviet 

republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan. Originally part of Azer territory, Nagorno-Karabakh, 

however, harbours a substantial Armenian population, which resulted in demands to be 

included in the newly formed state of Armenia during the independence revolutions of both 

countries. With their own historical ties to the region, Azerbaijan refused to grant the territory 
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to Armenia, resulting in an enclave of Armenian territory surrounded by Azerbaijan, and a 

decades-long on-and-off frozen conflict. At the same time, a faction of the local population in 

Nagorno-Karabakh, disillusioned with the never-ending struggle, decided to press for their own 

independence, and proclaimed a de facto state in the early 2000s, with the explicit support of 

Armenia. Amid the continuous dissatisfaction and diplomatic impasse, border clashes 

continued to spark new periods of thaw of the conflict, culminating most notably in the Four-

Day war in April 2016,159 and more recently in a prolonged continuation of hostilities between 

June and November 2020.160 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Map of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict zone.161 
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Russian Involvement 

 

Russia has previously been accused of supporting de facto states in frozen conflict situations 

throughout the world, in order to maintain instability, and thus its own continued influence. In 

the context of Nagorno-Karabakh, Russia maintains strong ties with both Armenia and 

Azerbaijan, although it is formally allied with Armenia through its membership in the Russia-

led Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO).162 At the same time, Russia continues to 

supply arms and military equipment to both sides, as well as acting as the chief leader in the 

Minsk format group for peace negotiations (alongside France and the United States). PMCs 

play a crucial role in many of these activities, including, curiously, their peacekeeping aspect, 

which appears to be a unique feature of this region in terms of Russian PMC involvement.163 

 

 

 

 

Russian PMC Operations in Azerbaijan and the Caucasus 

 

Russian PMCs are not known to have been involved in the region before 2016,164 although 

direct links to the Four-Day War in the context of Nagorno-Karabakh are unclear. Since the 

outbreak of further hostilities in 2020, there have been accusations levelled against both 

Armenia and Azerbaijan for enlisting the help of foreign mercenaries.165 Azeri sources report 

that Russian PMCs operated exclusively for the Armenian side, including the infamous Wagner 

Group. In line with these allegations, some 500 Wagner Group fighters reportedly arrived 

between August and September 2020 to engage in Shusha.166 This area was, in the end, kept 

by Armenia, largely thanks to Russian volunteers. Further sources state that these forces were 

to be paid by Armenia, but because of the unofficial nature of the operation, the Armenian 

government refused to fulfil this responsibility. All the while, Armenia continued to deny these 

allegations, claiming that photo evidence presented was from Syria, where many Wagner 
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Group operatives gained previous experience. It is important to note that the involvement of 

this particular PMC has not been confirmed externally. 

 

Similar accusations were levelled against Azerbaijan’s conduct in the conflict. However, the 

presence of Russian PMCs in this instance is also unclear. That is not to say they have not been 

operating in Azerbaijan, only to point out that their involvement in the clashes of 2020 is 

unconfirmed. Instead, Azerbaijan is accused of accepting the help of mostly Syrian mercenaries 

recruited and supplied by their long term supporter Turkey.167 Turkish mercenaries have, in 

fact, been playing a vital role in supporting Azer conflict operations since at least 2016, and 

definitely during the eruption of fighting in 2020.168 These mercenaries were compensated for 

their combat with the sum of around USD 2000 per month, with additional USD 100 per 

“beheaded Armenian”,169 according to human rights and other NGOs. The same sources report 

the ties between these mercenaries and battlefield atrocities, including 38 civilian casualties 

during the months of 2020. This is compounded by the fact that “Azerbaijan has persistently 

banned access of humanitarian actors in Artsakh, especially those territories that remain under 

the control of the Armenian armed forces or under the mandate of the Russian 

peacekeepers”.170  

 

It is in the role of peacekeeping that there appears to be greater involvement on the side of 

Russian PMCs, although this typically does not fall under their responsibilities. Since 2016, a 

number of PMCs have been operating in Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, including Redut-

Antiterror/Centre R, E.N.O.T., and MAR PMC,171 most of which, unlike the aforementioned 

involvement of the Wagner Group, have been confirmed by external sources. E.N.O.T. in 

particular has been reported to engage in running “military-type training camps” for foreign 

radical groups and fighters.172 Other PMCs are, however, also involved with securing energy 

resources and maintaining land corridors in occupied areas after the ceasefire brokered by 
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Russia in November 2020.173 While this secondary role of peacekeeping is not usual, it is 

understandable from the point of view of Russian strategic interests. This is because “PMCs 

also serve as a tool to expand Russian soft power, including themes of “Russian patriotism” 

and Slavic identity among ideologically minded citizens in the former Soviet states”.174 At the 

same time, Russia is engaged in a balancing act between conflict manipulation in the South 

Caucasus, and containing instability in the North Caucasus, which is part of its own territory. 

PMCs are therefore often deployed for the purposes of border and regional security as well, in 

line with their more historical use. This includes Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh, 

but also the de facto states of Abkhazia and South Ossetia on Georgian territory. 
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Figure 7 Available Russian military units in the South Caucasus (2016-2017).175 

 

Conclusion 

 

Russian use of PMCs in the Caucasus region has been documented at least since 2016, and 

their continued presence corresponds to Russian geopolitical, economic, and strategic 

objectives. Russia has an interest particularly in keeping the region embedded in a constant 

mix of frozen conflicts, since its influence would be greatly diminished if this was not the case. 

Its use of PMCs in the region thus mirrors these ambiguities of maintaining its economic and 

geopolitical influence through peacekeeping efforts, while also quasi-maintaining the status 

quo due to more long-term strategic interests of keeping the region a part of its buffer zone 

between itself and the Western and Eastern worlds. In line with these objectives, it is likely 

that Russian PMCs will continue to expand their presence in the region, as well as, and more 

crucially, expand their scope and methods of operation in order to fit better into this particular 

conflict environment while staying true to their principles of secrecy and deniability. 

 

2.2. Latin America  
Elin Roberts 

 

Venezuela  

Elin Roberts 

 

Political Context: A constitutional crisis and a President holding on to power with Russian 

assistance 

 

2017: A Constitutional Crisis 

The 2017 constitutional crisis of Venezuela and the current political crisis that faces the country 

dates back to the 6th of December 2015 when the majority of seats, 56.21% of votes, in the 

National Assembly were won by the opposition compared to the ruling party who won 37.85% 

of the vote.176 Since this moment, the country has lived in a socio, economic, and humanitarian 

crisis whilst also witnessing the breakdown of the legitimacy of the President and the National 

Assembly.  

 
175 Hedenskog, J., Holmquist, E., and Norberg, J., 2018. Security in the Caucasus: Russian policy and military 

posture. Ministry of Defence of Sweden. p. 41. 
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Following the win of the opposition, Nicolás Maduro (Venezuela’s President since 2013) has 

been looking for ways to consolidate and strengthen his political power. In doing so he had 

meddled with both the judiciary and legislative powers.177 The first instance of this was seen 

on the 23rd of December 2015 as the outgoing Chavista majority of the National Assembly 

appointed 13 main magistrates and 21 substitutes to the Supreme Tribunal of Justice of 

Venezuela, in a record time of less than fifteen days - contrary to article 264 of the Constitution 

of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela which states that the process must take a minimum of 

30 days.178 In doing so, Maduro took control of the judiciary, having appointed members 

sympathetic to the cause of the United Socialist Party before the opposition came to power in 

the National Assembly. 

 

Not only did Maduro use the powers of the Supreme Tribunal of Justice of the country to 

consolidate more power, he also used the branch to delegitimise the opposition majority of the 

National Assembly. For instance, the Supreme Tribunal suspended the swearing in of three 

members of the Assembly based on allegations of electoral irregularities and declared the 

National Assembly of being in contempt of court for swearing the members in question into 

the Assembly. Furthermore, the Tribunal declared many of the activities of the Assembly as 

being unconstitutional. 

 

During this period, public discontent towards Maduro increased due to the deteriorating 

economic factor and there was a call to hold a recall referendum against the President. 

However, this was unsuccessful due to delays and administrative blocks caused by the electoral 

authority and the criminal courts. In an attempt to continue holding power and to be rid of 

Maduro’s opposition, in March 2017 the Supreme Tribunal stripped the National Assembly of 

its legislative powers through decision N° 155 and 156.179 The Organisation of American States 

described this as a “self-coup”. This decision was later reversed by the Supreme Tribunal 

following months of protests which saw high levels of political repression within the country. 

 

 
177 Brewercarías, A. R., January - June 2016. “El desconocimiento judicial de la potestad de la Asamblea Nacional 

para revisar y revocar sus propios actos cuando sean inconstitucionales: El caso de la revocación de los actos de 

designación de los magistrados del Tribunal Supremo.” Revista de derecho público. 145-146: 23-49.  

http://allanbrewercarias.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/9789803653699-txt.pdf  
178 Justicia Venezuela., 1999. “Artículo 264.” Justicia Venezuela.  
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iii/#:~:text=Art%C3%ADculo%20264%20Los%20magistrados%20o,determinar%C3%A1%20el%20procedimi

ento%20de%20elecci%C3%B3n.  
179 Villagrán Sandoval, C. A., 2017. “Análisis de las Sentencias 155 y 156 de la Sala Constitucional del Tribunal 

Supremo de Justicia de Venezuela, sus efectos y respuesta.” IACL-AIDC Blog.  

https://blog-iacl-aidc.org/test-3/2018/5/26/anlisis-de-las-sentencias-155-y-156-de-la-sala-constitucional-del-

tribunal-supremo-de-justicia-de-venezuela-sus-efectos-y-respuesta  
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As discontent and protesting grew within the population, Maduro decided to hold a National 

Constituent Assembly in July 2017, a decision that was unconstitutional in itself. The 

Constituent Assembly elections were boycotted by the opposition for not being free nor fair. 

As a result, Maduro had total control over the Constituent Assembly which he used as a 

legislative body instead of the National Assembly in order to legitimise himself in front of the 

population. It is important to note here that only the National Assembly of Venezuela can make 

financial decisions and is the only body that can legally sign financial agreements and 

contracts.  

 

2018: The Presidential Elections 

Having consolidated the powers of the judicial branch as well as the legislative branch, Maduro 

turned Venezuela into a dictatorship, however, the question lay in whether he could survive 

the 2018 presidential elections.  

 

Despite the fact that Maduro was re-elected as President,180 the results of the 2018 elections 

have been rejected by many international actors such as the Organisation of American States, 

the European Union, and the Lima Group due to electoral irregularities. For example, the 

election was initially to be held in December 2018, which changed to April 2018, and which 

were finally held in May 2018. In addition to this, the electoral turnout was the lowest ever 

seen in Venezuela since its democratic transition in 1958. Despite the irregularities, it is 

important to note that the results of the 2018 elections were recognised and accepted by China, 

Russia, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Cuba, Iran, Turkey, as well as by other Maduro sympathisers. It 

was very evident that the 2018 elections were used by Maduro as a way of legitimising his 

powers in front of his people - however many members of the Venezuelan population and of 

the international community describe the elections as being false and purely symbolic. 

 

2019: Venezuela and its Two Presidents  

Maduro was sworn in as President by Maikel Moreno, Chief Justice of the Supreme Tribunal 

in a public act aimed at increasing Maduro’s legitimacy domestically and internationally, 

different to the usual tradition of being sworn in in front of the National Assembly. 

Simultaneously, the National Assembly (the official legislative body of the country) elected 

Juan Guaidó as President of the Assembly in December 2018 and was later sworn in on the 5th 

of January 2019.  

 

As Guaidó was sworn in he highlighted the need to form a transitional government, to hold 

free and fair elections and to bring an end to the usurpation seen under the government of 

Maduro. Hence, Guaidó invoked article 333 of the constitution calling upon all citizens to 

implement the constitution despite the fact that the government ceased to apply it. Furthermore, 

 
180 BBC News., 2018. “Venezuela election: Maduro wins second term amid claims of vote rigging.” BBC News.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-44187838  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-44187838
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on the 23rd of January 2019, Guaidó invoked article 233 of the 1999 Constitution to act as 

interim President having refused to recognise Maduro as the President following the 

unconstitutional presidential elections of 2018.181 Guaidó was recognised as President of 

Venezuela by the Organisation of American States, the European Union, the US, as well as by 

many other countries. Guaidó also sent his own representatives to represent Venezuela in 

countries that recognised him as President. However, his attempt to become the President of 

the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela was short lived as Maduro remained in power. 

Furthermore, Guaidó was never recognised as President of Venezuela by Russia, China, Cuba, 

Nicaragua, Iran, nor by other Maduro sympathisers.  

 

After having explored the political situation of Venezuela, we will now look at its relationship 

with Russia, with particular focus on military and security cooperation.  

Russian - Venezuelan Economic and Military Relations 

 

Diplomatic relations between the Soviet Union and Venezuela were established on the 3rd of 

March 1945, however, relations between both countries were broken off on the 13th of June 

1952 as the Venezuelan government deported suspected Russian spies during the dictatorship 

of Marcos Pérez Jiménez. However, relations between both countries were re-established on 

the 16th of April 1970.  

 

In March 2021, the former foreign minister of Venezuela, Jorge Arreaza, celebrated the 76th 

anniversary of the first establishment of diplomatic relations between both countries,182 whilst 

highlighting that the relationship began to flourish under the presidency of Hugo Chávez and 

continued doing so under the presidency of Nicolas Maduro. Cooperation between both 

countries have been seen in regard to health, economy, as well as military and security.183 

Within this report, we’ll focus upon the military relations between both countries, with focus 

on the intention to keep Maduro in power. In doing so, we will also look at the economic 

support that Russia has offered Venezuela as this is linked with its military activities in the 

Latin American country.  

 

According to the former head of Armament for the National Bolivarian Armed Force, Carlos 

Molina Tamayo, since the 2000s Russia has delivered weapons worth more than $15 billion to 

Venezuela. Venezuela has become an important market for Russian energy companies and 

 
181 Rendon, M., 2019. “Juan Guaidó: Venezuela’s Interim President.” Center for Strategic & International 

Studies. 
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183 Brown, A., 2020. “An Enduring Relationship – From Russia, With Love.”Center for Strategic & International 

Studies. 
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arms producers. For instance, Venezuela used a $4 billion Russian credit to buy arms between 

2005-2008.184  

 

In addition to this, Russia has invested a lot of money in Venezuela whilst offering the country 

numerous loans. In terms of loans related to weaponry, as of July 2019, Venezuela owes Russia 

$10 billion for the purchase of 36 Russian Su30MK2s fighter jets. Furthermore, as of July 

2019, the Russian oil company, Rosneft, had invested $1.1 billion into oil field development 

projects in Venezuela and according to the Economic Development Ministry of Russia, 

Venezuela has received over $4 billion in investment.  

 

Looking further at the military cooperation between both countries, how did Russia support 

Maduro during Venezuela’s constitutional crisis, which we may say is ongoing? Russia first 

intervened in this crisis in December 2018 after Juan Guaidó had been voted as President of 

the Assembly by sending two TU-160s. On one hand this showed Moscow’s ability to place 

strategic weapons close to the US, however, it was somewhat ineffective as it could not stop 

the Venezuelans from calling for the ousting of Maduro as President.  

 

As Guaidó proclaimed himself as the President of Venezuelans and having had the approval of 

many countries, Maduro’s power began to weaken. As a result, at the beginning of 2019, Putin 

gave Maduro S-300 (missile) systems - the same weapons Moscow had provided to Bashar-al 

Assad in Syria. Supplying Venezuela with such weapons meant that on one hand Venezuela 

would have been able to defend itself in the case of a military intervention by the US and the 

west as they had recognised Guaidó as the legitimate leader of Venezuela. On the other hand, 

giving Venezuela such weaponry was used as an opportunity to increase Russia’s military 

influence in the country by offering experts to provide security for Maduro. Moscow has 

described its military presence in Venezuela as being there for consulting and advisory 

purposes.185  

 

Many sources describe the “experts” that Russia sent to Venezuela as soldiers or paramilitaries, 

known as the secretive group, Wagner,186 who have been known to have participated in the 

Russian annexation of Crimea, in the Syrian War, and in the current war in Ukraine. It is 

estimated that 400 Russian soldiers were sent to Venezuela at the beginning of 2019. On one 

hand they were sent to protect Maduro and to ensure that he remained in power despite the 

 
184 Herbst, J.E. and Marczak, J., 2019. “ Russia’s intervention in Venezuela: What’s at stake?” Atlantic Council. 
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185 Camilleri De Castanedo, I., 2021. “Russian Paramilitary Presence in Venezuela?” Grey dynamics.   

https://greydynamics.com/russian-paramilitary-presence-in-venezuela/  
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protests throughout the country. On the other hand, Wagner was sent to Venezuela to protect 

key Russian infrastructures from the protesters such as Rosneft’s sites.187  

 

In addition to this, Russian paramilitaries have been used to train the colectivos, known as one 

of the paramilitary organisations used by the Maduro government to minimise threats from the 

opposition. The colectivos describe themselves as being promoters of democracy, of political 

groups, and cultural activities. However, by members of the public they have been described 

as armed or paramilitary groups. Colectivo members have attacked protesters, journalists, 

students, clerics, and people suspected of being critical of the government, sometimes with the 

consent of security forces and in some cases even openly coordinating with them.188 In 2019, 

the colectivos were categorised as being terrorist groups by Venezuela’s National Assembly 

under Juan Guaidó. On one hand the colectivos are used by the government to control the 

opposition, yet on the other hand, they get away with multiple crimes.189  

 

Relations between Russia and Venezuela continue to flourish today despite the ongoing war in 

Ukraine.190 On the 16th of February 2022 during the visit of Russia’s deputy Prime Minister, 

Yuri Borisov, Maduro stated that the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela fully supports Russia 

whilst highlighting decisions made on future military corporations between both countries.  

 

Why is Russia Maintaining Military Relations with Venezuela? 

One of Russia’s main motives to be active in Venezuela and to offer military and security 

support to the country is to have power within the US’ sphere of influence. Furthermore, it’s a 

way for Russia to expand its power reach and to be recognised as a global power by competing 

against the US’ hegemony. We may also argue that Russia tries to destabilise the Americas and 

control the US’ approach to issues dealing with Russia. For instance, Russia sent TU-160 

strategic bombers to Venezuela for a joint naval exercise in the Caribbean Sea [16] in 2008 as 

a warning to the US pushing for a pro-Western Ukraine and for supporting Mikheil Saakashvili 

during the Georgian war.191 Furthermore, the presence of Wagner in Venezuela is a way for 

Russia to show the US’ that it also has influence in the Americas. Despite this, if the US were 

 
187 Camilleri De Castanedo, I., 2021. “Russian Paramilitary Presence in Venezuela?” Grey dynamics.   
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to intervene in Venezuela, we know that Russia couldn’t move quickly enough to its 

geographical distance.  

 

Conclusion 

 

As we see that Maduro is becoming weaker and weaker in Venezuela, we notice Russia’s 

involvement within the country. We may argue that this is to ensure that Maduro remains in 

power as he is a close ally of Putin which allows Russia to have some influence within the 

American hemisphere. However, we must remember that Russian paramilitaries in Venezuela 

have been focused on protecting Russian infrastructure from the destruction of protests in the 

country. Here we must also consider the lack of information available on the specific activities 

of the Wager Group in Venezuela. Looking at the ongoing war in Ukraine, Maduro continues 

to support Russia’s military activities and we may conclude that Maduro’s support will 

continue throughout the war.  

 

2.3 Middle East and North Africa 
Mariam Morsy, Katie Luk, and Sarah Kuszynski 

 

Syria 

Mariam Morsy 

 

The Syrian Crisis 2011 

 

During an interview with The Wall Street Journal in January 2011,192 following popular 

protests in Egypt and Tunisia that had ousted their long-term autocrats, President Bashar al-

Assad was confident that a similar uprising is unlikely to occur in Syria despite his 

acknowledgement of the deteriorating economic situation in the country, as he believed that 

his government’s anti-west stances along with his confidence in his people would spare his 

regime from such demands. However, it was soon proved that he was too confident, and anti-

regime protests erupted in Syria in March 2011, less than two months after the interview. 

Protestors demanded an end to the authoritarian regime of the Assad family that has been ruling 

the state since Hafiz al-Assad (Bashar’s father) came into power in 1971, and ever since, both 

have been using violent oppression and extensive military and police forces to eliminate any 

potential pro-democracy uprising. The peaceful protests first began in the southern city of 

Dar’a, after a group of teenagers had been arrested from their classrooms and tortured by the 

military police for writing an anti-regime graffiti, and the protests turned into a mass uprising 

 
192 “Interview with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad” (2011) 
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soon after as the security forces continued to use deadly violence and conducting mass arrests 

against protestors.  

 

The harsh response by the government and the brutal involvement of the military forces in the 

suppression gradually led to demonstrations turning unpeaceful, as the Syrian opposition 

started forming local militias and later on a military wing. Sectarian preferences had been 

dominating the military-regime relations in Syria for decades,193 with high military commands 

and senior officers belonging to the same sect as the Assad family, the ‘Alawite religious 

minority, while junior officers and conscripts belonging to the Sunni majority. This sectarian 

dimension caused a great number of Sunni officers and conscripts to dissent from the military 

and join the opposition, and later on form the Free Syrian Army (FSA) in July 2011, which had 

been the military wing of the Syrian opposition and carried out combats and military operations 

against the Syrian Armed Forces of the regime, leading to a civil war. The civil war emerged 

as a government-against-rebels conflict, but soon developed into a multi-actor proxy war with 

both domestic and foreign forces involved in the fight against the Syrian government and also 

against each other in some occasions.194 

 

Foreign Interests: A Proxy War Playground 

 

As the conflict arose, regional and world powers started taking sides. The United States and 

the European Union along with other Syria-neighbouring countries like Saudi Arabia, Qatar 

and Turkey formed an anti-Assad block by August 2011, demanded him to step down and 

imposed sanctions on members of the regime’s elite. The United Nations and the Arab League 

had attempted on some occasions to reach an agreement between the conflict’s parties, but with 

no outcome, nonetheless. On the other hand, Assad’s regime continued to receive support from 

its long-standing allies Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia. In October 2011, Russia and China casted 

a veto against a UN Security Council Resolution condemning al-Assad. Both blocks started 

escalating their support for each party by late 2012. Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia along with 

the US and the EU began providing arms and funds for rebel groups, mainly the FSA,195 while 

Iran,196 and Hezbollah,197 sent weapons and militants to fight with Assad’s military. Russia’s 

indirect involvement began in 2013 by sending mercenaries through its PMCs,198 this 

synchronised the emergence of ISIL (the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant/or Syria [ISIS]) 

 
193 Droz-Vincent, P. (2016) “The Syrian Military and the 2011 Uprising.” Armies and Insurgencies in the Arab 

Spring, H. Albrecht, A. Croissant & F. H. Lawson (Eds.), University of Pennsylvania Press, (8), 168-184. 
194 "Syria's civil war explained from the beginning". Al Jazeera. Archived from the original on 30 April 2017. 

Retrieved 29 April 2017. 
195 Mazzetti, M., Chivers, C. J. and Schmitt E., Taking Outsize role in Syria, Qatar Funnels Arms to Rebels, NY 

Times, 29 June 2013. 
196 Fisk, R. (2013) “Iran to Send 4,000 Troops to Aid President Assad Forces in Syria,” The Independent. 
197 Rome, H. (2013) “Elite Hezbollah Fighters are Spearheading Battle in Syria, IDF Commander Warns,” 

Jerusalem Post. 
198 (zlobnig_v_2), “Istoriya Slavyanskogo korpusa 2,” Livejournal, October 26, 2015,  https://zlobnig-v-

2.livejournal.com/1142672.html. 
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and other Islamist militia groups to take part in the conflict. In 2015, the Russian government 

started its direct support through deploying troops and providing warplanes, ammunition, 

rocket launchers and anti-aircraft systems to the Syrian army.199 Additionally, some operations 

were held directly by Russian army groups and were claimed to target ISIL, but it was later on 

proved to target any rebel groups that fought against al-Assad’s regime. Alesksandr Dvornikov, 

Colonel-General of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, who commanded the Russian 

groups in Syria in 2015-2016, stated that operations preparing was carried out by officers from 

Russia’s Aerospace Forces, Navy, and Special Operations Forces due to the low efficiency of 

the Syrian army.200 

 

The situation in Syria now remains very dark. The country is absolutely torn apart after 12 

years of civil war, with more actors getting involved in the fight such as the Turkish, Kurdish 

and even Israeli forces. Atrocities are being committed daily, and Syrians are facing increasing 

living hardships and human rights violations from multiple sides. According to UNHCR, more 

than 6.8 million Syrians have been forced to flee the country since the conflict erupted in 2011, 

and another 6.9 million have been internally displaced.201 Russia -along with Iran- remains in 

active support of its ally. Ever since its direct involvement in 2015, the Russian military has 

committed various international crimes in Syria by targeting civilians, hospitals, schools, and 

water and food resources. Various massacres have been reported by the Russian military or its 

PMCs using illegal weapons like cluster munitions.202 Just recently in January 2022, Russian 

warplanes bombed a major water station feeding more than 200,000 people in the rebel-

controlled city of Idlib. In return, the Kremlin has reached multiple strategic goals and 

economic investments in Syria, by winning a five oil contracts since 2013, and another 84 

million dollars contract to build flour mills.203 It also helped the Syrian government rebuild 

some of its destructed schools, and by this, it imposed Russian to be taught as a second language 

instead of French.204 

 
199 Grajewski, N. (2021) “The Evolution of Russian and Iranian Cooperation in Syria.” Center for Strategic and 

International Studies. 
200 Ibid.  
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refugee-crisis-

explained/#:~:text=More%20than%206.8%20million%20Syrians,in%20T%C3%BCrkiye%2C%20Lebanon%20

and%20Jordan. 
202 Pro-Justice ( Edt. Shehab el-Din, Kh). “Russian’s Massacres and Violations against Syrian Civilians.” 2019. 

Pro-Justice. 
203 Dadouch, S. (2021) “After backing Assad, Iran and Russia compete for influence and spoils of war.” The 
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204 Ibid.  
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Figure 8 Syria’s military situation 2015-2016 

 

Russian PMCs in Syria  

 

The Creation of Slavonic Corps Limited  

After the failed attempt of the FDG Corp., Russia’s first private military company (PMC), to 

successfully enter the global commercial security market in the 1990s with its western 

competitors,205 another potentiality was seen after conflicts in Syria and Libya broke out. 

Mercenary companies are seen as a useful tool for foreign states to achieve geopolitical and 

economic gain without participating directly.206 When a Middle East ally was threatened to be 
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overthrown by public protests, Russia revived the usage of PMCs in Syria as its public would 

not have tolerated actual troops to be sent for a deadly fight.207 In January 2012, Slavonic Corps 

Limited was registered in Hong Kong by the Russian firm Moran Security Group with an aim 

to take advantage of the conflicts. It mainly consisted of retired military officers and 

experienced professionals who had previously served in Iraq, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, East 

Africa and other places.208 Some believe that in 2013, the Kremlin recommended providing 

military support to al-Assad’s regime by sending quasi-PMC to fight in Syria.209 However, the 

most probable theory is that the Syrian Ministry of Petroleum and Mineral Resources proposed 

support from Moran Security Group and requested sending groups of professionals to protect 

“critical infrastructure related to extraction, transportation and processing of hydrocarbons.”210 

The company then decided to send a proxy force, thus, creating the Slavonic Corps to test the 

ground. In October 2013, two former managers of Moran (Vadim Gusev and Yevgeniy 

Sidorov) formed a group of 267 militants that would get $5,000 per month for protecting oil 

and natural gas facilities in Syria, in addition to $20,000 pay-out for injuries and $40,000 in 

case of death that would go to the fighter’s family.211 Upon arriving to Syria’s Latakia military 

base,212 the group was organised into two sub-units; one included Cossacks from the Kuban 

region and the other included ethnic-Russians. The latter group was reportedly led by Dmitri 

Utkin (later known by his nom de guerre “Wagner”), who is a professional soldier retired with 

the rank of lieutenant colonel and previously took part in two Chechen wars, he also 

commanded the Military Intelligence (GRU) Spetsnaz unit located in Pskov Oblast.213 He will 

later on reappear in Ukraine with the Wagner Group. 

 

The Slavonic Corps’ first military combat took place near al-Sukhnah in eastern Syria in 

October 18, 2013, and it was a big defeat, however, it still demonstrated the capacities of the 

group’s members, as they had high operational skills (with only six men wounded during the 

fight),214 and good orientation on the ground. The defeat had other reasons; first, the Syrian 

Armed Forces did not share adequate information with the group regarding potential 
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adversaries and provided no aerial support nor sufficient battlefield coordination. Second, the 

group was poorly equipped. Weapons consisted of fighting vehicles produced in 1979, a 

number of mortars dating to 1939, outdated T-72 main battle tanks that did not work due to 

their poor condition, and several Hyundai buses and JMC jeeps reinforced with armours. 

Additionally, the group had machine guns, rocket launchers and small mortars manufactured 

in 1943. Third, the primary goal, which was only to protect oil and gas facilities in Deir ez-

Zor,215 was not as straightforward as it was originally made. The reality was that the majority 

of that area was controlled by rebel forces that outnumbered the mercenaries (2,000 to 6,000 

militants), which had to be destroyed first in order to gain control over the oil facilities, and the 

mercenary group was not prepared for such missions, and this information was also never 

shared by the Syrian government. 

 

The group returned to Russia after the defeat, and upon arriving at Vnukovo International 

Airport, they were detained by the Federal Security Service (FSB) on suspicion of being 

mercenaries, which is a crime under Article 359 of the Russian Law. The two Moran managers 

and owners of the Slavonic Corps, Gusev and Sidorov, were also charged and convicted in 

October 2014.216 This paved the way to a new PMC, the Wagner Group. 

 

The Wagner Group’s Redeployment to Syria  

The Group emerged between 2014 and 2015 as a well-organised paramilitary formation 

fighting in eastern Ukraine, then it was redeployed to Syria to fight with al-Assad’s forces. The 

Wagner group is not officially registered in Russia or elsewhere in the world, this is why the 

Russian government constantly denied any knowledge of the group, however, it is often 

referred to as “Putin’s secret army.” The number of Wagner personnel first deployed to Syria 

is reportedly 2,349 men, this is why the PMC had an army-like C2 structure that follows a 

template of the Russian Armed Forces;217 a higher level of the commander-in-chief and a 

managing director, a middle level of an administrative group (388 personnel), a general staff 

(19 personnel), and a control group (36 personnel), and a bottom level of the rest of the fighters 

(1,904 men).218 Between 2014 and 2018 the total number of deployed mercenaries is estimated 

to exceed 5,000 men.219 Regarding their payments in Syria, this should be divided into two 

terms; between 2015 and 2016, the official average salaries reached $3,800 monthly, but then 

increased in early 2017 due to hostilities becoming more intense, and the monthly salaries went 
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up to $8,000. However, some sources claimed that actual salaries ranged between $4,000 and 

$4,800, and it was increased depending on the fighter’s proved qualifications.220 According to 

an anonymous Wagner fighter, the wages of Wagner mercenaries were relatively higher than 

regular Russian soldiers in Syria from the Russian Armed Forces, as a regular fighter would 

earn approximately between $3,100 and $3,700 per month.221 In 2017, the Wagner group was 

financed directly by the Syrian government, which led to “chronic delays in payments and 

growing discontent”,222 this resulted in a decrease in equipment and training qualities. 

 

Activities  

The military operations carried by the Wagner group in Syria had been crucial in helping 

Assad's armed forces in their fight against the rebels. A former Wagner member in Syria Said 

that the group was responsible for being on the front lines of the fights, and helping the aviation 

and artillery forces, then when combats ended, the Syrian officers appear and TV channels 

interview them to report.223 Igor Girkin, a Russian mercenary in Donbass, claimed that the 

main tasks of the Wagner group in Syria were carrying tactical offensive military operations 

that were celebrated by the media as “victories of the Syrian army”.224 In 2015, the group’s 

activities did not include any major operations, this period only revolved around minor military 

encounters with anti-Assad forces after the deployment. Then in 2016, confrontations 

intensified, with the group having a bigger operation of liberating Palmyra. The groups suffered 

major losses during this period, with 32 deaths and around 80 serious injuries, however, the 

number of members may has risen to approximately 2,000 men.225 It is also said that the group 

during this period tried to demonstrate its capacities to the Syrian government in order to gain 

more finances, using the best possible weapons and ammunitions, yet it still acted 

independently from al-Assad’s forces. The deep involvement stage started in 2017, where the 

group showed high level operative skills that was reflected in the evolution of tasks from de 

facto military operations to paramilitary-styler missions concerned with recapturing areas of 

oil and gas fields near Palmyra, Latakia and Aleppo. The main goal, which the group was paid 

for, was to protect oil and gas fields, but they had to confront nearby rebel forces in order to 

do so.226 Following this, the weaponry and equipment provided to the group by the Syrian 
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government worsen, and the qualities of Wagner personnel decreased, as well as their 

payments.227 

 

Deir ez-Zor battle and Wagner’s defeat 

Figure 9 Battle of Khasham, al-Assad’s forces on the left side of the river and US-backed rebel 

forces on the right 

 

The Battle of Khasham of 2018 is considered significant in the decline of Wagner activities in 

Syria after suffering a defeat, along with al-Assad’s army, against the Syrian Democratic 

Forces ([SDF] anti-Assad forces) backed by the US military. The background story goes back 

to 2017, when the US and Russia agreed on creating “de-escalation zones” between the 

Euphrates River, with the river becoming a natural border separating the SDF and al-Assad’s 

forces. This resulted in important oil and gas fields being entirely under SDF control (along 

with Syrian Kurds), and the pro-Assad forces’ goal became to regain control over these areas, 

as they form a crucial part of the Syrian state’s budget. On February 7, 2018, the Assad’s 

regime deployed a diverse armed forces including the Wagner Group to target the Conoco oil 

field (the first time for the Wagner to be directly a part of the pro-Assad forces). Apparently, 
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this operation was not discussed with the Russian military commander and Syrian militants did 

not coordinate their actions with the headquarters of the Russian operative group.228 

 

A former Wagner member gave details about that battle, saying that on February 8th, around 

600 men of the pro-Assad forces including the Wagner Group, were destroyed while attempting 

to cross the Euphrates River. The forces were heavily armed with light firearms, artillery and 

main battle tanks. He stated; “The majority of the group consisted of Russian-speaking fighters, 

and only a smaller share included the so-called ISIS Hunters… This was a de facto fortified 

battalion of the Wagner Group… They had no man-portable air-defence systems, no air 

support, which, to be frank, had not been promised anyway. The idea was to first carry out an 

artillery assault and then to dash on the Kurds, entering into a close battle. In this regard, the 

Americans would not have intervened [out of concern of] shooting their own allies”.229 The 

reason for the defeat is apparently that the Syrian forces underestimated the technological 

superiority of the US backed side, which made the pro-Assad forces defenseless. Anti-Assad 

forces used F-15E Strike Eagle fighters, MQ-9 multi-mission aerial vehicles (UAV), Lockheed 

AC-130 gunships, B-52 Stratofortress jet-powered bombers and AH-64 Apache helicopters.230 

Some sources say that losses suffered by the Russian PMC group are about 100 deaths and 200 

injuries,231 while official sources from the Wagner Group claim that the number of deaths is 

only 14 men.232 

 

Human Rights Violations 

 

On the 10th anniversary of the Syrian revolution in 2012, three prominent advocacy groups 

filed a complaint against the Wagner PMC Group in Russian courts, in an attempt to charge 

the group of its committed atrocities in Syria. This is the first case ever to be brough against 

such groups, following a number of torture-related cases held in Europe against Syrian regime 

officials.233 The case revolved around a video published in 2017 by an unknown source 

showing five Russian-speaking men in military uniform violently torturing a Syrian man in 

civilian clothes. An extended version was then posted in 2019 showing the men beheading and 
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mutilating the body of the Syrian victim Mohamed Raha Ismail al-Abdullah (known by 

Hammadi Bouta). The perpetrators were identified as Wagner members after an investigation 

by the independent Russian media group, Novaya Gazeta.234 

 

This case is considered an initiation in investigating Russian Criminal Code violations that 

punishes any Russian citizen who had committed crimes outside Russian territories, including 

murder, war crimes and mercenary. However, the Basmanny court in Moscow rejected the 

complaint claiming that it did not establish elements of a crime committed by Russian citizens, 

as it the nationality of the men accused is merely a suggestion.235 The complexity of this case 

lies on current legal systems being unequipped enough to handle cases of non-state actors’ war 

crimes. However, the case has opened potentiality in addressing mercenary violations that had 

occurred in Syria, Libya and other parts of the world. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Russian intervention has been fundamental in the al-Assad regime’s survival. Getting its 

PMCs operating in Syria allowed the Russian government to support its ally without being 

directly involved in the battlefield, which would save it from its domestic opposition. The 

Wagner Group had been financially profiting from its activities in Syria along with providing 

Russia with its geopolitical and economic goal in the region, and Syria was only the 

experimental phase of the PMC, as it will go on to operate in other parts of the world and 

become Russia’s secret card for political and economic gains. 

 

Libya 

Sarah Kuszynski 

 

Russian Interests in Libya and Accelerated use of PMCs 

 

Strategic Background- Why does Russia Whish to Influence Libya and Utilise PMCs? 

Libya plays a pivotal role in Russia’s Middle East activities, in the sense that Russia aims to 

turn Libya into a proxy war playground.236 Crucially, Libya has been part of a struggle for 

access to resources and warm water ports, which has often formed a central part of various 

Russian leader’s efforts to make the country the central player in European politics. 
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Libya has the largest proven oil reserves in Africa,237 and many European countries rely on 

Libya for oil.238 If Russia were to gain control over Libya’s oil, it would provide Russia with 

leverage over Western Europe. Some scholars and defence officials believe that Russia’s 

interest in Libya is also related to Libya’s strategic location on NATO’s southern flank. 

 

The level of importance of relations with Libya to Putin was shown by his overtures to the 

Libyan government very soon after becoming president in 2000, and from his meeting with 

Qadhafi in 2008.  Notably, the Russian government wrote off nearly $5 billion debt in exchange 

for contracts on oil, gas, weaponry, and infrastructure access,239 for example, Qadhafi gave the 

Russian fleet access to Benghazi port. 

 

Activities from 2011-2018 

Libya erupted into violence during the 2011 Arab Spring. The subsequent NATO intervention 

helped rebel forces overthrow and kill Qadhafi in October 2011, leaving Libya without a 

legitimate successor leading rival militias to compete for control of Libyan territory. The two 

core rival factions are the UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA), and the Libya 

National Army (LNA), led by Khalifa Haftar and financially supported primarily by Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE — the two countries are also using PMCs to sure up their respective 

positions in Yemen.240 

 

After the 2011 fall of Qadhafi, Putin provided Haftar’s government with military advice, 

diplomatic support at the UN, to aid the LNA’s fight its war against the UN Government of 

National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli. The main countries entangled in Libya’s ongoing civil war 

include: Italy, Qatar, and Turkey support the GNA, while France, Chad, Israel, Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE, Egypt, and Russia support the LNA.241 
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From 2015 onwards, there were growing journalistic and military reports of various PMCs on 

the ground in Libya.242 The PMC activities had a particular focus on protecting oil assets, which 

is in line with Putin’s strategic objectives of resource access and power projection. Russia is 

focusing on exploiting natural resource concessions, in return for the deployment of PMC 

forces. On top of natural resources, the Kremlin’s economic interests in Libya revolve around 

arms exports to the continent. Pursuing these economic interests is essential for keeping 

Russia’s various foreign interventions going and financing the defence industry. 

 

The key PMC acting in Libya since 2015 has been the Wagner Group, which by 2018 had 

deployed several hundred mercenaries to multiple training sites, airfields, forward bases, and 

key energy and infrastructure sites, thus supporting the LNA and  securing Russian interests.243 

In short, PMC activity from 2011-2018 enabled Russia to gain and maintain access to such 

resources. 
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2019 - Present 

Figure 10 courtesy of CSIS 

 

Russian PMC activity surged in the summer of 2019 to bolster Haftar’s flagging western Libya 

campaign and enable an LNA offensive against Tripoli.244 By early 2020, up to 1,200 Wagner 

mercenaries were on the ground in Libya, to then be supported from the air with the arrival of 

Russian combat aircraft.245 Moreover, by 2020 it was reported that other Russian companies, 

namely the Moran Security Group, have joined Wagner in supplying mercenaries to fight in 

Libya.246 
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Figure 11 courtesy of CSIS  

 

Following the Wagner Group’s defeat around Tripoli in the spring of 2020, however, Russia 

began to deploy previously unobserved heavy military equipment to support Russian PMC 

forces in Libya. Satellite imagery from May 2020 produced by U.S. Africa Command 

(AFRICOM) displayed Russia’s deployment of at least 14 combat aircraft, including Su-24 

attack, MiG-29 fighter, and Su-35 interceptor escort aircraft to Libya’s Al Khadim and Al Jufra 

air bases.247 These two bases serve as critical transport and staging areas for forward-deployed 

Wagner and LNA units operating around Tripoli. The Wagner group’s Al Khadim and Al Jufra 

activity represented an expansion of PMC ground forces.248 

 

While Russian PMC personnel have been training and equipping LNA forces in 2017 for a 

variety of ground, air, and air defence missions, in 2019 Wagner Group began to take on direct 
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combat roles for the Tripoli offensive. Several hundred Wagner Group specialists have forward 

deployed with LNA units in and around Tripoli, employing snipers, anti-tank guided missiles, 

electronic warfare, reconnaissance unmanned aerial vehicles, SAMs, and precision-guided 

artillery, to execute vital combat tasks. 

 

Russian PMC activity in Libya diverges from the pattern of Russian PMC activity across many 

parts of Africa. Namely in the deployment of heavy military equipment For example, Wagner 

troops have been observed using Russian-made equipment--such as mortars and Kornet anti-

tank missiles that are typically the preserve of the Russian Military.249 

 

Crucially, Russian PMCs were - even if only for a short period - able to achieve LNA territorial 

gains in Libya while strengthening Moscow’s geostrategic position. However, Haftar’s 

Wagner-enabled assault on Tripoli, revealed the limits of its PMC-led proxy warfare approach.  

The Tripoli operation triggered a large-scale escalation from Turkey, deployed proxy forces, 

including thousands of Syrian fighters, to stall LNA advances in 2020. 

 

Despite this and the resulting withdrawal of hundreds of Wagner Group mercenaries from 

Tripoli, Russia almost certainly remains committed to supporting Haftar and will continue to 

provide military support to the LNA, including at strategic locations and bases such as Al Jufra. 

 

Core Capabilities of Russian PMCs in Libya 

 

Hard Power Capabilities 

Firstly, PMC personnel have been training LNA forces on ground warfare tactics and weapons 

systems, including tanks, artillery, attack aircraft, and UAVs, especially since 2019. Hundreds 

of forward-deployed PMC fighters in direct combat in the Tripoli offensive, who utilised heavy 

military equipment and personnel from RSB Group and Wagner have deployed at key oil, gas, 

infrastructure, and port facilities, including Benghazi, and Sirte, to provide security.250 

 

Soft Power Capabilities 

Russian PMCs cultivate relationships with Libya officials, in order to control the information 

space. Thereby, reinforcing RT and Sputnik Arabic. Relatedly, PMC-run media companies 

have acquired regional media outlets and conducted social media influence operations to 

propagate pro-Haftar and anti-GNA, Turkey, and U.S. disinformation. 
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Implications of Russian PMC Activity in Libya 

Although Russia’s interests in Libya are not immediately relevant to Russian national security, 

being further away from Russia’s typical sphere of influence, Russian readiness to use PMCs 

demonstrates a continued willingness to use force further afield. Despite its rapidly 

deteriorating economic outlook and the military stalemate in Ukraine, Russia remains 

committed to preserving its influence in Libya. Ukrainian officials allege that Hifter agreed to 

covertly transfer LNA forces to Ukraine under the Wagner Group’s auspices. 

 

Russia’s level of support for the Wagner Group in Libya further demonstrates that Russia is 

willing to use PMCs to fight in direct contravention of U.N. resolutions and international law. 

Russia deployed PMC forces and weapons to Libya, despite a UN arms embargo on the 

country.251  

 

On a different note, although Russian PMCs are not entirely controlled by Putin, as Yevgeny 

Prigozhin,252 owner of the Wagner PMC firm, is mainly focused on Libya’s energy resources. 

The Wagner group’s operations in Libya still remain closely interlinked with the Kremlin and 

other Russian multinationals. For example, after the Wagner Groups involvement in the Tripoli 

offensive, Gazprom resumed operations in Libya in May 2021. The firm concurrently 

jumpstarted its pre-planned infrastructure expansion projects to boost gas production. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In short, Russia’s PMC-led intervention met its limit on the frontlines of Tripoli, yet it has 

ensured for Moscow a new strategic foothold in North Africa and on the Mediterranean. Now, 

despite high casualties in the Ukraine war, as Turkey continues expanding its military training 

efforts in Libya, Russian PMC forces are likely to remain in Libya for the foreseeable future. 

Moscow benefits from simply staying put in order to secure resources access, as such PMCs 

will likely be an enduring instrument for Moscow to influence in Libyan affairs. 

 

 

 

Iraq 

Katie Luk 
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Context of Bilateral Iraq-Russian Relations 

 

2003-2011: Economic and Security Cooperation in Post-Saddam Iraq 

Since the Cold War, Iraq has been a playground between US-Soviet tensions and conflicts. 

Russia’s historical friendly ties with Iraq253, strategic interest in Iraq as a client state to rival 

US hegemony, and economic interests prompted a cooperative relationship between the two 

countries.254 However, it was relatively minimal in this period. 

 

During the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, Russia strongly opposed US military action alongside 

Germany and France. Russia referred the case to the United Nations Security Council, hoping 

to cooperate with other countries against US unilateralism.255 The Russian government also 

provided Saddam Hussein with military intelligence on the military plans and locations of the 

US forces. However, Russia was pressured to withdraw their oppositional stance and tactically 

align with the US's military campaign to overthrow Saddam Hussein.256 This strategic 

alignment allowed Russian companies to cooperate with both the US and the new Iraqi 

government. Shortly after, Russia energy companies Gazprom and Lukoil signed major oil 

contracts with Iraq in 2009 and oil and gas contracts with the Iraqi Kurdistan Region in the 

following years, forming a close business partnership.257 However, expanding US presence in 

both Afghanistan and Iraq– Russia’s ‘traditional backyard’– was perceived as an American 

attempt in creating a new regional order in the Middle East and a military threat.258 

 

2012-2020: Closer Economic and Counterterrorism Cooperation 

Russian foreign policy on Iraq during this period is characterised by closer security cooperation 

on the emergence of Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the general regional turmoil and 

instability following the Arab Spring in 2011. Iraq was cooperating with the US on 

counterterrorism at the same time. 

 

Russia was concerned about the rise and spread of extremism near its borders, especially since 

ISIS attracted a large number of Russian volunteer fighters.259 In September 2015, the Russia-
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Syria-Iran-Iraq security coalition (RSII) was formed against ISIS. The intelligence sharing and 

security cooperation alliance contains six members from each nation, including two Russian 

one-star generals. One of the two headquarters was set up in the ‘Green Zone’ in Baghdad, 

Iraq– once the headquarters of the US occupation. An Iraqi official claims the ‘full-blown 

military alliance’ is useful in ‘formalising the relationship with Iran, Russia and Syria’ and 

restoring the third of Iraqi territory that was captured by ISIS.260 Russian air forces, Iran-backed 

Shi’a militias and Iraqi military personnel launched airstrikes and cruise missile attacks against 

ISIS across the Iraq and Syrian borders– the first Russian external military operation in three 

decades. The cooperation also blocked ISIS’s logistical system of sending ISIS fighters from 

Iraq to Syria and vice versa.261  

 

US officials have been concerned about the increasing Russian and Iranian influence in Iraq 

(the latter have been training, supporting, and advising the Iraqi Shiite militias), accusing the 

Russian military of using counterterrorism as a pretext to suppress Syrian opposition groups 

with air strikes.262 Iraq also cooperated with the US-led coalition, which launched an aerial 

bombing campaign to fight ISIS fighters in Iraq and Syria. The US similarly supplied advisors, 

weapons, and training to the Iraqi Armed Forces and Syrian Democratic forces. Col. Steven 

Warren, spokesperson for the US coalition claims they ‘remain committed to working closely 

with Iraq to defeat ISIL (ISIS)’.263 By 2017, the Iraqi and Syrian militaries successfully 

liberated all major captured cities and the de facto capital of ISIS, eroded its financial and 

military structure, and drove all forces underground.  

 

The tightening military cooperation between Russia and Iraq extended to providing arms as 

support and arms deals. In June 2012, Russia provided the Iraqi army with two Russian fighter 

aircrafts in the battle against ISIS. The 2012 $4 billion Russian deal made Iraq the second 

largest Russian weapons purchaser after India, according to a report from Rostec, Russia’s state 

corporation for defence industries.264 Iraq further ordered $1 billion of Russian tanks in 2017 

and received T-90 tanks from Russia in 2018. However, Iraq was prevented from purchasing 

the Russian S-400 air defence system in 2020 under the 2017 Countering American 

Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) on Russian weapons manufacturers and 

potential opposition from Russian partners.265 Russia’s first offered the S400 to protect Iraqi 
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airspace after Iran launched missiles at a US airbase in western Iraq to retaliate the assassination 

of the chief of Iran Quds Force months before.266  

 

Russia’s longstanding investments in Iraq’s oil and gas industries is another field that boosts 

Russian economic power and elevates its position in the global energy sector. Russia forgave 

$8-$12 billion in Iraqi debt from the Soviet era after offers of lucrative contracts in the energy 

and reconstruction industries.267 Gazprom, Lukoil, and other Russian oil companies such as 

Neft, Rosneft and Soyuzneftegaz have invested more than $12 billion in Iraq in 2022.268 

Kurtashev, the Russian ambassador in Iraq, noted the large number of Russian employees in 

Iraq is a ‘good example of our serious will to work in this country and develop bilateral 

cooperation’.269 In 2019, 16 Russian-Iraqi Joint Economic Commission agreements were 

signed for various industries, and meetings have been convened regularly.270  

 

2020-2022: The Ukraine War and Decreasing Economic Ties 

Iraq has been taking a neutral stance since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. It abstained from 

condemning Russian aggression or assigning responsibility in both the Arab League 

statement271 and the United Nations General Assembly votes.272 Iraq took a hit from the war 

and cooperation is likely to decrease in the near future. 

 

The war exacerbated partisan and factional divides. Spill overs from rising global prices were 

detrimental to Iraqi food imports– of which Russia imports make up 50%– leading to a food 

crisis.273 Arms and energy deals are hampered by sanctions, and the Iraqi economy took the 

brunt,274 which some believe rising oil prices may mitigate. Kutrashev maintains optimism 

about Iraqi-Russian cooperative ties, emphasising decades of Russian business experiences in 

Iraq and that Russia allocated 20-25% of their budget on Iraqi security– the additional 

investments would be a deterrent to alternative foreign investors.275 However, Iraqi officials 
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are likely to embrace a multipolar energy foreign policy and divest from Russian investments 

in the coming years.276 Iraq received investment interest from European and American oil 

companies as Western countries scramble for alternative suppliers. The Iraqi Central Bank and 

Trade Bank also discouraged money flow to Russia in order to prevent economic sanctions.277  

 

Russian PMCs in Iraq 

 

Influx of PMCs since 2003 

Since the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, PMCs have flooded into the region. NATO and the US-

led coalition used PMCs to provide military and security support services to their and their 

allies’ armies.278 The Iraq and Afghanistan war were the propellers of a double increase of 79 

new international PMCs in 2003, and the number of contractors was equal to or more than the 

number of American soldiers in the period.279 

 

US officials contracted British PMC Aegis to oversee the coordination of all PMC activities in 

the region, but in the words of Professor Sean McFate (Georgetown), ‘In the early days of Iraq, 

it was a goldrush… nobody had any control. Anybody doing anything with firearms in this 

country could say they’re a private military company’.280 As the US forces moved out of Iraq, 

PMCs started subcontracting cheaper fighters from less developed countries such as Uganda 

and Sierra Leone to cut costs. The American and British governments also contract Russian 

PMC personnel to this day.281 

 

Russian PMCs Operating in Iraq 

The Antiterror-Orel Group consists of several organisations of engineers, military and special 

forces veterans.282 It trained and prepared soldiers to perform special tasks in high-risk zones, 

hence its other name ‘non-governmental education centre’.283 Headed by Sergei Isakov and set 

up with the assistance of the Russian Union of Paratroopers, the group started with mine 

clearing operations and protection of energy infrastructures in Iraq in the late 1990s.284 Direct 

support from the Federal Security Service (FSB) helped the group gain a foothold in the 
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country.285 According to the Organised Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), 

Emercon Demining– the Russian state-owned corporation that supervised Antiterror-Orel 

personnel won Russian governmental contracts for the group.286 These mine clearing and 

infrastructure protection operations aligned with state-affiliated Gazprom and Transneft’s 

endeavours to expand offshore extractions and pipeline constructions. PMC personnel under 

Emercon became some of the biggest beneficiaries of Russian state endowment then.287 

Antiterror-Orel was also able to expand its scale in the region as Russian businesses saw the 

Iraq war as a business opportunity and increased cooperation in the energy and arms sectors. 

The group was contracted to protect oil and gas infrastructures of Tatneft, Energoincherniering, 

and the Russian Engineering Company in the mid-2000s (Konovalov and Valetskii, 2013).288 

It also undertook non-military operations escorting cargo.289  

 

The Antiterror Orel Group reconsolidated under the auspices of RusCorp,290 around 2008– it 

was usual practice for PMC leaders to rebrand or register as new entities when problems arose 

with their business model or when new opportunities were presented.291 RusCorp was similarly 

contracted by Russian state enterprises like Gazprom.292 Its now archived website293 and 

Facebook account294 called itself an ‘international security holding company’ with offices in 

Iraq, Nigeria, the US, the UK, and other European countries– which is essentially a holding 

company for other Antiterror Group affiliated PMCs. The company is also a private protection 

group specialising in security risk analysis and intelligence, business intelligence, VIP and 

general protection services in Iraq. It is often described to have a ‘gun toting’ reputation.295 

According to an interview head of Ruscorp Alexey Danilyants did for the VZGLYAD 

newspaper in 2008, Iraq was classified as a red zone–in a state of war or open armed 

conflicts.296 Ruscorp personnel are needed to accompany and support Russian businesses, as 

he claims, ‘practically no one does it except us… in one of the most risky areas in the world’. 
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Security, business intelligence, and legal consultation services were reserved for exclusive, 

selective clients, including supplying convoys for American units in army centres. Prices were 

kept lower than American or British PMCs to keep them competitive. He also states Ruscorp 

‘focus not on threat zones, but on the interests of private businesses’ to enable Russian 

corporations to expand safely throughout the world. His interview also demonstrates the 

amicable relationship between the dominating Western PMCs and Russian PMCs, revealing 

Ruscorp trains their personnel ‘based on the experience of American and European colleagues’ 

and that they ‘cannot yet compete with them’ and so took on an ‘associative approach’. 

 

 

Figure 12 Vadim Gusev on duty for TigrTop-RusCorp in Baghdad in 2005.297 

 

Tigr Top-Rent Security298 and Antiterror-Redut were both affiliated detachments of the 

Antiterror-Orel Group in Iraq. Both groups drew personnel from Special and Airborne Force 

veterans and the Redoubt Centre for Operational-Tactical Tasks, a training club for 

paratroopers. The former existed briefly in 2005-2006 in Iraq before its members went on to 

other PMCs. 
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The Antiterror-Redut (also called Center R) was formed in 2006. It trains sniper and anti-sniper 

specialists, combat and radio engineers, shooters, and rapid response fighters. Their combat 

specialists participated in the Iraq war and peacekeeping operations. According to their 

website, Center R also provides data, security and safety services to Russian businesses in Iraq, 

personal protection services, and the protection of convoys and personnel for demining 

operations or diplomatic trips under UN Security Council guidelines299.  

 

The Fort Defense Group (FDG Corp) was founded by American and Russian co-partners in 

1996300. It provided ships and cargo protection services, land and sea transportation, military 

intelligence and consultation, training security teams and special units for high-risk operations, 

and one-time special operations. The FDG SEAL contains highly professional counterterror 

personnel/ swimmer guards operating both on land and underwater. Notably, the FDG 

participated in the protection of roadblocks in the Anbar region in 2006-2007, the 1998 

bombing of Iraq (or ‘Desert Fox’ Operation), the 1991 Desert Storm aerial bombing Operation 

in the Gulf War, and escorting oil tank transport from the Umm Qasr port in Southern Iraq to 

Indochina countries. The company saw significant legal and structural changes in 2010 when 

co-partner Russian officer D. Smirnov came to leadership to optimise future Iraq operations301.  

 

Another Russian PMC present in Iraq are the Cossacks302. Half the 67 thousand Russian 

residents identifying as Cossacks are registered ethnic Cossacks according to the 2010 

census303– meaning subordinated under Russian authorities and part of the volunteer citizen 

militia. Although the group have a relatively lower level of expertise than other Russian PMCs, 

they are the oldest running Russian PMC with much tradition, experience and high 

administrative management capabilities304. Apart from providing security for Russia, units are 

also tasked with territorial defence, border protection, and fighting terrorism305. They also have 

a history of destabilising neighbouring states of Russia under Russian leadership and the 

Presidential Council for Cossack Affairs. While it is known the PMC have been present in Iraq, 

not much is known about the activities they performed there.  
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The Feraks group also operated in Iraq. Consisting mainly of Russian armed force veterans, its 

personnel has combat experience in most hot spots in the world306. The group provides security 

and armed protection services and ‘preventative measures’307. However, not much is known 

about their activities in Iraq apart from their involvement in hostilities in the region308. 

 

Conclusion  

 

To conclude, Russian PMC activity in Iraq originated from the 1990s and boomed in the 

conflict- plagued 2000s and rising demands for security and economic cooperation with 

Russian businesses in the 2010s. Most founders of the PMCs and their personnel are veterans 

from Russian forces. 

 

Russian PMCs’ work on oil and gas infrastructure protection, convey protection services, and 

mine clearing operations (part of security investments) in Iraq secured economic interests for 

the Russian government. This is especially since the 2010s when there was tighter economic 

cooperation between Russia and Iraq and as Western PMCs moved out of Iraq. Personal 

security, convey protection services, and business intelligence and consulting were also 

provided for Russian businesses and individuals. While there are records of Russian PMCs 

present in Iraq and their general activities, there is little information on their clientele, specific 

statistics on their personnel, and metrics of their activities, especially in recent years. Russian 

PMCs are likely to work less on Iraqi energy projects as Iraq decreases its dependence on 

Russian oil and gas investments at present.  

 

Russian PMCs in Iraq also don’t necessarily operate according to Russian geopolitical 

interests. Apart from the Cossacks and Antiterror-Redut group (who participated in the Iraq 

war), available records did not show PMCs engaging in Russia’s war against terrorism or act 

as proxies for state rivalries against Western presence in Iraq. In fact, Antiterror-Redut, Tigr 

Top-rent, Ruscorp and FDG also work as subcontractors for Western governments or 

companies– especially the US and UK as they moved out of Iraq– and collaborated with 

Western PMCs.  
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2001-2014: Stabilisation Policy, Minimal Economic Cooperation and Diplomatic Interest 

Since the US-led invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, Russia’s policy in Afghanistan centred on 

regional security, securing financial interests, and diplomacy to strengthen its regional and 

international standing. 

 

Russia adopted a stabilisation policy in Afghanistan and a position of strategic dichotomy 

towards US presence. Moscow was concerned Afghan instability will lead to a rise in Islamic 

extremist and rebel activities, which may spill over into Central Asia.309 It worked on 

Afghanistan security by bringing the Karzai administration into the Central Asian regional 

framework through head of state meetings, and cooperated with China and India through the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and trilateral security meetings.310 Russia also provided 

aid to the war-torn Afghanistan– including $30 billion worth of helicopters and military 

equipment to the Afghan army in 2005311 and logistical aid to support reconstruction– a 

cooperation institutionalised by the NATO-Russian Council.312 

 

Russia has been wary of Western military presence in its traditional backyard as the US-led 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and PMCs contracted NATO allies flooded into 

the region.313 However, Russia tolerated their presence in Afghanistan as its aims converged 

with the US in prioritising Afghan stability, curbing Afghan drug production, and to topple 

terrorist groups– especially Al-Qaeda.314 It also feared the negative implications of the 

withdrawal of ISAF troops.315 Russia even opened up its airspace for NATO and the US to 

transport their troops and weaponry, and publicly endorsed President Obama’s Afghanistan 

strategy in 2009.316 

 

Russia also saw the Afghan situation as an economic opportunity. As a part of NATO’s supply 

chain, Russian companies reaped financial benefits from weaponry and air carrier trades.317 

The trade turnover of Russian business with Kabul nearly reached $1 billion USD in 2014, 
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which included military weapons maintenance, oil and petrol export, and subcontracts for 

infrastructural projects.318. Nonetheless, Russia was less committed to economic investment in 

Afghanistan than other Central Asian regions, which has less US influence, Chinese 

competition, and had richer resources.319 This sceptical attitude also stemmed from split 

opinions on collaborating with the US within the Russian regime, worries about the longevity 

of the Karzai administration, and doubts about Western commitment.320   

 

Afghanistan was an opportunity for Russia to strengthen its regional and international 

position321. Russian officials have repeatedly called for closer cooperation within the Russian-

led Central Security Treaty Organisation (an alliance of 6 Central Asian countries) and NATO, 

which would be a sign of Western recognition of Russian regional primacy.322 It also pushed 

for the presence of Russian troops in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan’s border with Afghanistan.323 

 

Combatting drug trafficking from Afghanistan has consistently been one of Russia’s foreign 

policy goals. Since the fall of the Taliban, narcotic production in Afghanistan has grown 44 

times and accounted for more than 80% of the global opium and heroin market.324 Alarmed 

about the rapid growth of Russian drug consumers, Moscow officials collaborated with the US 

in curbing drug production and smuggling operations.325 However, not all advances were 

welcomed as president Karzai reprimanded Russia for entering and “violating Afghan 

sovereignty” in a US-Russian joint mission in 2010.326 

 

Influx of US and NATO Contracted PMCs 

During this period, both the US and NATO relied heavily on PMCs.327 From 2002 to 2022, the 

US Department of Defense spent $108 billion on contractual deployments to Afghanistan, and 

a further $1 billion to 17 PMCs since 2021.328 NATO also contracted PMCs from different 

 
318 Ibid. 
319 Trenin, “Afghanistan,” 2010. 
320 Ibid. 
321 Ibid. 
322 Ibid. 
323 Lang. “Afghanistan,” 2014 
324 “Afghan opiates supply 8 out of 10 opiate users worldwide, UNODC finds, as experts meet in Vienna to 

combat illicit trafficking,” United Nations Office on Durgs and Crime, 2021. 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/frontpage/2021/November/afghan-opiates-supply-8-out-of-10-opiate-users-

worldwide--unodc-finds--as-experts-meet-in-vienna-to-combat-illicit-trafficking.html  
325Trenin, “Afghanistan,” 2010. 
326 “'Not an enemy anymore': Russia's outreach to Taliban full of opportunities and risks,” Firstpost, 2021. 

https://www.firstpost.com/world/not-an-enemy-anymore-russias-outreach-to-taliban-full-of-opportunities-and-

risks-9900101.html  
327 Sofia Staderini. “PMCs: The future frontier of warfare in Afghanistan?” Grey Dynamics, 2022. 

https://greydynamics.com/pmcs-the-future-frontier-of-warfare-in-afghanistan/  
328 Heidi Peltier. “Wartime Contract Spending in Afghanistan since 2001,” Watson Institute of International and 

Public Affairs, Brown University, 2022. 

https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2022/Peltier%20-

 

https://carnegiemoscow.org/2010/04/27/afghanistan-view-from-moscow-pub-40672
https://carnegiemoscow.org/2010/04/27/afghanistan-view-from-moscow-pub-40672
https://carnegiemoscow.org/2010/04/27/afghanistan-view-from-moscow-pub-40672
https://carnegiemoscow.org/2010/04/27/afghanistan-view-from-moscow-pub-40672
https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Alert_10-Afghanistan_view_from_Russia.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/frontpage/2021/November/afghan-opiates-supply-8-out-of-10-opiate-users-worldwide--unodc-finds--as-experts-meet-in-vienna-to-combat-illicit-trafficking.html
https://carnegiemoscow.org/2010/04/27/afghanistan-view-from-moscow-pub-40672
https://www.firstpost.com/world/not-an-enemy-anymore-russias-outreach-to-taliban-full-of-opportunities-and-risks-9900101.html
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2022/Peltier%20-%20Wartime%20Contract%20Spending%20in%20Afghanistan%20-%20CORRECTED%20Aug%209%202022.pdf
https://shibbolethsp.jstor.org/start?entityID=urn%3Amace%3Aac.uk%3Asdss.ac.uk%3Aprovider%3Aidentity%3Adur.ac.uk&dest=https://www.jstor.org/stable/45238139&site=jstor
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/frontpage/2021/November/afghan-opiates-supply-8-out-of-10-opiate-users-worldwide--unodc-finds--as-experts-meet-in-vienna-to-combat-illicit-trafficking.html
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/frontpage/2021/November/afghan-opiates-supply-8-out-of-10-opiate-users-worldwide--unodc-finds--as-experts-meet-in-vienna-to-combat-illicit-trafficking.html
https://www.firstpost.com/world/not-an-enemy-anymore-russias-outreach-to-taliban-full-of-opportunities-and-risks-9900101.html
https://www.firstpost.com/world/not-an-enemy-anymore-russias-outreach-to-taliban-full-of-opportunities-and-risks-9900101.html
https://greydynamics.com/pmcs-the-future-frontier-of-warfare-in-afghanistan/
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2022/Peltier%20-%20Wartime%20Contract%20Spending%20in%20Afghanistan%20-%20CORRECTED%20Aug%209%202022.pdf


 

 

 

78 

 

countries during its leadership of the ISAF from 2001 to 2014329. While every US soldier 

deployed in conflict zones was supported by at least one PMC contractor, the number was even 

higher in Afghanistan as the war was unpopular with the public.330 The heavy reliance on PMC 

contractors for ground maintenance is often cited as the reason the Afghan military quickly 

disintegrated after the ISAF withdrawal.331 

 

2014-2020 Closer Security, Economic, and Cultural Cooperation 

Russia sought to build a closer relationship with Afghanistan as its relationship with the West 

soured in the wake of the Ukrainian invasion.332 Moscow also sought its own strategy, having 

lost confidence in US’s strategy and commitment in Afghanistan.333 

 

A security agreement signed in 2015 signified the start of closer cooperation and diplomacy 

between the two countries.334 Security talks involving Russia, China, Iran, Pakistan, and 

Afghanistan were held in 2017, including the revived Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 

contact group on Afghanistan.335 Russia’s diplomatic efforts and role as a host positioned itself 

as a key player in maintaining regional and Afghan security.336 Since 2016, Russia further 

expanded its presence in Afghanistan though military aid, economic investment proposals (on 

agriculture, transport, and mining sectors), and cultural programmes.337 They also provided the 

Afghan administration with tens of thousands of rifles and million rounds of ammunition.338 

Since Western nations started withdrawing their economic support, the Afghan administration 

welcomed these investments. These collaborations were advantageous to Russian military 

personnel and diplomats, many of which had experience during the Soviet-invasion of 

Afghanistan, as well as to Afghan officials and military officers who were trained and educated 

in Russia.339  
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At the same time, Moscow worked closer with the Taliban on Afghan security since 2015, 

despite past enmity.340 Moscow had an informal diplomatic relationship with the Taliban since 

2007, where talks on drug trafficking in Afghanistan were held.341 As the threat of ISIS grew 

in 2015, Russian cooperation with the Taliban grew and communication links for intelligence 

were established.342 Putin also removed the Taliban from its list of extremist organisations and 

provided them with arms.343 Moscow believes while ISIS poses as a transnational risk, the 

Taliban were only interested in expanding within Afghanistan and aligned with Moscow’s 

agenda to defeat ISIS and resist US threat.344 The Taliban for international talks was held in 

Moscow in 2016 to further cooperation,345 and another round of talks with the Taliban 

delegation was held in 2019 to seek peace midst the Taliban insurgency.346 Moscow’s peace 

negotiations from 2017-2019 to end the Afghanistan conflict often included the Taliban 

delegation and excluded President Ghani, showing Russian belief that the Taliban are 

trustworthy partners and creating a closer link between the two parties347.
 

 

 

 

2020 to Present: Russian Deterrence and Diplomacy with the Taliban 

Since the Taliban seized power in Afghanistan in 2021, Moscow adopted a double approach of 

diplomacy and deterrence with the new political order.348 Official Russian statements extended 

interest in collaboration with the Taliban, and Russian diplomats praised the Taliban’s efforts 

against ISIS and in securitising Kabul.349 However, these underlay growing uncertainties on 

the Taliban’s longevity, its ability to stabilise Afghanistan, and commitment to 

counterterrorism.350 The violence inherent in the Taliban rule may destabilise the region 

further, and the influx of terrorists from Arab nations to fight with the Taliban since 2016 have 

and may cause more violent conflicts in northern Afghanistan.351 Combined with the economic 
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meltdown since the withdrawal of Western forces, Russian officials are worried the region 

would revive as breeding grounds for extremist groups.352 

Despite reservations, the informal diplomatic relationship with the Taliban is important for 

Moscow as they continue collaboration on security issues, drug trafficking, and economic 

projects353. Russian officials have proposed mining investments and regional transport and 

energy projects to the Taliban.354 While Moscow have yet to diplomatically recognise the 

Taliban, it accredited a Taliban appointee as the diplomat in charge (charge d’affaires) in the 

Afghan Embassy of Moscow in 2022.355  

 

Growth in Russian PMCs and Chinese PSCs, increasing employment of Afghans in Russian 

PMCs 

 

Since most Western PMCs left Afghanistan, Russia and China have been the biggest 

benefactors.356 With increased economic and security cooperation between both countries and 

Afghanistan, Russian PMCs and Chinese PSCs are piling into the region to advance these 

projects. The number of Russian PMCs and Chinese PSCs are projected to grow in 2022 and 

2023.357 

 

The Russian military have been recruiting Afghan military personnel through PMCs to fight in 

Ukraine.358 Tens of thousands of personnel from the Afghanistan National Defense, Security, 

and Army Commando Corps (who trained and fought alongside the ISAF) have been left 

behind when Western PMCs moved out of the region.359 As the Taliban hunted and executed 

loyalists of the former administration, many fled Afghanistan, waited for resettlement in the 

US or Britain, or were in hiding.360 This made former personnel susceptible to recruiters, who 

most US and former Afghan officials believe to be from the Wagner Group.361 In the words of 

a former Afghan commando, “The only entity that recruits foreign troops [for Russia] are 

Wagner Group, not their army. It’s not an assumption; it’s a known fact”.362 Recruitment offers 

include Russian citizenships for them and their families, extensions for Iranian visas (for those 

who fled), a monthly payment of $1500, and guarantees of safety from Taliban execution.363 
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While many former Afghani personnel regarded Russia as an enemy due to the 1979 Soviet 

Invasion, many had no choice but to join the Wagner Group for safety.364 

 

Russian PMCs Operations in Afghanistan 

 

Tigr Top-Rent Security and Antiterror-Redut operated in Afghanistan during 2004-2006.365 

They were both affiliated detachments of the early Antiterror-Orel Group in Iraq. Their origins 

can be traced to the Soviet subunits that led the Storm-333 assassination of Hafizullah Amin 

(Second President of Afghanistan) in 1979, which later formed the core intelligence units in 

the Soviet-Afghan war.366 Both groups drew personnel from Special and Airborne Force 

veterans and the Redoubt Centre for Operational-Tactical Tasks, a training club for 

paratroopers. Their missions included protection of military bases, convoys, oil company 

personnel and Russian diplomats in Afghanistan.367 Many later joined the Slavonic Corps and 

the Wagner Group to serve in Ukraine and Syria.368 

 

The latter (also called Center R) also trained sniper and anti-sniper specialists, combat and 

radio engineers, shooters, and rapid response fighters.369 Apart from the stated, Antiterror-

Redut also provided data, security and safety services to Russian businesses in Afghanistan, 

personal protection services, protection of personnel for demining operations, and combat 

specialists to participate in peacekeeping operations.370  

 

 
364 Ibid. 
365 Candace Rondeaux. “Decoding the Wagner Group: Analyzing the Role of Private Military Security 

Contractors in Russian Proxy Warfare.” New America, 2019. https://www.newamerica.org/international-

security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-

warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/   
366 Ibid. 
367 Grzegorz Kuczyński. “Putin’s Invisible Army.” The Warsaw Institute, 2018. 

https://warsawinstitute.org/putins-invisible-army/  
368 Archived journal memorialising TigrTop Rent https://archive.ph/4j2cB  
369 Antiterror-Redut website http://redut-czentr.narod.ru/index/0-6  
370 Ibid. 

https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/
https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/
https://archive.ph/4j2cB
http://redut-czentr.narod.ru/index/0-6
http://redut-czentr.narod.ru/index/0-6
https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/
https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/
https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-warfare/tracing-wagners-roots/
https://warsawinstitute.org/putins-invisible-army/
https://archive.ph/4j2cB
http://redut-czentr.narod.ru/index/0-6


 

 

 

82 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 TigrTop Rent Detachment in Afghanistan, 2006.371 

 

The Fort Defense Group (FDG Corp) also operated in Afghanistan. It was founded by 

American and Russian co-partners in 1996.372 It provided ships and cargo protection services, 

land and sea transportation, military intelligence and consultation, training security teams and 

special units for high-risk operations, and one-time special operations. The FDG SEAL 

contains highly professional counterterror personnel/ swimmer guards operating both on land 

and underwater. Notably, the FDG participated in the protection of a veteran delegation during 

the 9th Roteh memorial in Afghanistan in 2011.373 There are little records of their other specific 

involvements in Afghanistan. The company saw significant legal and structural changes in 

2010 when co-partner Russian officer D. Smirnov came to leadership to optimise future Afghan 

operations.374  

 

Another Russian PMC present in Afghanistan are the Cossacks.375 Half the 67 thousand 

Russian residents identifying as Cossacks are registered ethnic Cossacks according to the 2010 
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census376– meaning subordinated under Russian authorities and part of the volunteer citizen 

militia. Although the group have a relatively lower level of expertise than other Russian PMCs, 

they are the oldest running Russian PMC with much tradition, experience and high 

administrative management capabilities.377 Apart from providing security for Russia, units are 

also tasked with territorial defence, border protection, and fighting terrorism.378 They also have 

a history of destabilising neighbouring states of Russia under Russian leadership and the 

Presidential Council for Cossack Affairs. While it is known the PMC have been present in 

Afghanistan, not much is known about the activities they performed there.  

 

The Feraks group also operated in Afghanistan. Consisting mainly of Russian armed force 

veterans, its personnel has combat experience in most hot spots in the world.379 The group 

provides security and armed protection services and ‘preventative measures’.380 However, not 

much is known about their activities in Afghanistan apart from their involvement in hostilities 

in the region.381 

 

Conclusion  

 

During the early days of US-intervention in Afghanistan, there was a heavy reliance on 

Western PMCs. Yet, there is limited Russian PMC activities despite the opportunities of a 

conflict-torn zone. This is due to the reserved cooperation between Russian and Afghanistan, 

overwhelming PMC competition, and Russia’s focus on other Central Asian countries. As 

Western allies and their PMCs moved out in 2014, Russia increased security and economic 

cooperation with Afghanistan. With more state-affiliated projects, less competition, and 

expanded clientele in Afghanistan, the presence of Russian PMCs there greatly increased. From 

available sources, Tigr Top-Rent and Antiterror-Redut mostly worked on profit and state-

interest led projects such as protection of oil infrastructures, military bases, convoys, and 

clientele; they engaged less in warfare. While we know the FDG, Cossacks and Feraks 

participated in hostilities and counterterrorism, there is no specific information on their 

involvement. We know that there is a significant amount of Russian PMCs in Afghanistan 

today, and that the number is still increasing. However, there is little information on which 

PMCs are active and the activities they perform. While there is no indication the Wagner group 
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are operating in Afghanistan, they are recruiting a large number of ex-Afghanistan special 

forces to join their PMC to fight the Ukraine War.  

 

2.4 Africa 
Cherifa Bourchak, Camille Victor, George Barber, Hugo Claus, and Jeffrey Love.   

 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 

Cherifa Bourchak and Jeffrey Love 

 

DRC Context and Relationship with Russia 

 

The Democratic Republic of Congo has been rife with ethnic conflict and civil war, in part due 

to the massive inflow of refugees fleeing the Rwandan genocide from 1994 and the outbreak 

of the Second Congo War.382 DRC’s borders with conflict heavy countries such as Rwanda 

and Uganda has made its borders susceptible to attack and a battleground for proxy wars fought 

by neighbouring countries’ armed militia groups.383 

 

One of the most prominent rebel groups to emerge in the aftermath of the war are the March 

23 Movement (M23),384 made up primarily of ethnic Tutsis who were allegedly supported by 

the Rwandan government. Since early 2009, the M23 movement has taken control of several 

towns and villages in North Kivu region of DRC, and have continued to commit war crimes 

and horrific abuses against civilians.385 The group resurged in June 2022, reportedly killing 17 

civilians in routine armed attacks.386 

 

The Armed Democratic Forces (ADF) is the second major known armed militia in the DRC, 

operating out of the eastern region. The ADF is a long-standing insurgent group with Ugandan 

roots and has reported affiliation to ISIS. The ADF controls many mines in the north of Beni,387 

and partly finances its activities by illegally exporting other minerals such as wolframite, coltan 
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and cassiterite,388 which are rich in DRC. As of 2013, the ADF increased its violent attacks on 

the Congolese military, and at present continue armed attacks on locals and state officials.389  

 

The fighting in the eastern region has become as much about control of the country's natural 

riches as political power,390 with rebel groups linked to many neighbouring DRC countries. 

Felix Tshisekedi was sworn in as president in January 2019, following long-delayed and 

disputed national elections, which contained widespread irregularities, voter suppression, 

violence, and interference from armed groups.  Tshisekedi has been vocal in his desire for 

nationwide reform and mending relations with his neighbours,391 but has struggled to control 

the rising rebel violence in the eastern regions. The UN estimates that there are currently 4.5 

million internally displaced persons in the DRC,392 and over 800,000 refugees.393 Weak 

governance of militia groups has spiked increases in violence, human rights abuses and extreme 

poverty. In May 2021, Tshisekedi declared a “state of siege” to replace civilian authorities with 

military personnel to combat armed groups in the North Kivu and Ituri provinces.394 This 

included state-sanctioned plans allowing Uganda to deploy troops to fight ADF in DRC and 

Burundian soldiers to battle the RED-Tabara rebel group.395 These interventions are causing 

fresh upheaval in a country that has suffered greatly from regional rivalries, and in inviting 

neighbouring countries to fight in DRC, the country risks opening a Pandora’s Box of further 

exploitation and conflict.  

 

 

 

Russian Influence  

There is little official information on direct Russian influence in the DRC in the post-Soviet 

era. In 2015, the Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov declared that Russia wanted to 

develop deeper relations with in ‘every direction’ with the DRC, alluding to strong interest in 
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the region.396 This is particularly due to DRCs vast mineral wealth, of which Russia has 

experience in extractions. In 2008, it was reported that Russian company Alrosa, which 

accounts for 95% of Russia’s diamond production, had met with then President Kabila and 

reached an agreement to permit the company to prospect in the DRC.397 This officially came 

into fruition in September 2021, with Alrosa and Societe Miniere de Bakwanga (MIBA), a 

leading government-owned diamond mining company in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo, signed an MOU with the intention of ‘driving sustainable development of the diamond 

mining industry’.398 It is estimated that DRCs resources exceed $24 trillion, and hold 70% of 

the world’s coltan and over 30% of global cobalt.399 Coltan, a mineral which contains niobium 

and tantalum, the latter of which is used to produce tantalum capacitors widely found in 

electronics. In the current context of Russia’s war with Ukraine, and global supply shortages 

for the electronic industry, it is clear why the DRC would be of strategic interest to Russia.  

 

Russian PMC Presence in the DRC 

 

The Democratic Republic of Congo has continuously denied any intervention from Russian 

military groups in its domestic affairs and claims to maintain independent decision-making. 

There is no clear evidence of any Russian PMCs operating in DRC, with most of the speculative 

presence attributed to spillover from neighboring countries such as Rwanda and the Central 

African Republic. The CSIS has reported Russian PMC presence from as early as 2016,400 yet 

officially, Russian military presence was first mandated in 2014 under UN peacekeeping 

operations after the second Congolese War.401 From 2013 to 2014, the DRC government sent 

four groups of officers to complete 2-month training courses in Russia.402 This was followed 

by Russia offering police and military personnel from the DRC extended 6-year scholarships 
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designed for a highly comprehensive training regimen.403 This lends itself to speculation of 

state-sanctioned Russian private military contractors used to train local forces, which 

corresponds with the ongoing conflict at the time.   

 

Given DRC’s vast mineral wealth, having a PMC presence in the country is highly beneficial 

to Russia and could protect valuable Russian assets in DRC such as the Alrosa company mining 

operations.404 According to current public knowledge, there are no reports of exactions or 

violence committed by mercenaries, which is attributed to the limited information on active 

PMCs in DRC. As of October 2022, the president of the DRC spoke at the FT Africa Summit, 

and directly refuted the need for Russian mercenaries to help defeat the growing conflict with 

M23 rebels and the Ugandan Allied Democratic Forces in the eastern region.405 This comes 

after Western diplomats expressed concern about the deployment of the Wagner Group forces 

to the Congo following talks between the DRC and Russia. Given the heavy instability in the 

country and continued relations with Russia, it is possible that state-sanctioned PMC operations 

will be needed in DRC, but it is expected that information on this development will be 

restricted.  

 

Sudan 

Emily Tucker 

 

Russian PMC Activity in Sudan 

 

Since formally gaining its independence from Great Britain and Egypt in 1956, Sudan has seen 

a tumultuous recent history. Substantial internal conflict has weakened its ability to be a leader 

in the region. South Sudan seceded in 2011 and became the 54th independent state of Africa. 

This led to multiple economic shocks, most notably the loss of oil revenue and 95% of its 

exports.406 With high rates of crime and conflict, there is a large population of refugees and 

internally displaced persons, resulting in more instability. The Juba Peace Agreement was 

signed by military opposition groups to the government in 2020 after over thirty years of 

inflation and other grievances.407 A year later, in October 2021, a military takeover took place. 

Government structures were dissolved, and the Prime Minister stepped down. The country 
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suffered heavily during the COVID-19 pandemic, including record setting floods in 2020 and 

2022, resulting in billions of dollars’ worth of damage. Internal political conflict remains an 

issue.  

 

As in other neighbouring African countries, the Sudanese government held official senior 

discussions with Moscow, asking for support against US aggression. In this, Sudan was 

essentially agreeing on Russian access and the notion that Russia will provide some form of 

‘local assistance’.408 Legally, this gives legitimacy to the presence on Russian contractors. Of 

these, the Wagner Group, led by Prigozhin, is the most prolific.  

 

There are numerous instances accusing the Wagner Group of human rights abuses. In March 

2022, two Sudanese miners were attacked by Wagner mercenaries said they were detained and 

tortured.409 This follows a broader pattern of mercenary activity across African states.  

 

Russia is interested in the oil, mineral and financial sectors of the Sudanese economy.410 It is 

noted that the goal of mining for gold is an effort to compensate for Russia’s economic losses 

due to western economic sanctions. The leader of the Wagner Group, is also owner of the 

Sudanese mining company Meroe Gold, according to US State Department Intelligence.411 

This is something Prigozhin has denied.412  

 

As a direct consequence of the agreement between Russia and Sudan, within one month of the 

meeting between Putin and President al-Bashir Russian mining company M Invest received 

preferential access to Sudanese gold mines. Additionally, official Russian statistics showed an 

increase in Russian citizens travelling to Sudan by the end of the year.413 By at least July 2018, 

Russian PMCs appeared in training camps in Sudan, in addition to equipping the Sudanese 

military.  

 

Through the involvement of the Wagner group, Russia has secured survey and mining rights, 

but also helped to delegitimise opposition to Bashir and train the Sudanese military. Even after 
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Bashir fell from power in 2019, Russia remains interested in securing a base there. According 

to the NYT, a week after the fall of Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir in 2019, Prigozhin's 

plane arrived in the Sudanese capital of Khartoum, with a Russian military delegation. He then 

returned to Moscow, bringing high-ranking Sudanese defence officials along with him.414 

 

Sudan is strategically important for Russia. In wanting to secure access to the Red Sea, Russia 

has its sights on Port Sudan as a key naval base. This comes as part of a wider overhaul focusing 

on Russian naval and commercial shipping capabilities. Since the invasion of Ukraine, Sudan's 

military leaders have expanded ties with Russia. According to Al-Monitor,415 the military in 

Sudan has once again become positive about the prospects of the Russian military logistics 

centre, since they are under serious international pressure as Western structures demand that 

they adopt the constitutional declaration signed with civilian forces from the Forces for 

Freedom and Change (FFC).416  

 

For the broader grand strategy, establishing bases across Africa with PMC activity serves as a 

useful tool to chip away at the US global order, essentially attempting to erode the norms of 

behaviour in a balance of power world where Russia cannot confront the US directly. For 

Russia it is the achievement of economic and military objectives, but for Sudan, the PMCs are 

exploiting the country’s residents and resources.  

 

Chad 
Camille Victor  

 

Chad Political Context 

 

Mahamat Idriss Déby has been in power as Chad’s transitional president since the death of his 

father, Idriss Déby Itno, on 19 April 2021. He quickly received international support,417 

particularly from France, whose troops are fighting armed Islamist groups in the Sahel 

alongside the Chadian army, considered the regional pillar of the anti-jihadist coalition.  

 

Idriss Déby Itno - a key ally of Western powers in the fight against jihadist organisations in the 

Sahel - was one of Africa’s longest serving leaders, ruling with an iron fist for three decades 
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417 Daniel Pelz, “Why France Is Backing Chad’s New Leader, Mahamat Idriss Deby.” Deutsche Welle. April 23, 

2021. https://www.dw.com/en/why-france-is-backing-chads-new-leader-mahamat-idriss-deby/a-57316728. 

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/role-russian-private-military-contractors-africa
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/role-russian-private-military-contractors-africa
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/08/russia-eyes-port-sudan-key-naval-hub
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/08/russia-eyes-port-sudan-key-naval-hub
https://sudantribune.com/article262237/
https://sudantribune.com/article262237/
https://www.dw.com/en/why-france-is-backing-chads-new-leader-mahamat-idriss-deby/a-57316728
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/role-russian-private-military-contractors-africa
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/role-russian-private-military-contractors-africa
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/08/russia-eyes-port-sudan-key-naval-hub
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/08/russia-eyes-port-sudan-key-naval-hub
https://sudantribune.com/article262237/
https://www.dw.com/en/why-france-is-backing-chads-new-leader-mahamat-idriss-deby/a-57316728


 

 

 

90 

 

before being killed during an operation against rebels from the most powerful insurgent group 

active in the country, the Front for Change and Concord in Chad (FACT).418 

 

Violence erupted in the aftermath of the 11 April 2021 elections - guaranteeing Déby another 

term in power - and his death. Security forces used excessive force against opposition-led 

demonstrations in late April and May, arresting over 700 people, many of whom reported ill-

treatment, including torture, in detention.419 

 

When taking over the country’s lead in April 2021, Mahamat Idriss Déby promised that civilian 

rule would be restored after 18 months in power, and that he would not take part in the elections 

that would follow. This promise was revisited during a nationwide forum staged by Déby as 

the 18-month deadline neared.420 On 8 October 2022, Déby was named president of a (“Tchad 

: Mahamat Idriss Déby, président d'une "transition" prolongée de deux ans” 2022)n extended 

two-year "transition" towards "transparent" elections during the forum, during which it was 

also declared that he could be a candidate in the poll.421  

 

In August 2022, after years of upheaval, more than 30 rebel and opposition factions signed a 

contract with Chad's transitional authorities,422 agreeing to participate in further negotiations, 

while the FACT refused to participate. This instantly raised the question of whether the 

agreement would be sufficient to assure the success of the discussions as the planned 18-month 

transition from military rule to democracy came to an end. 

 

Since its independence from France in 1960, Chad has had a long history of coups and political 

turmoil. During his long reign, the elder Déby resisted several attempts to depose him by rebels 

crossing from Libya and Sudan. He was backed by France,423 which saw him as a valuable ally 

in its fight against jihadism in the Sahel. France quickly endorsed his son as his heir. 

 

 
418 “Chad’s President Idriss Déby Dies after Clashes with Rebels.” BBC News. April 20, 2021. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-56815708. 
419 “World Report 2022: Rights Trends in Chad.” 2021. Human Rights Watch. December 17, 2021. 

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2022/country-chapters/chad. 
420 Zeinab Mohammed Salih, “Unity ‘the Only Way Forward’ Says Chad PM as Anti-Junta Anger Rises.” The 

Guardian. October 18, 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/18/new-chad-pm-saleh-kebzabo-

unity. 
421 “Tchad : Mahamat Idriss Déby, président d'une "transition" prolongée de deux ans.” 2022. France 24. 

https://www.france24.com/fr/afrique/20221009-tchad-mahamat-idriss-d%C3%A9by-pr%C3%A9sident-d-une-

transition-prolong%C3%A9e-de-deux-ans. 
422 Andrew Mills, “Chad Signs Peace Pact with Rebels, but Main Insurgents Stay Out.” Reuters. August 8, 

2022. https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/chad-rebels-sign-peace-deal-2022-08-08/. 
423 Zeinab Mohammed Salih and Jason Burke, “Dozens Dead in Chad Capital as Security Forces Fire on 

Protesters.” The Guardian. October 20, 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/oct/20/chaos-chad-

police-protests-journalist-prime-minister-democracy. 
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However, the country's clear discontent with Déby's push to entrench power was visible at the 

inauguration ceremony on October 10.424 France and the EU were solely represented by an 

ambassador. Furthermore, only one foreign head of state - Nigerian President Muhammadu 

Buhari - attended the ceremony, indicating regional opposition to failed promises. 

 

Wagner: Ally of Chadian Rebels, Enemy of the State 

 

Over the past few years, Wagner has been linked to activities - both inside and outside of the 

country’s territory - threatening Chad’s current regime. In September 2021, the Chadian 

Foreign Minister, Chérif Mahamat Zene, declared that there was no proof of Wagner’s 

presence in Chad, but that there was “reason to be concerned about the presence of these 

mercenaries”, warning against outside interference in the country as it would pose various 

serious problems to Chad’s security and stability.425 Despite the lack of certainty regarding 

Wagner’s active presence on Chadian soil, Zene declared that the rebels who killed Idriss Deby 

Itno had been trained by Wagner. He added that an attack on Chad near the Central African 

border on May 30 was "certainly backed" by the Russians. 

 

Indeed, Wagner has been accused of supporting rebels in Chad. In May 2021, Chadian security 

sources said that Wagner mercenaries had infiltrated neighbouring Chad,426 and other sources 

claimed they were providing weapons to rebels in the country. In December of that year, a 

clash between Chadian forces and Russian paramilitaries in the Chadian village of Djormère, 

located near the Central African borders, resulted in “one death and one hostage on the side of 

the Chadian army”.427 “Russians” crossed the border from the Central African Republic and 

caused several material and human damages to civilians, which led the Chadian army to 

intervene. On 16 February 2022, the governing junta accused the leader of the powerful Union 

of Resistance Forces (UFR), Timan Erdimi, of seeking the help of Wagner mercenaries to 

derail a national reconciliation process and topple the regime in place.428 According to 

Abderaman Koulamallah - former Minister of Communication and current Minister of State 

for National Reconciliation - an incriminating phone conversation,429 leaked on social media, 

proved Erdimi’s guilt. In it, Erdimi is heard talking to an “adviser to the Central African 

 
424 Ibid.  
425 “Chad FM Warns against Russian Interference.” France 24. September 23, 2021. 

https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210923-chad-fm-warns-against-russian-interference. 
426 Betül Usta, “Russian Wagner Group’s Presence in Libya Endangers North Africa.” Daily Sabah. May 20, 

2021. https://www.dailysabah.com/world/africa/russian-wagner-groups-presence-in-libya-endangers-north-

africa. 
427 Lassaad Ben Ahmed, “Tchad: un soldat porté disparu à proximité des frontières centrafricaines.” Anadolu 

Agency. December 14, 2021. https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/afrique/tchad-un-soldat-port%C3%A9-disparu-

%C3%A0-proximit%C3%A9-des-fronti%C3%A8res-centrafricaines/2446912 
428 “Chad Junta Accuses Rebel Head of Seeking Russian Mercenary Help.” Arab News. February 16, 2022. 

https://www.arabnews.com/node/2026306/world. 
429 “Des Paramilitaires Russes Au Tchad?” VOA Afrique. February 17, 2022. 
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Republic President Faustin Archange Touadera”, requesting him to ask the “Russians" to come 

and help him in Chad "to drive out Mahamat (Déby) and France”. 

 

Russian PMCs as a Hindrance or Catalyst for Securing Russian Interests?  

 

Chad is strategically important; Paris requires stability in its former colony, and N'Djamena is 

home to thousands of French soldiers involved in counter-terrorism special operations.430 

Located between Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Libya, Sudan, Niger, and Nigeria, 

the country lies at the crossroads of regional and global geopolitical and economic interests. 

France and the United States are both present. Russia has a renewed interest in the region, and 

at the time of Deby's death, the Kremlin already had personnel stationed in Libya, Sudan, and 

the Central African Republic, as well as a mission in Nigeria. Chad thus represents an excellent 

chance for Russia to hurt Western interests while also gaining access to West and Central 

Africa. Conflict in the region only serves to advance these objectives. The escalation in Chad 

and anti-French sentiment following Deby's killing, as well as the army's seizure of power, are 

positive developments for Russia and its African policy.  

 

On 13 October 2022, Russia’s foreign affairs minister signalled the government’s 

determination to “strengthen Russian-Chadian cooperation in its many facets, including 

interaction in the political, trade and economic spheres, investments and others”. However, 

Wagner’s recent activities in Chad - which represent a threat to the current regime by 

supporting rebels and representing a menace both to civilians and security forces in the country 

- seem to inhibit a rapprochement between the current Russian and Chadian governments. 

Firstly, Cherif Mahamt Zene - Chad’s Foreign Minister until his resignation on 19 September 

2022 - strongly warned against external interference in the region, referring to Russian 

paramilitaries operating in neighbouring countries.431 Zene declared in September 2021 that 

rebels responsible for Idriss Deby Itno's death had been trained by the private security Wagner 

Group. Moreover, despite cooperating militarily with Russia since 2017,432 Chad voted in 

favour of a resolution that asks Russia to reverse its "illegal annexation attempt" of four 

Ukrainian regions following "so-called illegal referendums" at the UN General Assembly on 

12 October 2022.433 Nonetheless, if the rebels supported by Wagner succeed in toppling Chad’s 

current regime, this could lead to a major shift in the new leadership’s foreign policy towards 

Russia. 

 
430 Ruslan Trad, “How Russia Could Capitalise on Chad’s Instability.” The New Arab. 2021. 
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Mozambique  

Jeffrey Love 

 

Context 

 

In 2017, a radical extremist group going by the name of Al-Shabab (not to be confused with 

the Somalian Al-Shabaab) began launching raids on police and military installations in 

Northeastern Mozambique.434 The group used local grievances with the federal government of 

Mozambique as a justification for their violence. The province of Cabo Delgado in 

Northeastern Mozambique is one of the poorest in the country, with little investment from the 

federal government into basic services such as education, healthcare, employment. Food 

security is a pressing issue in the region. There is also a religious divide between the Cabo 

Delgado province’s largely Muslim population and the Christian-dominated federal 

government.  

 

These issues were compounded by the discovery of large liquid natural gas fields in the Cabo 

Delgado province in 2010.435 Local populations expected domestic and foreign investment into 

infrastructure, jobs, and basic services in the region to follow. However, as the rights to these 

fields were auctioned off to Western oil and natural gas companies, investment remained 

squarely focused on extraction and processing facilities. As a result of this, a discontented 

group began launching attacks on police stations, military installations, and other government 

facilities in 2017. The group, which aligned itself with the Islamic Jihad and named itself Al-

Shabab,436 captured weapons from these raids and gained popularity. Al-Shabab conducted 

raids on local villages as well, massacring and dismembering villagers. Al-Shabab also grew 

its membership through intimidation of villagers in this manner.  

 

Mozambique’s initial response to the terrorist threat was slow and insufficient. Local police 

forces were enlisted to respond to Al-Shabab. However, their poor training in counter-

insurgency operations meant that the local security forces were unable to do much to counter 

the increasing intensity of Al-Shabab’s attacks. In fact, their poor training meant that Al-

Shabab was able to easily target their operations, raiding weapons and other supplies.437 Al-

 
434 Fasanotti, Federica Saini. “Russia's Wagner Group in Africa: Influence, Commercial Concessions, Rights 

Violations, and Counterinsurgency Failure.” Brookings, Brookings, 9 Mar. 2022, 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-

commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/. 
435 “Energy Is Reinventing Itself, Total Is Becoming Totalenergies.” Total Mozambique LNG Project, 

https://mzlng.totalenergies.co.mz/en. 
436 Tom Van Rentergem, “EGMONT POLICY BRIEF 281,” June 2022, 

https://www.egmontinstitute.be/app/uploads/2022/06/PB-281-Tom-VR_Al-Shabab-in-

Mozambique.pdf?type=pdf. 
437 Ibid. 
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Shabab continued to grow in size and potency amidst local security forces’ attempts to combat 

their rise. Importantly, the Mozambican government attempted to downplay the seriousness of 

the insurgency, declining offers for international assistance, and intimidating journalists in the 

Cabo Delgado region.  

 

In response to the failure of Mozambique’s security forces, Maputo requested the assistance of 

Private Military Corporations. The Dyck Advisory Group and Wagner Group were both hired 

to perform counter-insurgency operations.  

 

The Wagner Group 

 

The Wagner Group was the only Russian Private Military Corporation contracted to work in 

Mozambique. While Mozambique entertained offers from a number of Private Military 

Corporations from Russia, the United States, and elsewhere, it chose the Wagner Group and 

Dyck Advisory Group in September of 2019. The two Private military Corporations were hired 

to engage in counter-insurgency operations and train local forces. The Wagner Group was 

selected to provide 200 militants for these purposes. The selection of the Wagner Group was 

conditioned by an abnormally low cost of operation and Russia’s recent decision to forgive 

90% of Mozambique’s debt.438 Historical gratitude was a part of President Nyusi’s decision to 

select the Wagner Group, as the USSR provided substantial aid to the country during its wars 

of independence.  

 

The Wagner Group’s contract was accompanied by separate deals granting Russian companies 

the right to extract oil and natural gas from Cabo Delgado.439 However, these separate deals 

were conditional on the success of the Wagner Group in combatting the terrorist insurgency in 

the region.  

 

The Wagner Group’s arrival in Mozambique was accompanied by a number of Russian 

military helicopters, including a Hind gunship. Drones and other electronic warfare devices 

were imported into Mozambique to aid in counter-insurgency operations. Russia also 

reportedly signed a resolution allowing for military ships to dock in Mozambique ports to 

facilitate the transport of weapons and supplies into Mozambique for the Wagner Group.  

 

Impact 
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The Wagner Group was unsuccessful in combatting Al-Shabab. In October of 2019, two 

ambushes by Al-Shabab on the Wagner Group killed nearly a dozen militants and over twenty 

local security forces. The relationship between local security forces and the Wagner Group was 

further weakened after an incident of friendly fire where Wagner Group militants were killed 

by Mozambican forces. Less than one month later in November, the Wagner Group withdrew 

from Cabo Delgado.440  

  

The Wagner Group’s failure was attributed to two key factors: failure to integrate with the local 

Mozambique forces and a lack of experience with counter-insurgency operations in Cabo 

Delgado’s challenging Terrain.441 The Wagner Group considered local forces to be too 

‘undisciplined’ and unprepared to engage in counterinsurgency operations,442 and thus 

struggled to train and engage in joint operations with them. Likewise local forces deemed the 

Wagner Group to be too nonchalant, inconsiderate of local customs, and overconfident. 

Moreover, the Wagner Group was not successful in adapting to Cabo Delgado’s terrain. The 

dense jungle was difficult to traverse on foot, and thus the Wagner Group preferred to be ferried 

around by helicopter. Its Mozambican counterparts did not always have the same luxury, thus 

compounding existing divides with the Wagner Group.  

  

The Wagner Group’s operations in Mozambique were limited in scope, only lasting about two 

months. During that time press suppression was taking place as well. Therefore, there are no 

reliable documented instances of the Wagner Group engaging in human rights violations while 

operating in Mozambique. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Wagner Group’s operation in Mozambique is both an interesting and highly consequential 

example of the failure of Russia’s use of Private Military Corporations to advance its foreign 

policy. The failure of the Wagner Group meant that the oil rights it secured for Russian 

companies were revoked. However, it is debatable how valuable those rights are given that 

they apply to territories held by Al-Shabab. Moreover, by withdrawing from the conflict in 

such a decisive and embarrassing manner, Russia’s relationship with Mozambique was 

weakened rather than strengthened.  
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Central African Republic 

Jeffrey Love 

 

Context 

 

In 2012, Seleka rebels began a military campaign against the government of the Central African 

Republic. In 2013 the rebels captured the capital of the Central African Republic and removed 

the former government under President François Bozize. Rebel tactics include indiscriminate 

killing and dismembering of civilians.443 After the fall of the Capital, militia groups formed to 

fight against the Seleka rebels. These militia groups engaged in reprisal attacks against civilians 

in Seleka-held territories as well as Muslim minority populations throughout the Central 

African Republic. In 2014, the African Union and France intervened militarily in the capital 

and managed to capture it from Seleka forces. The United Nations created MINUSCA, a 

peacekeeping mission to take over from the African Union and France in late 2014. MINUSCA 

is still operating in the Central African Republic, combatting the many factions that Seleka 

divided into after the UN intervention.444   

 

The Wagner Group 

 

In 2018, the Central African Republic and Russian Federation signed an agreement on military 

cooperation. The agreement reportedly allows for a maximum of 1,135 Russian military 

‘instructors’ to be in the Central African Republic at any time.445 A UN panel of experts 

determined that the majority of these instructors were former officers of the Russian military 

that had been recruited by the Ministry of Defense. However, a number of instructors are also 

from the Wagner Group, and engage in regular combat, as opposed to the purely self-defensive 

right to force for instructors.  

  

By December 2020, mercenaries from the Wagner Group had been deployed to the majority of 

front lines in conflict. French officials stated that the Wagner Group is a ‘deeply destabilizing’ 

force in the region. However, a security advisor to Central African Republic’s President 

Touadéra denied that the Wagner Group in the conflict. However, according to a report by the 

Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, three companies are involved in the 

Wagner Group’s contract. Of them, Lobaye Invest SARLU is of particular interest, as it is 

owned by the Russian company M FINANCE and is seeking mineral concessions in exchange 

for the supply of advisors from the Wagner Group. The Central African Republic is rich in 

 
443 “Central African Republic: Abuses by Russia-Linked Forces.” Human Rights Watch, 5 May 2022, 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/05/03/central-african-republic-abuses-russia-linked-forces.  

 
444 Ibid.  
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diamonds, gold, and uranium.446 Information regarding the involvement of the Wagner Group 

in the Central African Republic is actively suppressed by both the government of the Central 

African Republic, the Wagner Group, and other actors in theater. In 2018, three Russian 

journalists filming a documentary on the Wagner Group’s involvement in the Central African 

Republic were killed, however the perpetrators of the killings haven’t been found.447  

 

Humanitarian Abuses 

 

While Russian forces in the Central African Republic were officially meant to train local forces 

in combatting rebel entities, the Wagner Group has reportedly engaged in offensive operations 

which have involved violations of international humanitarian law.  

  

The OHCHR outlined multiple cases of indiscriminate targeting of civilians by Wagner Group 

forces. Between December 2020 and February 2021, over 20 civilians were killed in attacks 

that included the use of excessive force, such as the shelling of civilian installations such as a 

mosque and IDP Camp.448 Another documented instance was the shooting of 12 unarmed 

civilians at a checkpoint in July of 2021.449 

  

The Wagner Group reportedly engaged in mass torture and execution of prisoners in Landja-

Mboko in December 2020. Human Rights Watch identified multiple instances of torture, 

including the severing of a finger in 2019 by Russian fighters.450 Further allegations of looting, 

including the systematic looting of captured towns in multiple provinces in February 2021 have 

also been lodged against ‘Russian mercenaries.’  

  

In response to reports of the Wagner Group’s human rights abuses in the Central African 

Republic, the European Union imposed sanctions.451 As a result of this, the European Union 

decided that it would not train local Central African Soldiers because of their ties to the Wagner 

Group. Amongst the sanctions individuals and entities is Valery Zakhrov, a security advisor to 

President Touadera. The European Union’s decision was predicated on a pattern of behavior 

by the Wagner Group that was observed across multiple conflicts including those in Libya and 

Syria.  
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Conclusions 

 

The Wagner Group’s operations in the Central African Republic reflect the brutal tactics and 

blatant disregard it employs in its operations. The clear link between Russian mineral interests 

and the success of the Wagner Group are a reflection of Russia’s strategy of exchanging 

military services for natural resources in sub-Saharan Africa. The extent to which the Wagner 

Group engaged in abuses of humanitarian law is alarming, particularly so because of the 

difficulty of accessing information related to its activities.  

 

Botswana 

Hugo Claus 

 

Domestic Context and Relationship with Russia 

 

Botswana is ruled by the Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) since its independence in 1966. 

Under the BDP, Botswana has experienced a considerable economic and political 

transformation with some of the highest performances in Africa in terms of income, political 

institutions and freedoms. Using the country’s diamond resources and prudent fiscal policies, 

Botswana is one of the fastest growing economies452 in Africa.  

 

Whilst the BDP has ruled Botswana since independence, the country remains a democracy. 

The last legislative elections in 2019 were deemed free453 even though the opposition 

highlighted the hegemony of the BDP on the public scene. The BDP was dominated by Ian 

Khama who became president in 2008 and served two terms until 2018. He was succeeded by 

Mokgweetsi Masisi in 2018 who was re-elected in 2019. Khama who has left the BDP has 

criticised Masisi for stifling dissent454 as well as questioning his domestic and foreign policy.  

 

Botswana’s foreign policy can be characterised by its coherence and stability. It has sought to 

develop friendly relationships with its neighbours despite tensions with Zimbabwe due to the 

regime in Harare and refugee influx. On a regional scale it is supportive of international 

cooperation and seen as a stabilising force in the region. Botswana also enjoys a strong 

relationship with the US. It has been a significant recipient of US aid particularly in dealing 

with the HIV/AIDS crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic more recently. Botswana and the US 

have also partnered to open an International Law Enforcement Academy (ILEA) bureau in 
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Gaborone in operation since 2003. This strong partnership has not prevented Botswana from 

pursuing relations with other actors including Russia. 

 

Botswana and Russia have had a cordial relationship since the collapse of the USSR. They 

have a trade agreement signed in 1987 and an agreement on economic and technical 

cooperation signed in 1988. Scope of cooperation expanded to the security sector when 

Botswana signed a cooperation agreement on joint peacekeeping operations and joint military 

training455 in August 2018. The conflict in Ukraine seems to have created some tensions 

between both parties. Ex-president Ian Khama has called on Botswana to support Ukraine456 

in the South-African Daily Maverick. Botswana has either condemned or abstained on a 

number of initiatives relating to the Russo-Ukrainian conflict in the UN general assembly.  

 

The Presence of Russian PMCs in Botswana and its Implications  

 

Information on the presence of Russian private military mercenaries in Botswana is limited.  

According to a UN Report457, the private security sector is heavily restricted in Botswana. 

However, it is possible that within the 2018 cooperation agreement, some of the activities are 

in fact performed by private mercenaries rather than the Russian military. According to the 

Emirates Policy Center458, there were 20-30 Wagner group operatives which complemented 

100 Russian military personnel who worked as advisers and trainers in 2020. It is important to 

highlight that we lack more recent figures and information. Thus, it is not possible to determine 

whether Botswana’s stance in the conflict has had an impact on these activities.  

 

The presence of private military contracts seems to have been sanctioned by the state; however, 

the scope of the action of these mercenaries seems to have been restricted by the state. 

Activities are probably limited to military training considering the political and social stability 

in Botswana compared to other African states. According to our knowledge there is no reports 

of exactions or violence committed by these mercenaries. This can be probably explained by 
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the limited nature of PMC’s in Botswana. It is likely that this activity will remain limited as 

there is no evidence of conflict or instability in the future.  

 

Zimbabwe 

Hugo Claus 

 

Domestic Context and Relationship with Russia 

 

Zimbabwe’s situation is associated with Robert Mugabe who ruled the country from 1980 to 

1987 as Prime minister and 1987 to 2017 as President. Zimbabwe’s economy has experienced 

decline since the 1990s due to the failure of land reform, military intervention in neighbouring 

countries459 and subsequent economic sanctions. Mugabe and the Zimbabwe African National 

Union - Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) have transformed the country into a one-party state. 

Effectively Zimbabwe has been facing a multi-faceted crisis throughout the 21st century 

resulting in a situation of insecurity and instability.  

 

The departure of Robert Mugabe in 2017 provided hope that the economic and political 

situation could change. However, the new president Emmerson Mnangagwa has failed to 

address any challenges. The currency crisis has accentuated with a peak inflation of 837%460 

in July 2020 and a humanitarian crisis. The government cracked down on protests over 

Zimbabwe’s situation in January 2020 and there is a trend towards the militarisation of public 

institutions since 2018. Mnangagwa and the ZANU-PF have failed to put in place necessary 

reforms.  

 

Zimbabwe has been isolated on the international scene since the early 2000s. The EU and US 

have put in place sanctions on Zimbabwe due to the Mugabe regime. There were attempts to 

put in place UN sanctions461 in 2008 which were vetoed by Russia and China. In 2003, 

Zimbabwe established the “Look East”462 policy in response to the EU and US sanctions. As a 

result it developed its relationship with China in particular as well as Russia to some extent. 

As stated by Alexander Rouser463,“Zimbabwe historically and ideologically will be leaned 
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more to Russia and China than the Western international community”. There were hopes that 

the change of regime in Harare would change the situation; however, attempts to re-engage 

with the West have failed which potentially explains Zimbabwe’s turn towards Russia to 

complement its relationship with China and neighbouring African countries.  

 

Zimbabwe and Russia’s relationship stems from Soviet involvement in the Rhodesian bush 

war and support for the rival of the ZANU-PF. Thus, the relationship between Zimbabwe and 

the Soviet Union/Russia can be characterised as cold until the early 2000s. During this period 

the sanctions pushed Zimbabwe to pursue relations464 with Russia as part of its “Look East” 

policy. Zimbabwe sanctioned Russia’s invasion of Crimea in 2014 and was one of the first 

countries to send a delegation in 2015. According to the political commentator Rejoice 

Ngwenya, Zimbabwe sees “self-interest and self-preservation”465 in pursuing a relationship 

with Russia. In 2012 both parties concluded a bilateral investment and promotion agreement466 

(BIPPA) as well as an agreement on the supply of weapons and cooperation in producing 

military products in 2015. The increased cooperation and increased Russian investment have 

thus enabled greater Russian influence in the country, where PMC’s have played a particular 

yet significant role.  

 

 

 

The Presence of Russian PMCs in Zimbabwe and its Implications  

 

Information on the presence of Russian military contracts in Zimbabwe is limited which is 

explained by the limited nature of their activities in the country. One of the main activities of 

Russian PMC’s such as the Wagner group is in political advising and consulting. There are a 

number of accounts which state that Russian political consultants played a role in the 2018 

election for the ruling ZANU-PF. The opposition467 has accused Russian advisors associated 

with Prigozhin and the Wagner group of exerting influence in these elections in favour of 

Mnangagwa. This suggests that PMC’s have diversified the services they provide to the 

political sector. However, the activity of PMC’s in Zimbabwe seems to be limited to political 
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strategists occasionally “boosted”468 by bodyguards according to an investigation of the 

Russian website “Proekt”. However, there is potential for this to change.  

 

As stated above, Zimbabwe suffers from both economic and to a certain extent political 

instability. At the same time, Zimbabwe has strengthened economic cooperation with Russia 

who has invested in the country such as ALROSA-Zimbabwe469 to mine diamonds. There is 

also the potential for Russia to invest in the Darwendale Platinum Project which could generate 

up to $3 billion470. This increased investment entails increased stakes for Russia who might be 

tempted to secure control by promoting PMC’s. Similarly, to other countries in sub-Saharan 

Africa, Zimbabwe’s situation is an ideal place for PMC’s to potentially prosper.   

 

Mali  

Camille Victor 

 

Political Context 

 

Colonel Assimi Goïta was sworn in as Mali’s interim president in June 2021, following a 

second coup in only nine months.471 Indeed, Goïta led the August 2020 coup that deposed 

elected president Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta, before leading a second coup and seizing power in 

May 2021, after less than a year as vice president in a civilian-led administration. 

 

After talks with opposition and civil society groups and pressure from West African leaders,472 

the interim government agreed to an 18-month transition timeline to return to civilian rule in 

September 2020, a month after the first coup. The transitional administration confirmed in 

April 2021 that legislative and presidential elections would be held on February 27, 2022. 

 

When he took power in the second coup, Goïta stated that he was committed to the agreed-

upon election schedule. At his inauguration, he stated his commitment to "the organisation of 
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credible, fair, and transparent elections that are held as scheduled".473 He has, however, 

extended his leadership of the transition period since then. 

 

Despite continued pressure from ECOWAS,474 the Economic Community of West African 

States, the transitional authorities indicated in late 2021 that they would not meet the February 

2022 deadline.475 Following a proposal to hold election in 2026, quickly revisited to 2025 in 

response to ECOWAS pressures,476 the community upheld sanctions following the coup, as 

well as imposed new economic and financial ones,477 closed Mali's land and air borders, and 

froze most commercial and financial transactions. This led to another revision of the election 

schedule by the Malian authorities, announcing an end to the transition in 2024.478 

 

Although some individual sanctions remain in place, ECOWAS responded by lifting economic 

and financial sanctions and opening borders. Mali is still barred from participating in 

ECOWAS decision-making bodies.479 

 

Mali’s ongoing crisis stems from events in 2012, when northern separatists and Islamist armed 

groups drove government forces out of northern Mali and the military overthrew the 

government. Fresh elections in 2013 and 2018, as well as a peace agreement in 2015 between 

the government and two northern separatist movements, provided hope for stability.  

 

The situation in Mali is, however, continuously degrading. A prevailing Jihadist insurgency 

and attacks by various armed groups, little progress in implementing the 2015 accords, and 

anti-government protests by a coalition of opposition forces culminated in the August 2020 

coup.480 Additionally, hundreds of civilians have been killed and thousands more have been 
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internally displaced in recent years as a result of insecurity, poverty, and the effects of climate 

change.481 

 

Goïta has also indicated a shift in his approach to using international forces to address Mali's 

security issues. On the one hand, tensions are growing with the UN peacekeeping mission in 

Mali, MINUSMA, as state authorities have restricted its freedom of movement and paused the 

rotation of forces at times.482 On the other hand, Mali's former colonial power, France, 

withdrew its military forces - deployed as part of operation Barkhane in place since 2013 - and 

ended its nearly decade-long counter-terrorism operation in August 2022 due to deteriorating 

relations and a shift in foreign policy in favor of Russia. Indeed, France was pushed out by 

Mali’s military authorities six months after the arrival of paramilitaries from the Wagner 

Group.483 France and its international partners said in a statement that "the political, 

operational, and legal conditions are no longer met to effectively continue their current military 

engagement in the fight against terrorism in Mali".484 

 

Goodbye France, Hello Russia: A Major Pivot in Malian Foreign Policy 

 

Already in 2019, paramilitaries from the Wagner group were seen in Mali's capital, Bamako.485 

This visit took place a few months after the Russian and Malian ministers of defense signed a 

military cooperation agreement in June 2019, signalling Russia’s investment in its relations 

with Mali in the name of the fight against terrorism. This seemed like a beneficial move for 

both states. On the one hand, Russia had been facing Western economic sanctions for the past 

five years following the 2014 annexation of Crimea and could thus have better access to new 

markets and natural resources. On the other hand, Mali’s security situation kept continually 

degrading, especially in the north of the country, despite French military support and presence 

through operation Barkhane since 2013. 

 

It is only in December 2021, however, that the official deployment of paramilitaries from the 

Wagner group to Mali took place with the support of the Russian armed forces, signalling a 

drastic pivot in Mali’s foreign policy towards Russia.486 The move was immediately 
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condemned by Mali’s international partners such as the United States and numerous European 

nations, including their long-term military ally, France, who ultimately removed its last troops 

from the country on 15 August 2022 as relations between France and Mali had sharply 

deteriorated. Indeed, the French foreign ministry had already announced in September 2021 

that an intervention by Wagner would be “incompatible with the efforts carried out by Mali’s 

Sahelian and international partners engaged in the Coalition for the Sahel for security and 

development in the region”, and France clearly stood by this.487 

 

The conditions for Wagner’s presence in Mali were specified in a contract between the Malian 

state and the paramilitary group drafted in September 2022. The document stipulated that 1,000 

Russian mercenaries would be deployed to Mali to train local forces and provide security 

services and protection for senior officials amid growing political insecurity in the country.488 

In exchange, the Wagner group would be paid roughly 6 billion CFA francs (8 million 

pounds),489 and would secure valuable access to natural resources including uranium, diamond 

and gold mines as likely pay offs whilst pursuing Moscow’s geopolitical goals.490  

 

This new cooperation with the Malian state is consistent with Wagner’s pattern of engagement 

in Sub-Saharan Africa.491 In partnering up with resource-rich states with weak governance, it 

trades security services such as intelligence, combat, paramilitary and disinformation services 

in exchange for financial gain and the opportunity to further Russian interests in the region. 

This new partnership is mutually beneficial whilst adding to the threat to civilians: Wagner is 

well known for its lengthy and widespread human rights violations and in contrast with 

Western nations such as France, Moscow is unlikely to hold the Malian junta accountable for 

its breaches to the rule of law, given its own history of violence against civilians. 

 

A Win for the Russian State and PMC 

 

As mentioned above, Wagner’s presence in Mali is both a source of profit for the company and 

a way for Russia to secure not only geopolitical but also economic interests. Firstly, as an anti-

 
487 John Irish and David Lewis, “EXCLUSIVE Deal Allowing Russian Mercenaries into Mali Is Close”, 

Reuters, September 13, 2021. https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-

mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/. 
488 Ibid. 
489 Ibid.  
490 Federica Saini Fasanotti, “Russia’s Wagner Group in Africa: Influence, Commercial Concessions, Rights 

Violations, and Counterinsurgency Failure”, Brookings, February 8, 2022. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-

commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/. 
491 “Massacres, Executions, and Falsified Graves: The Wagner Group’s Mounting Humanitarian Cost in Mali”, 

CSIS, 2022. https://www.csis.org/analysis/massacres-executions-and-falsified-graves-wagner-groups-mounting-

humanitarian-cost-mali. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/massacres-executions-and-falsified-graves-wagner-groups-mounting-humanitarian-cost-mali
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-59517501
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-deal-allowing-russian-mercenaries-into-mali-is-close-sources-2021-09-13/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/08/russias-wagner-group-in-africa-influence-commercial-concessions-rights-violations-and-counterinsurgency-failure/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/massacres-executions-and-falsified-graves-wagner-groups-mounting-humanitarian-cost-mali
https://www.csis.org/analysis/massacres-executions-and-falsified-graves-wagner-groups-mounting-humanitarian-cost-mali


 

 

 

106 

 

French sentiment had been gaining ground in Mali over the past years,492 Russia saw an 

opportunity to strong-arm France out of the country. There is evidence that Russia is seeking 

to disseminate misinformation about France's counterterrorism efforts in the country,493 

presenting them as a front for uranium mining in the Sahel and neocolonialism disguised as 

counterterrorism. This coordinated propaganda echoes local dissatisfaction with France's 

presence in Mali. Another clear illustration of this is the failed attempt by Wagner mercenaries 

to stage evidence of French atrocities near an army base in Gossi (northern Mali). On 22 April 

2022,494 the French military released satellite imagery and drone footage showing Wagner 

troops arriving at the base and arranging corpses in shallow mass graves to falsify evidence of 

mass killings by French forces. Russian-linked social media accounts were quick to blame the 

French military for the killings in a series of posts,495 constituting yet another attempt in an 

ongoing campaign aimed at discrediting French efforts in the region and promoting Russian 

partnerships. 

 

In a more indirect way, a new cooperation between Russia and Mali could considerably help 

Russia secure economic interests in the country as well. Indeed, as relations between Mali and 

France continue to deteriorate, the Russo-Malian rapprochement is bolstered not only in 

geopolitical terms but also economically. The recent discussions between the Malian and 

Russian representatives at the ‘Russian Energy Week’ international forum illustrate this move 

towards a strengthened partnership between the two countries;496 they focused on strengthening 

cooperation in the field of electricity with Russia's support for the resolution of Mali's energy 

problems, in particular through the construction of hydroelectric, thermal and solar power 

plants, as well as the provision of fuel at a lower price from Russia. 

 

A Threat to Malian Security  

 

Almost a year since its deployment to Mali, Wagner’s mercenaries have already significantly 

impacted the security climate of conflict-ridden Mali, adding to the country’s current 

instability. Wagner has proven unsuccessful in contributing to the fight against the jihadist 
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threat, which continues to rise in the country. More than 900 civilians have been killed in north-

eastern Mali since the start of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (IS-GS) offensive in 

March.497 While the Movement for the Salvation of Azawad (MSA) has been protecting 

residents in the north of the country for more than six months, it continues to seek aid from the 

Malian armed forces (FAMa). Despite Wagner's presence and expected training of the FAMa, 

the army is unable to fulfil its position as the principal security guarantor; thus far, it has not 

sent any personnel on the ground, neither during the battle nor since, to guard or rescue 

displaced residents. 

 

Wagner’s most significant impact on Mali’s security situation, however, is the increased level 

of insecurity caused by the considerable rise in human rights violations against civilians. 

Indeed, violence against civilians has drastically increased in number and severity since the 

group’s arrival in December 2021.498 This is clearly a consequence of the fact that an alliance 

with Moscow offers African governments the freedom to conduct counterterrorism and 

counter-insurgency operations without restrictive human rights obligations imposed by 

Western powers. A notable example is the massacre that took place in the central town of 

Moura at the end of March 2022. The FAMa, aided by Wagner mercenaries, slaughtered over 

300 civilians during a five-day siege, making the attack “the worst single atrocity reported in 

Mali's decade-long armed conflict”.499 This is one of the several instances where Wagner troops 

were seen accompanying the FAMa as they executed civilians since their deployment. 

 

If they continue to kill civilians in such an indiscriminate fashion, the FAMa and Wagner will 

exacerbate instability in Mali. Faced with such brutally violent security forces,500 civilians will 

be increasingly obliged to seek security and basic services elsewhere, such as toward 

communal militias and jihadists. While jihadist groups like Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin 

(JNIM) have committed similar acts of brutality against civilians, they have also showed an 

ability to build political order, settle property disputes, and defend local communities. "We live 

in fear," one Gossi resident told the French publication Le Figaro.501 “We fear Wagner much 

more than the terrorists really. The terrorists, they have never come to destroy markets." 
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Nigeria 

George Barber 

 

Nigeria is Africa’s most populous country, and also boasts Africa’s largest economy. The West 

African state is also rich in natural resources, one of which is oil, which has led to its 

membership in the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting States (OPEC).502 Petroleum is not 

Nigeria’s only valuable natural resource, as the nation also possesses natural gas, tin, iron ore, 

coal, limestone, niobium, lead, and zinc. These characteristics, and the fact that Nigeria sits on 

the continent of Africa, make Nigeria of special interest to Russia. In 2019, Vladimir Putin 

stated,503 “Today, the development and strengthening of mutually beneficial ties with African 

countries and their integration associations is one of Russia's foreign policy priorities.” One of 

the ways in which Russia has been able to extend its reach in the region is through the activities 

of PMCs, including activity in Nigeria. In the realm of security, Russia’s heavy sales of arms 

to African states is also indicative of both its desire and capacity to make inroads on the 

continent with Nigeria being one of its leading customers.504 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14 courtesy of the Council on Foreign Relations 

 

Background 

 

Since 2011, one of Africa’s largest Islamist militant groups, Boko-Haram, has been conducting 

terrorist attacks in Nigeria.505 Political groups, religious groups, police, and civilians have all 

been the targets of attacks that spread fear and insecurity in Nigeria, especially in the north-

eastern region. The terrorist organisation has also burned villages and carried out attacks in 
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markets. As a result, measures to counteract the influence and destruction of Boko-Haram have 

been a top priority of the Nigerian military. Fighting Boko-Haram has not proved to be an easy 

task, given that the group is estimated to have thousands of trained militants. The activities of 

Boko-Haram since 2011 have been the latest episode of instability in Nigeria,506 a country that 

since gaining independence in 1960 has seen many coups and a civil war that killed up to two 

million people from 1967-1970. 

 

PMC Activity 

 

Nigeria has received training and resources for counter-terrorism measures from states such as 

Israel and South Africa, but Russia has also provided training for Nigerian personnel.507 This 

sort of support was well received, as the inability of the Nigerian Army to sustain pressure on 

Boko-Haram would leave the insurgents with ample time to regroup and mount counterattacks. 

However, the arrival of PMCs with specialised technology and manpower would enable the 

Nigerian forces to achieve more success in their operations, simply by being able to sustain 

attacks over longer periods of time and use more efficient equipment. 

 

In the event that European states or the USA do not offer assistance to a state like Nigeria that 

faces this type of situation, the possibility is opened for another great power to provide 

assistance and forge a relationship. In the case of Nigeria, this happened as a result of the US 

and UK’s slow response to a Nigerian request for help in 2014. Nigeria then turned to Russia 

for assistance for counter-terrorism training and military equipment.508 This opportunity serves 

Russian interests well as it fosters goodwill and can function to set precedent for future 

cooperation between Russia and Nigeria or even one of its neighbours.  

 

Groups such as ChVK Wagner and Moran Security Group, both linked to the Russian Ministry 

of Defence, have been reported to have been operative in Nigeria.509 In addition to boots on 

the ground, the Internet Research Agency has also been established in Nigeria.510 The Internet 
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Campaign.” The Political Quarterly 90, no. 2 (2019): 245–56. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-923x.12690; 
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Research Agency is a company that creates fake social media profiles to influence people on 

behalf of the interests of Russian companies and interests. The presence of this group in Nigeria 

means that Russia has expanded capabilities in the cyber realm in Africa as well, which could 

implicate future interference in elections or influence of public opinion towards Russia in world 

affairs. 

 

Moran Security Group was involved in an incident in 2012 in the port of Lagos in which nine 

of its private guards were arrested for carrying arms contrary to Nigerian law. After Russia’s 

Foreign Ministry was able to negotiate a deal for the men’s release, they were allowed to return 

home roughly a year later. This incident demonstrates the Russian Foreign Ministry’s desire to 

stand up for a PSC abroad in Nigeria defending its commercial interests, showing how 

important these groups are to Russian foreign policy in Africa.  

 

2.5 Indo-Pacific  
Lāsma Kokina 

 

Sri Lanka 

Lāsma Kokina 

 

The History of Ethnic Conflicts in Sri Lanka 

 

Sri Lanka is an island country located in the Indian Ocean.511 It has a population of about 21.6 

million people.512 The island has a variety of natural resources, and has a diverse economy 

based on the sectors of agriculture, mining, fishing, manufacturing, and tourism.513 In 1931 Sri 

Lanka became the first in Asian country to gain the right to vote, despite still being under 

colonial rule.514  

 

After gaining independence in 1948, Sri Lanka seemed to be moving toward becoming a stable 

and wealthy democracy.515 It had one of the highest human development indices in Asia at the 

time, along with a vibrant economy and an allegedly stable parliamentary system passed on by 

the British. The general consensus was that Sri Lanka was a country set up for success. 

However, this initial evaluation turned out to be too optimistic. There were growing tensions 

 
511 John Major  “Sri Lanka: An Introductory Essay.” Center for Global Education. 

https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka  
512 “Sri Lanka Population”. Worldometer. September 25, 2022.  https://www.worldometers.info/world-

population/sri-lanka-population/  
513 Major, John, “Sri Lanka: An Introductory Essay.” Center for Global Education. 

https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka  
514 Kingsley Muthumun de Silva A History of Sri Lanka, (Colombo, Vijitha Yapa Publications, 2017), p. 522. 
515 John Major “Sri Lanka: An Introductory Essay.” Center for Global Education. 

https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka  

https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka
https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/sri-lanka-population/
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/sri-lanka-population/
https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka
https://asiasociety.org/education/sri-lanka


 

 

 

111 

 

between the two major ethnic groups in the country, the Sinhalese and the Tamils, over 

distribution of supplies and goods, and the ideological direction of Sri Lanka. As tensions rose, 

each side became increasingly connected to an exclusivist nationalism. In addition, each side 

viewed itself as the genuinely aggrieved party. The country’s political system proved incapable 

of resolving the conflict, resulting in violence, political conflict, and a costly war.516 

 

Since the 1950s, Sri Lanka has been affected by Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism. The Sinhalese 

make up around 75% of the population, with Tamils at around 15%, and Muslims at 10%. 

Sinhalese Sri Lankans have long had advantages in relation to access to universities and 

government positions. This has had a detrimental effect on not only the country’s minorities 

but also its governance. Consequently, Sri Lanka has ended up with a system that focuses on 

ethnocracy rather than merit, being ruled by one dominant group. As a result, nepotism and 

corruption have become widespread.517 Thus, since the 1970s, Sri Lanka has been suffering 

from violent conflicts between the two main ethnic groups, Sinhalese and Tamils.518 

 

Thus, to fully understand the current political struggles of Sri Lanka, one must briefly consider 

its history in relation to its ethnic groups. Ethnic conflicts in Sri Lanka have an ancient history. 

Sinhala and Tamil communities both tend to see their relationship in relation to events 

stretching back for at least 2500 years. These histories support the opposing assertions of the 

two communities and make conflict between them seem unavoidable. For the Sinhala 

community, history supports their claim to impose their rule over the whole Sri Lanka. 

Nonetheless, for Tamils, history is also used to justify demands, in the past for autonomy for 

Tamil-dominated areas, and in current times for complete separation from the Sinhala-

dominated parts of the country. However, when considering the shorter historical term, we see 

evidence that during the colonial period violent clashes broke out between groups based on 

religious affiliation instead of groups defining themselves as Sinhala and Tamil.519 

 

It is worth briefly considering the Sinhala and Tamil representations of the past. Generally, 

Sinhala people argue that, despite not being the first inhabitants of the island, a status they 

allow to the ‘primitive’ Veddas, they were the first ‘civilised’ settlers of Sri Lanka. Their 

argument states that they descended from north Indian Aryan ancestors who spoke an Indo-

European language which developed into Sinhala. In addition, Sinhala people claim that Prince 

Vijaya, the mythical ancestor of the Sinhala people, and his followers arrived on the shores of 

Sri Lanka on the day of the Buddha’s death; with Sri Lanka having had a close relationship 
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with the Buddha even before Vijaya’s arrival. As claimed by the island’s ancient chronicle 

histories, the Buddha had visited the island on several occasions and had stated that in Sri 

Lanka his ‘doctrine should…shine in glory’.  

 

Despite that, the Sinhala were only converted to Buddhism in the third century BC. Since that 

time, as claimed by Sinhala people, they have with few exceptions always been Buddhist. 

During the Anuradhapura period (circa third century BC—ninth century AD), a great Sinhala-

Buddhist civilization prospered in Sri Lanka. The state was frequently under pressure from 

South Indian Tamil-speaking Hindus. In time, pressure from the Tamil invaders forced the 

Sinhala to retreat southwards, first to Polonnaruwa, followed by various other capitals until the 

last phase of Sinhala independence, which centred on Kandy. The Kandyan kingdom was 

ultimately given up to the British in 1815. Some of the Tamil invaders of earlier times remained 

in Sri Lanka and their heirs make up the current communities of Tamils in northern and eastern 

Sri Lanka. However, the Sinhala argue that these Tamil communities never, or only 

occasionally, formed separate political units. Instead, once settled in Sri Lanka, they accepted 

the power and control of the Sinhala kings.520 

 

Unsurprisingly, the Tamil version of the history differs. In its 'soft' version it is acknowledged 

that Sinhala people were living in Sri Lanka long before the Tamils arrived. However, it is 

emphasised that Tamils have lived in Sri Lanka for at least 1000 years and formed their own 

individual political units that did not depend on Sinhala control. Satchi Ponnambalam, a 

leading Sri Lankan Tamil lawyer and judge, for instance, argued that the original inhabitants 

of Sri Lanka were really Tamil, with the Sinhala originally being Tamils who adapted 

Buddhism and started using Sinhala, the language of the Buddhist texts. The historical 

arguments are endless, but as it is the Sinhala who hold more political power in the island, the 

Sinhala history dominates the debate. In spite of these two histories being opposed versions of 

the history, each emphasising the arguments of the community which generates it, they have 

many common features. Both reflect on the history in relation to the interaction of two 

contrasting entities, Sinhala and Tamil, who have at all times been as separate as they are in 

the current times. Second, they discuss arguments over events which reportedly happened 

between the fourth century BC and the tenth century AD. Third, they show the two 

communities as historically and constantly being in conflict with each other through warfare, 

connecting an ancient past to the present. Fourth, the histories are both related to a “national 

people’s” claim to their own territory. Finally, each side of the conflict presents the other side 

as barbarians. Both sides in the current political context strengthen their respective statements 

through the selective use of history and evidence. In addition, each side has been willing to 

destroy, or reinterpret evidence which would back up the statements of the other party.521 Thus, 
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history suggests that the Sinhalese and Tamil communities have experienced tension from the 

very beginning due to power disputes. 522  

 

During British imperial rule, the conflict between the two groups worsened. The Sinhalese 

people felt threatened by the Tamil group’s affluence partially due to the British pro-Tamil bias 

during its occupation of Sri Lanka. Due to Tamil communities also existing in a number of 

other British colonies like India, South Africa, and Singapore, Sri Lankan Tamils profited from 

wider commercial networks and more opportunities. In addition, British colonial authorities 

frequently opened English language schools in primarily Tamil areas, thus offering Tamils 

more civil sector and professional opportunities than the Sinhalese. This pattern of pro-Tamil 

bias left the Sinhalese feeling isolated and hegemonised. In spite of the conflicts between these 

two groups before British colonisation, the events that happened after Sri Lankan independence 

indicate that imperial rule had provoked the conflict that followed in the future. Indeed, shortly 

after British occupiers left Sri Lanka in 1948, Tamil dominance changed drastically.  

 

After gaining independence, many Sinhalese gained high-ranked government positions, 

eventually passing acts effectively depriving the Tamils of their privileges. One of those acts 

was the Sinhala Only Act that made Sinhala the only official language of Sri Lanka, producing 

obstacles for Tamil people trying to use government services or looking for public 

employment. Former Sri Lankan President Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga describes 

the act as a way to cultivate and regain a Sri Lankan identity after a long period of British 

rule.523 

 

Another conflict-inducing policy was standardisation, which produced more educational 

opportunities for underprivileged Sinhalese students. The policy entailed asking Tamil students 

to get higher exam scores than the Sinhalese people to get offers from Sri Lankan universities. 

As such, standardisation took away opportunities from Tamil students, some of whom had 

aimed to gain education to make up for their lack of professional civil service opportunities. 

Therefore, this legislation was unsuccessful with levelling the playing field, instead putting 

Tamil students at a disadvantage. Consequently, shortly after, several militant Sri Lankan 

Tamils organised an uprising.524 

 

The Sri Lankan Civil War 

 

The tensions between the two groups eventually led to the Sri Lankan Civil War, which started 

as a low-level insurgency in July 1983, with ethnic riots breaking out in Colombo and other 
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cities. Tamil Tiger rebels, a Tamil militant organisation fighting to create an independent Tamil 

state, killed 13 army soldiers, causing violent counter attacks against Tamil civilians by the 

Sinhalese across Sri Lanka.525 The soldiers’ funerals were emotionally charged, starting the 

worst intercommunal violence Sri Lanka had experienced. Groups of Sinhalese civilians went 

on a rampage in the south, with Tamil businesses and houses being set on fire, and hundreds 

of Tamil civilians, including women and children, being killed.526 Between 2500 and 3000 

Tamils died, with many thousands more fleeing to Tamil-majority regions. The Tamil Tigers 

declared the "First Eelam War" (1983-87) with the goal of creating a separate Tamil state in 

northern Sri Lanka called Eelam. Over the next few years, violence levels increased with the 

Tamil insurgents using car bombs, suitcase bombs, and landmines against Sinhalese military 

and civilian aims.527  

 

In 1987, India's Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, made the decision to directly get involved in 

the Sri Lankan Civil War by sending peacekeepers. India had concerns about separatism in its 

own Tamil region, Tamil Nadu, as well as being worried about a high number of refugees from 

Sri Lanka. The peacekeepers' aim was to disarm militants on both sides of the conflict in order 

to get ready for peace talks. However, the Indian peacekeeping force was not only not able to 

put an end to the conflict but also started fighting with the Tamil Tigers. The Tamil Tigers were 

unwilling to disarm, used female bombers and child soldiers to attack the Indians. In May 1990, 

Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe Premadasa made India recall its peacekeepers.528  

 

After the peacekeepers withdrew, the Sri Lankan Civil War entered an even more extreme 

phase, which the Tamil Tigers named the Second Eelam War.529 This second stage of the war 

was characterised by unprecedented brutality and terrorism carried out by the the Tamil Tigers, 

and equally strong response by the government forces.530 The conflict started when the Tamil 

Tigers seized between 600 and 700 Sinhalese police officers in the Eastern Province in 1990 

with the aim to decrease the government control in the region. The police surrendered to the 

militants after the Tamil Tigers assured them they would not be harmed. Nevertheless, the 

militants brought the policemen into the jungle, forcing them to kneel, and killed all police 

officers. This led to the announcement of the Sri Lankan Minister of Defense, "From now on, 

it is all out war." Consequently, the government stopped all medicine and food supplies to the 

Tamil stronghold on the Jaffna peninsula and started an intensive aerial bombing. In return, 
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Tamil Tigers killed hundreds of Sinhalese and Muslim villagers. In 1991, 5000 Tamil Tigers 

surrounded the government's army base for a month. As a result, over 2000 people on both 

sides had been killed, making it the most severe conflict in the entire civil war. 531  

 

In 1995, the conflict was followed by the Third Eelam War, which saw the Tamil Tigers sign 

a peace agreement with the new government of Sri Lanka. Nonetheless, three months later the 

Tamil Tigers put explosives on two Sri Lankan naval gunboats, destroying the ships and ending 

the peace agreement. The government responded by declaring a "war for peace," in which Air 

Force jets attacked civilian sites and refugee camps on the Jaffna Peninsula, with ground troops 

committing a number of massacres against civilians. As a result, by December 1995, Sri Lanka 

was under government control for the first time since the start of the Civil War. However, the 

Tamil Tigers reacted to the loss of Jaffna in 1996 by starting an eight-day attack on the town 

of Mullaitivu, resulting in a decisive Tiger victory. More than 1200 of the government soldiers 

were killed.532 

 

The Efforts to End the Conflict  

 

In 2000, Norway started trying to negotiate a settlement to end the seemingly endless conflict. 

The Tamil Tigers announced a unilateral ceasefire in December 2000, creating the hope that 

the civil war was coming to an end. Nonetheless, in 2001, the Tigers ended the ceasefire and 

attacked the north of Jaffna Peninsula again. In July 2001 Tiger suicide attack in Bandaranaike 

International Airport destroyed several military aircrafts, sending Sri Lanka's tourism industry 

into a tailspin.533 

 

In 2002 and 2003, the Sri Lankan government and the Tamil Tigers agreed on various 

ceasefires and signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the help of Norway. The two 

sides came up with a federal solution, rather than fulfilling the Tamils' request for a two-state 

solution or the government's demand for a unitary country. However, in October 2003, the 

Tigers announced themselves to be in full control of the north and east regions of the country, 

which caused the Sri Lankan government to announce a state of emergency. Following this, in 

just over a year, Norway recorded 300 breaches of the ceasefire by the army and 3000 by the 

Tamil Tigers.  

 

After October 2006 peace talks in Geneva did not produce any positive results, the Sri Lankan 

government started a large offensive in eastern and northern parts of the islands to defeat the 

Tamil Tigers. The 2007-2009 eastern and northern offensives caused tens of thousands of 

civilians getting killed, with whole villages being left depopulated and destroyed in what a 
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U.N. spokesman described as "a bloodbath." In May 2009, the Sri Lankan government declared 

that the Tamil Tigers had been defeated. On the next day, the official Tamil Tiger website 

conceded defeat.534 

 

The Current Political Situation in Sri Lanka 

 

In spite of the Civil War ending in 2009, the current situation in Sri Lanka has only partly 

gotten better. A large part of the Tamil population continues to be displaced. While are not as 

many political and civil rights conflicts, cases of torture and forced disappearances have not 

ceased to exist even in recent years. In addition, the Sri Lankan government frequently 

monitors, and tracks people linked to the Tamil Tigers. Furthermore, The Sri Lankan military 

is still placed mostly in Tamil areas considered to be “high-security zones”.535 

 

In addition, via the process of “Sinhalization,” Sinhalese culture is gradually replacing the 

Tamil one. Sinahlese monuments, road signs, street and village names, and Buddhist places of 

worship are seen more frequently in predominantly Tamil areas. These efforts have infringed 

upon, and in some cases even erased, the Tamil perspective on Sri Lankan history, as well as 

Tamil and Hindu elements of the country’s culture.536 In 2022, Sri Lanka continues to be as 

segregated as ever, with the Sinhalese Buddhist-majority mostly located in the wealthy south, 

with the Tamils residing in the less-developed and heavily militarised north and east. The 

Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) which was passed in 1979, continues to create tension 

enabling arbitrary arrest, detention without charge or evidence, forced confessions and torture 

of anyone suspected of terrorism, adversely affecting Tamils living in Sri Lanka. A 2020 report 

by the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka found evidence that 84% of PTA prisoners 

were tortured after arrest and kept in prison for between five and 10 years without trial, the 

situation which the European parliament recently declared that the act “breaches human rights, 

democracy and the rule of law”. 537 

 

Past hopes for the law’s repeal ended in late 2019, when Gotabaya Rajapaksa, an unrelenting 

Sinhalese nationalist who was leading the military in the last, bloodiest years of the civil war 

and was accused of overseeing war crimes, was elected as president. The presidency has been 

associated with the abuses of PTA becoming more open and brazen, with the human rights 

organisations and the UN reporting an increase in the harassment, surveillance, and arbitrary 

detentions of Tamils.  Facing growing global pressure, The Rajapaksa government has 
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dismissed all claims about the abuses of the PTA. However, in order to address the criticism, 

the Rajapaksa government passed a bill making changes to the PTA. However, UN experts, 

human rights groups, and the political opposition were critical of the amendments that had 

arguably “left “intact some of the most egregious provisions of the PTA”.538 In other words, 

the ethnic tensions are far from being resolved.  

 

In 2022, Sri Lanka is experiencing a severe political crisis, partly caused by Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa who served as the president of Sri Lanka between 2019-2022. Rajapaksa has been 

accused of using his name and identity in a nationalistic sense, focusing on Sinhalese Buddhist 

identity, while ignoring other policies and causing about division. In addition, critics argue that 

the Rajapaksa administration’s financial dealings have caused Sri Lanka’s economic 

difficulties that left Sri Lanka unable to pay off its huge foreign debt. Sri Lanka has since 

defaulted on its loans.539 The dissatisfaction with Rajapaksa caused the 2022 Sri Lankan 

protests which started in March 2022 against the government of Sri Lanka. The government 

was accused of mismanaging the economy, which caused a subsequent economic crisis which 

was associated with high inflation, daily blackouts, fuel shortage, and lack of essential goods. 

The main request of the protesters was the resignation of Rajapaksa and main officials from 

the Rajapaksa family.540 

 

In addition, the protesters expressed their dissatisfaction with corruption, enforced 

disappearances, extrajudicial killings, and police misuse of force. The government authorities 

responded by using a militarised approach, including the misuse of force on peaceful 

protesters.541 Eventually, the events caused Rajapaksa to step down in July 2022.542 This was 

followed by swearing in Ranil Wickremesinghe as Sri Lanka’s president on 21 July 2022. 

However, despite the change of the president, the Sri Lankan public remained dissatisfied with 

the political situation. Wickremesinghe’s appointment remains highly controversial, with the 

public accusing him of being “as bad and corrupt as Gotabaya”.543 
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Guardian, April 1, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/apr/01/sri-lanka-protesters-try-to-storm-

presidents-house-as-economic-crisis-deepens  
541 Amnesty International, “Sri Lanka: Penalized for Protesting: Sri Lanka’s Crackdown on Protesters,” 

September 8, 2022, https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/5986/2022/en/.  
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Protest”, The New York Times, July 14, 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/14/world/asia/sri-lanka-

president-rajapaksa-resigns-protests.html.  
543 Hannah Ellis-Petersen, “Sri Lanka swears in interim president after Gotabaya Rajapaksa resigns”, The 
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Evidently, Sri Lanka continues to be in turmoil. In addition to the ethnic persisting ethnic 

tensions, it is dealing with a massive public distrust in the political elites and the president and 

severe financial crisis, with its inflation hitting record 73.7 percent in October 2022. 

Consequently, its people are suffering from tariff increases for power and water, while the 

country is also unable to pay for key imports including food, fuel, fertiliser, and medicine.544  

 

Curiously, the crisis in Sri Lanka seems to have strengthened its cooperation with Russia. After 

suffering from fuel shortage in the country, the former President Gotabaya Rajapaksa sought 

support to import fuel to Sri Lanka in a conversation with Russian President Vladimir Putin. 

In addition, Rajapaksa discussed matters of bilateral trade and economic cooperation in energy, 

agriculture, and transport. Furthermore, the newly appointed Sri Lankan Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Ali Sabry has expressed the wish to continue cooperating with Russia.545 This stance 

illustrates the importance of inspecting the current bilateral relationship between the two 

countries.  

 

The Relationship with Russia 

 

The Valdai Discussion Club, a Moscow-based think tank and discussion forum that is believed 

to be closely associated with Russian President Vladimir Putin, has described Sri Lanka as 

“one of Russia's closest partners and good friends in South Asia”.546 Indeed, this echoes the 

2022 statement of Putin who argues that the relationship between Russia and Sri Lanka are of 

traditionally friendly nature.547 Indeed, Sri Lanka has traditionally had strong diplomatic 

connections with Russia”, with the two countries marking 65 years of diplomatic relations in 

2022.548 

 

The Valdai Discussion club notes that Russia is hoping to collaborate with Sri Lanka on the 

peaceful use of nuclear energy, including building nuclear power plants, in addition to the 

usage of nuclear technology in medicine and agriculture. Furthermore, it mentions potential 

cooperation in the civil aviation, construction, chemical, and pharmaceutical industries.549 

 
544 Al Jazeera, “Inflation in Sri Lanka hits record 73.7 percent’’, October 21, 2022, 
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In addition to these fields, the Valdai Discussion Club emphasises cooperation in the field of 

security, arguing that the Sri Lankan side “has repeatedly noted that the USSR and Russia have 

consistently supported the government in the fight against the threats of terrorism and 

separatism”.550 Another aspect stressed by the Valdai Discussion club in relation to bilateral 

cooperation is the 2021 agreements on holding joint military exercises, getting education, and 

the training of the Sri Lankan military personnel at the universities of the Ministry of Defense 

of Russia. Specifically, Sri Lankan observers are invited to the manoeuvres planned in Russia 

for 2022, while Russian observers have been welcomed to join exercises and seminars on 

combat operations in the jungle in Sri Lanka. Furthermore, it is stated that Sri Lanka has 

expressed interest in Russian armoured vehicles, including those for the army and police; 

helicopters, and the training of pilots and aviation engineers. Russia has also expressed a 

promise to Sri Lanka to gain access to the FSB data bank on individuals and organisations 

involved in terrorist activities in Sri Lanka. Military-technical issues have also been discussed 

as important in the bilateral relationship, with Russia providing Sri Lanka with an export loan 

of $500 million to pay for part of the purchase of Russian weapons. At the same time, Russia 

has positively acknowledged Sri Lanka’s readiness to give preferential terms to Russian 

warships for calling at Sri Lankan ports that was implemented in October 2021.551 

 

Notably, bilateral military cooperation has played a key role in the relationship in the past, with 

Sri Lanka having bought $300 million-wirth military equipment from Russia in 2010 after the 

end of its Civil War. In addition, Russia, was one of the main arms suppliers during Sri Lanka’s 

Civil War apart from China and India, also supporting the Sri Lankan government on several 

occasions at the Geneva human rights council over the actions during the Civil War.552 

Similarly, Russia rejected calls by Western nations for a global investigation into alleged war 

crimes in the final phase of the Sri Lankan Civil War, opposing the concerns about the alleged 

crimes by the United States and Britain.553 

 

It is evident that the bilateral relationship can largely be described as positive, which is echoed 

by the officials. In 2022, Russian Ambassador in Sri Lanka Yury B. Materiy has stated that 

both countries have continued developing their bilateral relations in “an environment of 

friendship, mutual understanding and amiability”, with there being no contradictions or 

 
550 Ibid.  
551 Ibid.   
552 Ranga Sirilal, “Russia to lend post-war Sri Lanka $300 mln for arms”, Reuters, February 6, 2010, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSSGE61500Q  
553 Shihar Aneez, “Russia rejects proposed war crimes probe for Sri Lanka”, Reuters, February 14, 2014, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-srilanka-russia-rights-idUSBREA1D17520140214.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSSGE61500Q
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-srilanka-russia-rights-idUSBREA1D17520140214


 

 

 

120 

 

unresolved issues in our relations. Furthermore, Russia has been called one of Russia’s closest 

friends ”.554  

 

It is clear that the good relationship is partly based partly on Sri Lanka’s foreign policy stances 

that have so far managed to satisfy Russia. Indeed, Materiy has emphasised that the relationship 

between Russia and Sri Lanka has always been founded on “the principles of equality, trust, 

mutual respect and consideration for one another’s interests.” Evidently, this is related to the 

countries allegedly having similar approaches to key foreign policy matters. This includes Sri 

Lanka supporting Russia’s initiatives at the UN General Assembly, with Materiy listing 

examples like resolutions on countering the glorification of Nazism, the prevention of an arms 

race in outer space, efforts to promote international information security, arms control, 

disarmament, and non-proliferation.555 Similarly, the Valdai Discussion Club article 

particularly stresses the importance of the fact that Sri Lanka has a neutral position in the 

competition between the US and China or China and India.556 Similarly, Sri Lanka has decided 

to take a neutral position on the war in Ukraine,557 also abstaining in the UN General Assembly 

resolution vote to condemn Russia’s illegal annexation of regions of Ukraine.558  

 

Russian PMCs Operating in Sri Lanka 

 

Reportedly, there are several Russian PMCs operating in Sri Lanka, with the most frequently 

mentioned example being Rossiskie System Bezopasnosti (RSB) Group. RSB Group is a private 

military company (PMC) that has close links to Russia’s intelligence services, providing 

private security forces.559 Officially, it claims to be operating in areas with unstable political 

situations in cooperation with the legitimate governments of other countries.560 
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It employs highly trained Russian Special Forces combatants, including veterans of Russia’s 

intelligence services.561 RSB Group offers a wide range of services, from the protection of oil 

and gas installations and airports to the supplying of escorts for convoys in conflict areas or 

cargo vessels in piracy-affected waters. Besides this, RSB also provides mine-clearing services, 

military training, intelligence and analysis.562 The company itself describes its activities as 

specialising in armed protection of all forms of ownership in territories with high terrorist 

activity and political instability that are located outside Russian. It is stated that RSB Group 

provides countries with “competitive intelligence and analytics, security equipment, military 

consulting services” and “armed protection from pirates”.563 In addition, RSB Group has 

reportedly founded its own cyber defence detachment in 2016 that was capable of both 

defensive and offensive activities.564 Indeed, RSB’s owner Oleg Krinitsyn has stated that, “If 

we’re under assault, we enter the battle, of course, to protect our lives and the lives of our 

clients...According to military science, a counterattack must follow an attack. That means we 

would have to destroy the enemy.”565 In addition, by carrying out operations abroad and 

provided its links to Putin, the RSB Group has provided Russia the chance to keep its influence 

abroad without a uniformed state presence.566 For example, the RSB Group has provided 

assistance to the rebels supported by Russia in Donbas and contributed to the annexation of 

Crimea in 2014.567  

 

In relation to its activities in Sri Lanka, RSB has publicly announced the formation of its base. 

Reportedly, the base “Mount Lavinia” in Sri Lanka can provide the stay of about 30 people at 

the same time. RSB reports that they have signed the agreements and licences for storing 

weapons, as well as gaining permits for RSB Group employees to access the neutral waters to 

escort the vessels, which are on the way to the Suez Canal. In addition, RSB has also gained 

permission from the Sri Lankan customs and border services to use the port Galle and 

Colombo. Based on the agreement, the RSB Group can also make decisions on the matters 

related to other private military companies storing weapons in the “Mount Lavinia” base, and 
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stationing their contractors in the “Mount Lavinia” base. Additionally, the RSB Group” is 

allowed to facilitate the delivery of the contractors to the vessel.568  

 

Furthermore, a representative of Sri Lanka in the United Nations- major Rajapaksa- has 

expressed his great appreciation of the company’s approach to operate in the Indian Ocean, 

providing defence of merchant vessels from the pirates’ attacks. Rajapaksa has also publicly 

praised the RGB Group’s wish to assist Sri Lanka in any problem concerning the maritime 

matters in the region.569 It is thus evident that the Sri Lankan officials are open about the state’s 

cooperation with the RGB Group. The information on the RGB Group’s website suggests that 

the cooperation has not ended since the start of the war in Ukraine.570 

 

In addition to the RGB Group, there are reports of several other Russian PMCs operating in Sri 

Lanka. One of those is the Feraks Group, a PMC consisting mainly of ex-Russian armed forces 

officers.571 As reported by the Russian website oxrana1.ru, Feraks (known in Russian as 

Феракс), is among the largest and most successful PMCs on the Russian market whose 

employees worked in Iraq, are usually called, Afghanistan, Kurdistan and other dangerous 

regions.572 According to the Russian website vk.com, Feraks Group provides a full range of 

security and armed protection services, both in Russia and abroad. The personnel reserve of 

PMCs consists of reserve officers who served in special forces of various branches of the armed 

forces and have combat experience in hot spots of the world. In addition to places listed by 

oxrana1.ru, vk.com lists several additional countries where Feraks employees have participated 

in conflicts- Iraq, Sri Lanka, and Kurdistan.573 In addition to participation in battles, Feraks is 

reported to provide “preventative measures”.574 

 

Nonetheless, Feraks Group does not publish information about its owners and the address of 

the office; does not have an English version of the site and has only one public email address 

in addition to the option to send resumes directly on the site. In addition, there is no information 

about the Feraks Group in the Russian register of legal entities.575 Therefore, as expected, the 
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569  RSB Group, “The formation of the military base in Sri Lanka has been finished”, n.d., https://rsb-
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Feraks Group does not share specific details on its military operations abroad, including the 

ones carried out in Sri Lanka.  

 

Another known Russian PMC player in Sri Lanka is the Wagner Group. The Wagner Group is 

known as a private military company that has a strong connection to the Russian political elite 

and thus to the Russian state.576 The Guardian reports that the Wagner Group was founded in 

2014 to provide support for pro-Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine.577 It has even been 

described as “de facto private army of Vladimir Putin.”578 However, there is no official legal 

PMC called the Wagner Group in Russia. Nonetheless, the company has become known in 

relation to some of Russia’s shadowy deployments around the world. The company is 

associated with Yevgeniy Prigozhin – often described in the media as Vladimir Putin’s “private 

chef”, also believed to be behind the so-called Troll Factory in St. Petersburg.579 In spite of this 

information, Russia continues to deny the company’s existence and status, which makes it hard 

to identify the national laws and regulations which should regulate the group’s actions. This 

has resulted in a lack of accountability and highly limited possibilities for prosecution for 

abusing human rights.580 

 

In terms of the services offered, the Wagner Group often offers a multitool package that 

features both an armed military component and information for carrying out operations. On-

site, Wagner frequently establishes connections with locally registered companies involved in 

the extraction of natural resources, with the purpose of getting a direct payment for the group’s 

services or for securing business access for other Russian companies.581 

 

Over the past years, the Wagner Group has gained a lot of international attention. This is largely 

due to their growing engagement in Africa, with the company currently having operations 

across the continent, with the largest number of personnel based in the Central African 

Republic (CAR), Sudan, Libya and possibly Mali. There is also evidence of other missions, for 

example, in Mozambique, Guinea Bissau, and Madagascar. This development serves as 

evidence that the Wagner Group serves as a key element in the Russian strategy to grow its 

influence in Africa.582 The Wagner Group has also played a key role fighting together with the 
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Russian army in support of President Bashar al-Assad in Syria.583 In addition, the company has 

been connected with taking part in military operations in Ukraine after the Russian army 

experienced heavy losses. Almost all men in the group taking part in the war in Ukraine are 

reported to be a part of elite military or security services. However, Russia has denied using 

the Wagner Group to carry out military operations in Ukraine on its behalf.584 

 

Although the Wagner Group has been reported to be active in Sri Lanka by the Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, the exact tasks carried out by the company are not known 

or reported by the media.  

 

Indonesia  

Lāsma Kokina 

 

Political Context  

 

Having a population of 240 million, Indonesia is the largest country in Southeast Asia and the 

most populous Muslim-majority country globally.585 Indonesia is officially a secular state but 

has seen an increase of conservatism with some politicians arguing in favour of a larger role 

for Islam, and some groups calling for an Islamic state.586 The Republic of Indonesia was 

declared in 1945, with a proclaimed jurisdiction over the entire area of the former Dutch East 

Indies. Although the Netherlands kept a large part of this region in its possession (including 

Papua), a provisional capital was established in Yogyakarta. After the struggle for 

independence in 1949, the Republic of the United States of Indonesia was founded. However, 

the federal system did not last, with the federated governments returning to a centralised form 

of government and the name Republic of Indonesia in 1950. After some initial difficulties, the 

constitution of 1945 was reinstated by presidential order. This constitution has continued to 

serve as the basis of Indonesia’s government, although a few key amendments were made 

during a period of reformation around the turn of the 21st century.587  

 

Given its size, its emerging democracy, economic developments, and its strategic position 

across critical sea lanes connecting the Middle East with East Asia has resulted in perceiving 
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it as an emerging middle-tier power.588 While Indonesia has become one of the world's largest 

emerging economies, it struggles with demands for independence in several provinces, 

including the West Papua province,589 and a growing number of attacks by Islamist armed 

groups.590 Indeed, over the past two decades Indonesia has suffered from a number of vicious 

terrorist attacks and the presence of terrorist networks that are linked to either the militant Sunni 

Islamist Al-Qaeda group, the Southeast Asian militant Islamist organization Jemaah Islamiyah, 

or terrorist militant group Islamic State (IS). These facts serve as evidence of the existence of 

a radical Muslim community in Indonesia that hold the belief that Islam should be the only 

guidance in life, thereby acting against and undermining the secular government and 

Indonesia’s pluralist society. In addition, these groups are known to be willing to employ 

extreme measures, including violence, to change the existing conditions.591 

 

In addition, Indonesia has made significant democratic progress since the collapse of an 

authoritarian regime in 1998, creating significant pluralism in politics and the media and 

making multiple, peaceful shifts of power between parties. Nonetheless, the country continues 

to battle systemic corruption, discrimination, and violence against minority groups, and the 

politicised usage of defamation and blasphemy laws. Indeed, The Human Rights Watch reports 

that acts of religious intolerance and violations of religious freedom have been on the rise in 

Indonesia since 2016. Many cases of religious intolerance involve government entities, 

including local government administrations and police. A widely known example of religious 

intolerance is the involvement of Indonesian officials and police for the brutal forced eviction 

of more than 7000 members of the Gafatar religious community from their farms on 

Kalimantan Island in 2016.592 Gatafar is a religious group which has been reportedly mixing 

teachings from different religions. This has resulted in the group being seen as blasphemous.593 

 

In addition, non-state actors linked to religious intolerance incidents including the Indonesian 

Ulema Council (MUI), a semi-official umbrella organisation of Islamic groups, and the Islam 

Defenders Front (FPI), a militant Islamist group that promotes the imposition of Sharia. The 

rise in religious intolerance and the attached violence can be traced back to 2005, when the 

then President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono effectively legitimised religious intolerance by 
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introducing harsh measures against “deviant beliefs.” During his rule, Yudhoyono was known 

to ignore worsening acts of religious intolerance and aggression by militant Islamists against 

religious minorities. 

 

The existing Indonesian legal system contributes to the discrimination against religious 

minorities. The laws having an adverse effect include the house of worship regulation, which 

asks the minorities to get official approval to build or renew houses of worship, and the 

blasphemy law, which “punishes deviations from the six officially protected religions with up 

to five years in prison.” Thus, it is believed that until the government rids the country of these 

regulations and punishes police and government officials for any taking part in religious 

bigotry, religious freedom in Indonesia will continue to be under threat.594 

 

It should, however, be noted that the ideological conflict between different groups in Indonesia 

goes back in history. Thus, it is vital to provide a brief outline of the events related to 

ideological conflicts in the modern history of Indonesia.  

 

Ideological Conflict in Indonesian History  

 

Conflict over ideology has characterised political life in Indonesia since the early days of the 

nationalist movement. However, the reasons behind conflicts have changed with the vagaries 

of national and global politics. At times the key discussion has been between supporters and 

opponents of an Islamic state. At other times the main division has been between Java and the 

outer islands, between communists and anti-communists, or between pluralists and 

authoritarians. Provided that, any debate on the divisions and ways of thinking must be viewed 

within their historical context.595 

 

From the time Indonesia emerged as an idea in the beginning of the 20th century, there were 

contrasting ideas about what kind of nation-state it should be. Secular nationalists imagined a 

modern social democratic state associated with capitalist economic development, education 

and social justice. Meanwhile, Indonesia’s communists agreed with some of the ideals of the 

secular nationalists but took a more extreme line against the Dutch. Their promotion of Lenin’s 

idea that colonialism was the logical result of capitalism helped to unite Indonesians and 

organise them against Dutch colonial rule. A third stream, which was more diverse than the 

other two, was Islam. The most dominant Islamic organisations were the modernist Sarekat 

Islam and Muhammadiyah, which were primarily focused on the promotion of the interests of 

Muslim traders. These organisations were powerful forces connecting together hundreds of 

thousands, if not millions, of people who were looking forward to an independent state based 
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on Islamic principles. Finally, a fourth group were the cultural nationalists, having their roots 

in a mix of ethnic associations predating Indonesian nationalism. The most enduring were the 

Javanese cultural nationalists linked with the colonial administrative elite, who hoped to see 

Indonesia based on traditionalist principles in which “a hereditary caste would preside over a 

mass of contented villagers.”596  

 

In addition, there was also a populist variant of Javanese nationalism that promoted a range of 

more or less egalitarian millenarian peasant movements. The ideas of these groups ebbed, 

changed, and affected each other. For instance, communists and Muslims, worked together 

closely for some years before their split in the early 1920s. In addition, many of the secular 

nationalists had leftist tendencies and many were devout Muslims. Thus, Sukarno, the former 

President of the Republic of Indonesia, who acted as the most powerful voice of Indonesian 

nationalism after 1927, made a deliberate effort to join together what he saw as the three major 

streams of Indonesian thought, Marxism, Islam and nationalism, also including a Javanese 

populism.597 

 

After gaining formal independence in 1949, Indonesia adopted the system of a parliamentary 

democracy in which a number of large and small parties were fighting for support. Indonesia 

was ruled by a series of coalition cabinets that were controlled by three parties: the secular 

nationalist Indonesian Nationalist Party (PNI); Masjumi, the party of modernist Muslims, and 

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the traditionalist Muslim party. The social democratic Indonesian 

Socialist Party (PSI) and two conservative aristocratic parties, the Greater Indonesia Party 

(Parindra) and the Greater Indonesia Unity Party (PIR), also gained representation.598  

 

In short, Indonesian modern history paints a fragmented and diverse political picture. This 

invites the question of whether political and religious divides continue to persist. To address 

this question, one can explore the results of the 2019 Indonesian election. The election saw 

President Joko Widodo being re-elected, gaining 55.5 percent of the vote, while his opponent 

Prabowo Subianto, known for his support for hard-line Islamists, gained 44.5 percent of the 

vote. The good news for the prospects of resolving ideological conflicts is the fact that Joko 

Widodo is known for celebrating Indonesia’s religious and ethnic diversity, which highly 

contrasts Prabowo’s divisive vision of the country. However, notably, religious and ideological 

divisions have not ceased to exist. An example of this is Widodo only gaining 14 percent of 
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the vote in Aceh, a region where Shariah law is instituted.599 Thus, while a pro-diversity 

President is a step forward, divisions among the population of Indonesia continue to be an issue 

that will have to be tackled by the governing elites.  

 

Relationship between Indonesia and Russia 

 

The cooperation between Indonesia and Russia has been ongoing for more than 70 years, since 

1950.600 For Russia, Indonesia has been seen for a long time as an asset in its eastward policy. 

Since 2012, Russia has been eager to develop deeper relations with Asia, a wish that was 

strengthened by the deterioration of Russia's relationship with the West.601 In 2016, Vladimir 

Putin stated that Russia and Indonesia are “linked by long-standing and close ties”. In addition, 

Putin expressed his intentions to continue and deepen cooperation in business.602 At the same 

time, Indonesia’s President Widodo expressed the interest of Indonesia to increase cooperation 

with Russia in trade, politics, and culture.603 Furthermore, in 2021, Russia and Indonesia 

announced the intention to expand its military and military-technical cooperation, while also 

discussing ways to tackle terrorism, organised crime, and trafficking.604 

 

It must also be noted that Indonesia has a long history of buying weapons from Russia. As 

reported by the Russia News Agency TASS, Russia has provided weapons valued more than 

$2.5 billion to Indonesia since 1992. During this period, Russia has “delivered BTR-80A 

armored personnel carriers and BMP-3F infantry fighting vehicles, 100th series Kalashnikov 

assault rifles, Su-27SK and Su-27SKM, Su-30MK and Su-30MK2 planes, Mi-35 and Mi-17 

helicopters, and also other weapon systems and military hardware.”605 Indeed, in 2007, Russia 

was reported to become Indonesia’s main weapons supplier.606 
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However, the bilateral relationship got slightly more complex after Russia's invasion in 

Ukraine. In 2022, Indonesia voted in favour of a UN General Assembly resolution to condemn 

Russian aggression in Ukraine, as well as supporting the UN High Commissioner on Human 

Rights decision to form an independent commission to examine alleged human rights 

violations. Despite this, Indonesia has refused to impose sanctions on Russia or clearly 

condemn Russia's actions in Ukraine. Ben Bland, the director of the Asia-Pacific programme 

at Chatham House, argues that this, “reflects Indonesia's relatively good relationships with both 

Ukraine and Russia before the invasion, its longstanding tradition of non-alignment, and its 

wariness of being drawn into conflicts further afield when it faces so many challenges at 

home."607  

 

Interestingly, as reported by Al Jazeera, the Indonesian social media reactions to the war in 

Ukraine seem to be pro-Russian, contrasting the official stance of Indonesia. Reportedly, part 

of the problem is caused by the dislike of the US by some Indonesians, despite them previously 

protesting against Russia’s wars in Chechnya and its attacks on Syria. Much of the distrust 

goes back to the period after 9/11 and the Indonesian reaction to the American “‘War on 

Terror” in Indonesia, that a Muslim-majority nation. It is reported that the Pro-Russian 

Indonesians do not have trust in the United States due to its past attacks on Afghanistan and 

Iraq due to reasons that were seen as made up. However, there has so far been no study 

providing numerical evidence to explore if the Indonesian general public’s support for Russia 

is widespread.608 What is clear is that almost half of Indonesia’s general public support keeping 

ties with Russia, as reported by the non-profit organisation Alliance of Democracies that asked 

respondents whether they think their governments “should cut economic ties with Russia over 

Moscow's invasion of Ukraine.” The fact that the number of respondents supporting keeping 

ties with Russia is the second highest of the 52 countries surveyed, indicates that a significant 

part of Indonesia’ population favours keeping a positive relationship with Russia.609 

 

Indeed, the president of Indonesia, Joko Widodo, has expressed the wish for Indonesia to serve 

as a “bridge of peace” between Russia and Ukraine. After his visit first to Ukraine and then 

Russia at the turn of June and July as the first Asian leader to do it after the start of the war, 

some Indonesian politicians and public figures have even stated that Widodo should gain the 

Nobel Peace Prize for his attempts to facilitate dialogue between Russia and Ukraine. While 

 
607 David Hutt, “Jokowi's tightrope walk”, Qantara.de, 19 July, 2022, https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-

ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk.  
608 Al Jazeera, “Why are Indonesians on social media so supportive of Russia?”,19 March, 2022, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/19/why-are-indonesians-on-social-media-so-supportive-of-russia.  
609 David Hutt, “Jokowi's tightrope walk”, Qantara.de, 19 July, 2022, https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-

ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk.   

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/19/why-are-indonesians-on-social-media-so-supportive-of-russia
https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk
https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/19/why-are-indonesians-on-social-media-so-supportive-of-russia
https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk
https://en.qantara.de/content/indonesias-ties-with-russia-and-the-west-jokowis-tightrope-walk


 

 

 

130 

 

Widodo’s contribution is not clear, the President has received praise in Indonesian media, 

stating that he had made a courageous decision in his efforts to promote peace.610 

 

Russian PMCs Operating in Indonesia 

 

The Wagner Group, a private Russian military company which has close ties to the Russian 

President Vladimir Putin and has been used in war zones across the world611, has been reported 

to be operating in Indonesia since 2014.612 613 However, the exact services offered by the 

Wagner Group in Indonesia are not listed in public sources. Given the nature of the company, 

this does not come as a surprise. Indeed, as reported by The New York Times, the Wagner Group  

“operates in a situation of opacity”, having “a real lack of transparency.”614  

 

In addition, Indonesia is believed to have links to Yevgeniy Prigozhin. Prigozhin is a financier 

and the head of the Wagner Group, also known as “Putin's chef” due to his restaurants and 

catering businesses that hosted dinners attended by Putin.615 It has also been speculated that 

Prigozhin is considering a role in the Russian government616, being a close ally of Putin. It is 

believed that Prigozhin has used the Wagner Group to pursue the interests of the Kremlin, 

financing creative schemes to pursue the Kremlin’s geopolitical goals.617 Prigozhin has 

allegedly received billions in government contracts, also being connected to the Russian-based 

“troll farm” used to carry out online propaganda and social influence operations, representing 

Russian political interests and taking part in global disinformation campaigns.618 Given 

 
610 TVP World, “Indonesia “bridge of peace” between Russia and Ukraine: Indonesian president”, 16 August, 

2022, https://tvpworld.com/61857102/indonesia-bridge-of-peace-between-russia-and-ukraine-indonesian-

president.  
611 Victoria Kim, “What is the Wagner Group?”, The New York Times, March 31, 2022, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/31/world/europe/wagner-group-russia-ukraine.html.  
612 Biancamaria Vallortigara, “Mercenary Fighters in Libya and Ukraine: How Social Media Are Exposing the 

Russian Wagner Group”, BeeHive Middle East Social Media, May 31, 2022, 

https://dayan.org/content/mercenary-fighters-libya-and-ukraine-how-social-media-are-exposing-russian-wagner-

group#_ednref8. 
613 Joshua Keating, “The Wagner Group: Putin’s ‘chef,’ a Nazi-obsessed commando, and the story of the 

Kremlin’s private army”, Grid, October 4, 2022, https://www.grid.news/story/global/2022/10/04/the-wagner-

group-putins-chef-a-nazi-obsessed-commando-and-the-story-of-the-kremlins-private-army/.  
614 Victoria Kim, “What is the Wagner Group?”, The New York Times, March 31, 2022, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/31/world/europe/wagner-group-russia-ukraine.html.  
615 Sumitra Nair, “Explained: The Wagner Group, mercenaries close to Russia, recently sanctioned by EU”, The 

Week, December 18, 2021, https://www.theweek.in/news/world/2021/12/18/explained-the-wagner-group-

mercenaries-close-to-russia-recently-sanctioned-by-eu.html.  
616 Pjotr Sauer, “Russia’s private military contractor Wagner comes out of the shadows in Ukraine war”, The 

Guardian, August 7, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/sep/26/putin-ally-yevgeny-prigozhin-

admits-founding-wagner-mercenary-group.  
617 Amy Mackinnon, “Putin’s Chef’ Steps Out of the Shadows”, Foreign Policy, October 3, 2022, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/03/yevgeny-prigozhin-wagner-group-putin/.  
618 Tim Mcmillan. “HAS “PUTIN’S CHEF” AND WAGNER BOSS, YEVGENY PRIGOZHIN, BECOME A 

CHALLENGE TO THE HOUSE OF PUTIN?”, The Debrief, October 25, 2022, https://thedebrief.org/has-

putins-chef-and-wagner-boss-yevgeny-prigozhin-become-a-challenge-to-the-house-of-putin/.  
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Prigozhin’s connections to Putin and the Kremlin, questions arise about the nature of Priozhin’s 

connections to Indonesia. However, as with the Wagner Group, there is a lack of clarity of the 

matter.  

 

Another Russian PMC operating in Indonesia is Redut-Antiterror (Center R), a unit consisting 

mainly of ex-Russian special forces619, especially from the Russian 45th Special Forces unit,620 

described by the Defence and Security Foresight Group as “highly-qualified professionals”.621 

It is a military-trade union of organisations, which includes professional military, special 

forces, airborne forces, among others. All employees must have combat experience and must 

participate in special operations and peacekeeping operations. PMC was founded in 2008, with 

its creators being scouts and veteran paratroopers. The services offered by the Redut-Antiterror 

include security activities, training of close protection groups, certification of specialists for 

the provision of private security services.622  Redut-Antiterror (Center R) has also been linked 

to the Orel Anti-Terror family of companies623, a private Russian security organisation 

established before the creation of the Wagner Group. The Orel Anti-Terror is organised by 

military and special operations veterans, collaborating with a high number of offshoot agencies 

and affiliated organisations over the years.624 It was registered in the city of Orel as a private 

security firm that was called Antiterror-Tsentr in 2005, with the company officially closing in 

2016.  In 2011 Antiterror-Orel reportedly registered as a training and education site established 

by special forces veterans. However, as with other Russian PMCs, no record of it can be seen 

in the standard database of current and former Russian juridical entities.625  

 

There are also indications that Redut-Antiterror (Center R) has provided military advice and 

training for Abkhazian units during the 2008 Caucasus War. Later it was deployed in Iraq, 

 
619 Anna Maria Dyner, “The Role of Private Military Contractors in Russian Foreign Policy”, PISM, 4 May, 

2018, https://pism.pl/publications/The_Role_of_Private_Military_Contractors_in_Russian_Foreign_Policy.  
620 Åse Gilje Østensen and  Østensen Tor Bukkvoll,  “Russian Use of Private Military and Security Companies-

the implications for European and Norwegian Security FFI-RAPPORT”, CMI, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329736854_Russian_Use_of_Private_Military_and_Security_Compan

ies-the_implications_for_European_and_Norwegian_Security_FFI-RAPPORT, 24.  
621 Sergey Sukhankin and Alla Hurska, Russia’s Private Military Contractors: Cause for Worry? Defence and 

Security Foresight Group, October 2020, https://uwaterloo.ca/defence-security-foresight-group/sites/ca.defence-

security-foresight-group/files/uploads/files/dsfg_sukhankin_hurska_workingpaper_0.pdf, 4.  
622 Vk.com. “Chastnye voennye kompanii v Rossii”, Vk.com February 8 2020, https://vk.com/wall-

191790490_12.  
623 Keir Giles and Valeriy Akimenko, “Use and Utility of Russia’s Private Military Companies”, n.d., 

https://www.queensu.ca/psychology/sites/psycwww/files/uploaded_files/Graduate/OnlineJournal/Keir_Giles_an

d_Valeriy_Akimenko-Use_and_Utility_of_Russias_Private_Military_Companies.pdf, 11.  
624 New America, “Appendix: Glossary of Terms”, n.d., https://www.newamerica.org/international-

security/reports/decoding-wagner-group-analyzing-role-private-military-security-contractors-russian-proxy-

warfare/appendix-glossary-of-terms/.  
625 Kimberly Marten, “Russia’s use of semi-state security forces: the case of the Wagner Group”, Post-Soviet 

Affairs, 35:3 (March 2019): 190.  
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Syria, Somalia, Caribbean countries, former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, and Indonesia.626 Its 

services include the use of snipers and sappers. In addition, the company’s employees have 

been deployed to protect convoys, military installations, oil well personnel, and Russian 

diplomats in Lebanon, Palestine and Afghanistan. The company is reported to have a very close 

relationship with the Russian Ministry of Defence.627 Indeed, in order to be able to establish 

itself in the Iraqi environment, the company received direct support from the Russian Federal 

Security Services.628   

 

Despite being known to be active in Indonesia, similarly to the case of the Wagner Group, the 

specific services provided by Redut-Antiterror (Center R) in Indonesia are not listed in publicly 

available sources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
626  Sergey Sukhanin, “From ‘Volunteers’ to Quasi-PMCs: Retracing the Footprints of Russian Irregulars in the 

Yugoslav Wars and Post-Soviet Conflicts”, Jamestown Foundation, 27 June, 2019, https://jamestown.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/06/Paper-3-Volunteers-to-Quasi-PMCs-1.pdf, 11.  
627 Åse Gilje Østensen and  Østensen Tor Bukkvoll,  “Russian Use of Private Military and Security Companies-

the implications for European and Norwegian Security FFI-RAPPORT”, CMI, 
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Section 3) Comparative Analysis of Russian PMC 

Operations, Regions, and Organisations.  
 

In this section, we utilise a comparative lens to identify any trends, differences, or general 

comparisons that can be made based upon Russian PMC activity in different regions, across 

different Russian PMC organisations, and in different operations. These include; 

 

• How these groups might operate in different environments (hybrid, low-intensity, and 

high intensity theatres) and how these environments affect their behaviour. 

• The scale of human rights abuses in different contexts. 

• How their legal grey zone helps. 

• If the Russian state favours one PMC group over others in regard to pursuing its 

geopolitical aims.  

• How Russian PMCs compete on the market compared to their Western counterparts, 

• How they compare to the growing number of Chinese Private Security Contractors 

operating globally.  

 

1. Comparisons regarding PMC Activities and their Contractors 

 

Hybrid Involvement in Latin America 

Elin Roberts 

 

In this section, we will be analysing the difference in activities of the Wagner group. In doing 

so, we will look at Wagner’s activities around the world in two main categories: we will look 

at its high-intensity military activities as well as its low-intensity activities which include 

political indoctrination and economic aid. What determines the activities of Wagner and the 

amount of violence they resort to is the national context of each country, and to a lesser extent 

the contracting actor.  

 

In analysing Wagner’s activities in Venezuela, we notice that the group did not exercise a lot 

of violence in the country and that the aim of its presence there was to ensure that Nicolás 

Maduro remained in power629 despite the growing protests against him in the country and the 

fact that many global actors such as the United States630, the European Union, and the 

 
629 Camilleri De Castanedo, I., 2021. “Russian Paramilitary Presence in Venezuela?” Grey dynamics.   

https://greydynamics.com/russian-paramilitary-presence-in-venezuela/  
630 Price, N., 2022. “U.S. Recognition of Venezuela’s 2015 National Assembly and Interim President Guaidó”. 

US Department of State. https://www.state.gov/u-s-recognition-of-venezuelas-2015-national-assembly-and-

interim-president-guaido/  
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Organisation of American States631, did not recognise him as the President of Venezuela, and 

instead recognised Juan Guaidó as President. Here we must note that since 2021, the EU632 no 

longer recognised Juan Guaidó as the President of Venezuela. During its presence in 

Venezuela, the Wagner group was mandated to protect Russian infrastructure633 in case 

protests would turn violent and destroy the property of Russian companies. Furthermore, the 

group offered military equipment and training to the Venezuelan military and government in 

case that there would be US intervention on Venezuelan soil in an attempt to oust Maduro and 

place Guaidó as president. Moreover, having Wagner’s presence in Venezuela was a way to 

exercise influence within the US sphere of influence despite the fact that the group is not 

directly linked to the Russian government and that it legally does not exist. Hence, the activities 

of Wagner in Venezuela mostly consisted of military training, as well as potential military 

intervention if Maduro was ousted from power as Maduro is one of Russia’s allies in the 

Americas.  

 

Looking at Wagner’s activities in Asia, specifically in Sri Lanka and Indonesia, these are very 

secretive634 and are not as clear as what we have seen in Venezuela. However, we may say that 

their activities are based upon technical support and indoctrination which is what was seen in 

Venezuela. 

 

Low-Intensity Activity in Africa 

Hugo Claus  

 

Examining Wagner’s activities in Africa we can perceive the projection of Russian soft power 

throughout the continent in complementarity with hard power. The Wagner Group projects this 

power in four different aspects. Through media and press projects, economic projects, political 

cooperation, and lobbying interests in multilateral organisations. One characteristic of this soft 

power projection is the cooperation with politically isolated leaders and parties635. Prigozhin 

has offered political consulting services to several countries including Madagascar, South 

Africa, Sudan and Zimbabwe.  

 

 
631 OAS., “Member State: Venezuela”. OAS. 

https://www.oas.org/en/member_states/member_state.asp?sCode=ven  
632 Reuters Staff., 2021. “EU states no longer recognise Guaido as Venezuela's interim president”. Reuters. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-politics-eu-idUSKBN29U1A3  

 
633 Camilleri De Castanedo, I., 2021. “Russian Paramilitary Presence in Venezuela?” Grey dynamics.   

https://greydynamics.com/russian-paramilitary-presence-in-venezuela/  
634 CSIS., 2020. “Band of Brothers: The Wagner Group and the Russian State”. https://www.csis.org/blogs/post-

soviet-post/band-brothers-wagner-group-and-russian-state  
635 Joseph Siegle. “How Russia is pursuing state capture in Africa”, LSE Blogs. March 21, 2022. 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2022/03/21/how-russia-is-pursuing-state-capture-in-africa-ukraine-wagner-

group/.  
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In Madagascar, the Wagner Group supported the election of Andry Rajoelina636 in 2019 

through the control of a major Malgasy newspaper. In South Africa, it provided political 

consultation to the ruling African National Congress (ANC) about forthcoming parliamentary 

elections in 2019. In Sudan, it provided political support for the government led by General 

Abdel Fattah al-Burhan637, reportedly conducting disinformation campaigns to promote the 

junta and discredit the protestors. In Zimbabwe it provided “electoral support” to the ZANU-

PF during the election of Emerson Mnangagwa638.  

 

In all the cases we can see that ruling leaders and parties use services offered by Wagner to 

secure control and stabilise the situation in their respective states. In this process it has also 

gained access to contracts and resources. Therefore, there is also an economic dimension to 

this soft power projection. Some also interpret the increasing presence of Russian PMCs and 

their soft power projection as an attempt to undermine the regional influence of other powers639 

such as France and the United States. For example, in 2018, Wagner Group employees flew to 

the Comoros via Belarus to see if political technologies could be used to inflame the row 

between the Comoros and France over the island of Mayotte.  

 

Russian PMC’s such as the Wagner Group thus position themselves as multipurpose security 

providers in Africa offering a range of services to leaders and states. This reflects Russia’s 

vision of Africa as a new strategic hub640 in its foreign policy, ensuing its increasing isolation 

since 2014. The nature of Wagner’s activities in some of these countries suggest that Russian 

presence is likely to be an increasingly important influence for the foreseeable future.  

 

High-Intensity Activity in Syria Mali and Ukraine 

Mariam Morsy  

 

Russian PMCs operations showcase different levels of involvement in different parts of the 

world. While it is determined that operations had both economic and geopolitical goals for the 

Russian side, the intensity of military interventions were shaped by one of two factors; the first 

factor is the contractor’s willingness to engage the groups into fights. In the Syrian context, the 

government of Syria had a strong will to use Russia’s PMCs in defeating rebel groups, 

 
636 Luke Harding and Jason Burke, “Leaked documents reveal Russian effort to exert influence in Africa”, The 

Guardian.  June 11, 2019. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/11/leaked-documents-reveal-russian-

effort-to-exert-influence-in-africa.  
637 Joseph Siegle. “How Russia is pursuing”.  
638 Andrey Maslow and Vadim Zaytsev, “What’s behind Russia’s newfound interest in Zimbabwe”, Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace. November 11, 2018. https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/77707.  
639 Harding and Burke, “Leaked documents reveal Russian”.  
640 Joseph Siegle, “Russia and Africa: Expanding influence and instability”, in Russia’s Global Reach: A 

Security and Statecraft Assessment, ed. Graeme Herd (Garmisch-Partenkirchen: George C. Marshall European 

Center for Security Studies, 2021), https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-

books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-

influence-and, 80-90.  
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considering the high quality of Wagner fighters in combat. We see that the Syrian government 

contracted the PMCs to protect its valuable rebel-controlled oil and gas fields,641 and it was 

also responsible for their payments.642 Thus, PMCs got involved in high-intensity military 

operations against anti-regime forces under the government’s auspices. The same scenario 

occurred in Mali, where the Malian government gave PMCs the freedom to commit atrocities 

against civilians in the name of counterterrorism.643 This resulted in high levels of human rights 

violations sponsored by the Russian-Malian alliance.644 While it seems that violent operations 

intensify when the contractor is the state, the real reason behind this is the ability of 

governments to provide wider patronage for PMC groups, considering their sensitive 

connection to the Russian state, while it is harder for rebel groups to do the same. 

 

The second factor is the strategic importance of the intervention to the Russian state. This is 

seen within the context of Ukraine, where the importance of Russian military operations was 

of high value to the Russian state in order to secure its geopolitical and financial interests 

against the West. Russian PMCs were deeply involved in carrying out violent operations in 

Ukraine along with the Russian armed forces, as well as training pro-Russia separatists for 

combat.645 The military involvement of PMC groups was also determined by the intensity of 

the situation in each country and how much the contractor needs back-up fighters. As seen in 

Syria, Ukraine and Mali, the situation in all three countries (among other countries where 

Russian PMCs operated) was highly escalated and needed PMCs to support Russian allies in 

their fights.  

 

2. Human Rights Abuses Committed by Russian PMCs in 

Collaboration with Contracting States 

Camille Victor and Christopher Healey  

 

Building on the previous points delving into human rights abuses, more widely human rights 

abuses and war crimes are virtually indissociable from Russian PMCs. Nonetheless, there 

seems to be a variation in the scale of violations committed by the paramilitaries depending on 

whether they have been contracted by and/or work alongside state security forces or rebels. For 

 
641 Leviev, Ruslan (28 March 2019). В Сирии появилась новая ЧВК родом из Украины [In Syria, a new 

PMC hails from Ukraine]. citeam.org (in Russian). Archived from the original on 30 March 2019. Retrieved 28 

February 2020. 
642 Denis Korotkov, “Spisok Wagnera,” Fontanka.ru, August 21, 2017, 

https://www.fontanka.ru/2017/08/18/075/. 
643 “Mali: Massacre by Army, Foreign Soldiers”, Human Rights Watch, April 5, 2022. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/05/mali-massacre-army-foreign-soldiers.  
644 “Massacres, Executions, and Falsified Graves: The Wagner Group’s Mounting Humanitarian Cost in Mali”, 
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Jamestown Foundation, September 3, 2019. https://jamestown.org/program/unleashing-the-pmcs-and-irregulars-
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instance, Wagner mercenaries contracted by the Malian government — which does not hold 

the former accountable for their violent abuses — have significantly contributed to the rise in 

human rights violations against civilians since their deployment.646 This contrasts with the 

much lower amount of (known) abuses committed by Wagner mercenaries accused of helping 

rebels in Chad, 647 which are less directly involved in conflict and whose activities mostly 

consist of providing weapons and training to the insurgents. 648 

 

The cooperation of Russian mercenaries with state security forces therefore seems to be related 

with higher levels of human rights violations, stemming from their “legitimate” presence in the 

country and the climate of impunity they usually operate in. Thus, if more states turn to Russian 

PMCs to provide them with security services, this will likely lead to increased levels of abuses 

and insecurity which will in turn feed insurgency and instability. 

 

Moving away from the African context, Wagner’s activities in Ukraine provide valuable 

insight on this trend. Prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2023, PMC activity 

writ large was contained to eastern Ukraine in support of separatist rebels (with the exception 

of PMC activity in Crimea during the 2014 annexation mentioned earlier in this report). While 

civilian casualties were a continual point of concern during the fighting contained to the east, 

there was a lack of adequate reporting done by international agencies and NGOs on the scale 

of human rights abuses and war crimes.649 Although the full scale of human rights abuses and 

war crimes committed by Russian forces and PMCs in Ukraine since the invasion remains 

unknown, it is evident thus far that there has been an enormous increase in both. Indeed, the 

discovery of executed civilians in places such as Bucha and Motyzhyn hints at what is likely 

to be found wherever Ukrainian territory is reclaimed from Russian forces — regardless of 

whether or not PMCs are operating in tandem with the Russian military. 

 

Given the aforementioned lack of reporting done in eastern Ukraine prior to the invasion, we 

cannot say for certain that there is a clear distinction between PMC human rights abuses and 

war crimes when working alongside rebels or Russian forces in a Ukrainian context. 

Nevertheless, a clear trend to note is the sheer scale of human rights abuses and war crimes 

committed when Russian forces seize and control territory during war — a trend made all the 
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649 “World Report 2020: Rights Trends in Ukraine.” Human Rights Watch, January 14, 2020. 
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more dangerous when supported by PMCs like the Wagner Group who are known to be 

effective terrorizers of civilian populations. 

 

3. Protection Through a Legal Grey Zone  

Polina Encheva 

 

After reviewing the legal status of Russian private military companies within the borders of 

the Russian federation, it is important to understand the role and meaning of Russian PMCs 

and their operation within the borders of other countries. It is known that the Kremlin regime 

uses PMCs to fulfil its foreign policy goals while avoiding both political and legal 

repercussions. With the domestic ban on mercenary groups and their operations,650 the Russian 

legal system surrenders to the ‘tyranny’ of private organisations. The extent of power of the 

legal system is limited to article 359 of the Russian Criminal Code that bans any non-

governmental actors to be involved in matters of defence, security or foreign policy.651 The 

complex relationship between PMCs and the state is reduced to a rather simple and 

performative engagement with the legal system. The lack of legal power over PMCs on 

domestic level can easily be translated across other countries. Moreover, the Russian legal 

system never developed the mechanisms to investigate or support any external investigations 

into the operations of PMCs.  

 

Since the ban from article 359 on mercenary units has not been applied to Private Security 

Companies (PSCs),652 the lack of legal mechanism to counter potential dangerous activities by 

PMCs suggests that the Russian state is exercising a form of protectionism both at the domestic 

and international levels. The conflicting and unclear legal status of PMCs translates across the 

structures of foreign and international courts and their capacity to prosecute and investigate 

potential war crimes. To fully understand the legal obstruction surrounding the operations of 

PMCs, specific case studies are required. Since legal systems exist independently of each other, 

they are not equipped with the specific laws to make full inquiries into the activities of PMCs 

on their sovereign territory. Often international legal courts are also helpless and do not provide 

appropriate mechanisms or frameworks to take on extensive investigations and actually 

prosecute PMCs. This legal paradox conveniently keeps the hands of Russian lawmakers clean 

and steers the state clear from any direct political backlash. It could be argued that the refusal 

of the current political elite in Russia to set a domestic legal framework for PMCs, they exploit 
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PMCs to pursue foreign policy goals and commit war crimes without suffering any 

repercussions.  

 

4. The Wagner Group has far closer links to the Russian State than 

other PMCs, but also Presents a Growing Risk to it.   

Cherifa Bourchak and Sarah Kuszynski  

 

The Wagner Group has long been considered ‘Putin’s Private Army’ and drawn international 

attention for its closeness to the Russian government. Unlike other Russian PMCs, it is not 

registered in Russia or anywhere else.653 As such, there is a limit in competition,654 which 

ensures that only favoured groups such as Wagner are allowed to operate. This is further 

evident in the strong links between the Wagner Group and the Russian military, which is highly 

unusual for traditional PMCs. The CSIS has noted several documented occasions where 

Wagner operatives used transport infrastructure related to Russia’s Ministry of Defense, 

including arriving in Venezuela to assist President Nicolas Maduro in a Russian Air Force 

aircraft and flying in and out of Syria in military planes.655 Wagner extensively depends on key 

Russian military infrastructure that extends beyond transport to sharing bases and using known 

military health care services.656 Close links with official military is atypical of PMCs, which 

all points to a favourable position for the Wagner Group, which combined with its known 

networks to the Kremlin, likens the group to a proxy Russian organisation.  

 

The Russian state has previously gone to great lengths to hide its affiliation with Wagner. For 

example, in 2018, a team of Russian journalists who went to the Central African Republic to 

report on PMC activities were killed in what is suspected to have been a planned attack.657 

 

Anna Borshchevskaya of the Foreign Policy Institute, points out that the Russian state 

outlawing PMCs is not only due to a desire for deniability, but also an underlying fear that such 

groups could overtake the state. This is a very real fear for the Kremlin elite as the Wagner 

 
653 “Putin Chef’s Kisses of Death: Russia’s Shadow Army’s State-Run Structure Exposed,” Bellingcat, August 

14, 2020, https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/. 
654 Kimberly Marten, “Russia’s Use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group,” Post-

Soviet Affairs 35, no. 3 (March 26, 2019): 181–204, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586x.2019.1591142. 
655 Joseph Trevithick, “Russian Transport Aircraft Deliver Men and Materiel to Venezuela Direct from Syria,” 

The Drive, March 25, 2019, https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/27143/russian-transport-aircraft-deliver-

men-and-materiel-to-venezuela-direct-from-syria; “Russian Spetsnaz, Contractors and Volunteers in the Syrian 

Conflict,” 2017, 

https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/fainberg_russian_spetsnaz_syrian_conflict_2017.pdf. 
656 “Как выглядит лагерь ЧВК Вагнера под Краснодаром,” www.znak.com, 2022, 

https://www.znak.com/2018-03-05/kak_vyglyadit_lager_chvk_vagnera_v_krasnodare. 
657 Luke Harding, “Russian Journalists Killed in CAR ‘Were Researching Military Firm,’” the Guardian, August 

1, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/01/russian-journalists-killed-central-african-republic-

investigating-military-firm-kremlin-links. 

https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1060586X.2019.1591142
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/27143/russian-transport-aircraft-deliver-men-and-materiel-to-venezuela-direct-from-syria
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/27143/russian-transport-aircraft-deliver-men-and-materiel-to-venezuela-direct-from-syria
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/fainberg_russian_spetsnaz_syrian_conflict_2017.pdf
https://www.znak.com/2018-03-05/kak_vyglyadit_lager_chvk_vagnera_v_krasnodare
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/01/russian-journalists-killed-central-african-republic-investigating-military-firm-kremlin-links
https://www.fpri.org/contributor/anna-borshchevskaya/
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/
https://d.docs.live.net/4f7d8baee18c68ca/Desktop/London%20Politica/10.1080/1060586x.2019.1591142
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/27143/russian-transport-aircraft-deliver-men-and-materiel-to-venezuela-direct-from-syria
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/27143/russian-transport-aircraft-deliver-men-and-materiel-to-venezuela-direct-from-syria
https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/fainberg_russian_spetsnaz_syrian_conflict_2017.pdf
https://www.znak.com/2018-03-05/kak_vyglyadit_lager_chvk_vagnera_v_krasnodare
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/01/russian-journalists-killed-central-african-republic-investigating-military-firm-kremlin-links
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/aug/01/russian-journalists-killed-central-african-republic-investigating-military-firm-kremlin-links


 

 

 

140 

 

Group’s popularity in Russia has surged since it bolstered Russian ranks in Ukraine and was 

thereby able to claim that it could act as an alternative to wider mobilisation. 
658 

Furthermore, the Wagner Group's connections to the Russian state are more entrenched than 

those of other PMCs, such as the RSB Group.  It has been argued that the Wagner Group and 

their leaders now have as much political influence in the Kremlin as the foreign minister and 

the defence minister. For instance, Prigozhin was behind the recent appointment of General 

Sergey Surovikin to head the military operation in Ukraine. Prigozhin is generally increasingly 

involved in day-to-day decision-making with regards to the war in Ukraine.659 

 

Relatedly, Putin awarded military honours to senior Wagner commanders. Prigozhin was 

granted the title ‘Hero of the Russian Federation’.660 This is a marked change of course from 

the Kremlin denying connection to the group, especially in relation to the group’s activities in 

Syria, Libya and various other central African nations. 

 

The RSB Group and The Moran Security Group’s treatment by the state is closer in line with 

Western military contractors as defined by the International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC) in 2008 which outlines their defensive nature, focused on armed guarding and 

protection of convoys, buildings and other places; maintenance and operation of weapons.661 

 

For example, in Syria, the Slavonic Corps were assigned to “guard” several oil fields in Deir 

ez Zor in eastern Syria before it emerged that the Corps were tasked to wrestle the oil fields 

from rebel control.662 Hence, even groups that tend toward more private than state-based 

operations are also leveraged by the Kremlin to serve its own interests. 

 

In short, The PMC-Kremlin, in particular the Wagner-Kremlin nexus, has expanded since the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine and it is increasingly difficult to distinguish between private and 

state-sponsored groups. 
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5. Comparing Russian PMCs and their Western Alternatives 

Lāsma Kokina and George Barber 

 

There are currently 11 known Russian PMCs that carry out missions outside Russia: RSB 

Group, Antiterror, MAR, MSGroup (Morgan Security Group), Centre R (other names include 

Center R, ‘Tiger Top-rent security’, and ‘Redut AntiTerror), ATKGroup, Slavonik Corps, 

Wagner Group, E.N.O.T., Cossaks, and Patriot.  

 

Some of these PMCs have substantial experience. The longest-existing Russian PMC is the 

Cossacks who have been active in war zones since 1992 when they first took part in the armed 

conflict in Moldova (Transnistria). South Ossetia, Crimea, and Donbas were among the places 

for their latest activities. However, Cossacks-type infantry units have been gradually replaced 

by well-equipped assault troops with a clear command-and-control structure similar to that of 

the Russian Army. MAR, E.N.O.T. Corp., Wagner Group, and Patriot are all examples of 

Russian traditional proxy warfare with private military companies remodelled and redeployed 

on land instead of sea.663 Russian PMCs offer a range of different services, including combat 

operations, intelligence collection and analysis, protective services, training, site security, and 

information operations and propaganda.664 According to CSIS data,665 the number of countries 

where Russian PMCs operate has increased from 4 countries in 2015 to 27 in 2021 due to 

Russia’s ambition to increase its influence.  

 

Russian PMCs are slightly different in terms of the services666 they offer. Arguably the most 

frequently mentioned Russian PMC is the Wagner Group, which is associated with several 

activities – training of elite forces, direct participation in battles,667 including application of 

irregular warfare (ambushes, raids, and diversionary attacks), and military advisory and human 

intelligence.668 Other Russian PMCs associated mainly with warfare operations include Centre 
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R, Cossacks, Patriot, ATK Group, and Slavonic Corps who are associated with their military 

operations in places such as Donetsk and Luhansk in Ukraine and Syria.669 

 

Other Russian PMCs have a slightly different profile, focusing more on security service 

provision. For example, RSB Group’s activities include protection of naval and VIP, mine 

clearance, and rebel support.670 As mentioned on the RSB Group website, the company’s focus 

is security, offering arm protection and security services.671  Another Russian PMC, PKSK 

Mar, also emphasises the security aspect, offering armed protection of objects and transport, 

maintenance of public order in extreme conditions, and fire suppression. Similarly, E.N.O.T. 

Corp. provides security services in the form of rescue of people and security increase for 

“compatriots”, although it is also known to be engaged in preventative fights against illegal 

immigration, fights against organised crime and drug trafficking, and ideological education.672 

Consequently, while there is some diversity in the Russian PMC market depending on the 

services one is looking for, there are companies with similar service profiles.  

 

In terms of salaries, Russian PMCs are generally expected to pay $1,500 to $3,600 a month 

depending on the tasks carried out by their contractors,673 much less than the American and 

British PMC employees who are believed to earn as much as £10,000 a month, tax-free.674  

However, there are indications of Russian PMCs offering different ranges of compensation. 

For example, the salaries paid by Patriot to its fighters ($6,300–15,800 per month) is much 

more generous than the ones paid by Wagner ($2,500–3,500 per month).675 Thus, companies 

are able to compete with each other based on the compensation offered.  

 

Unlike Russia, the U.S. and the UK are participants of the Montreux Document, an agreement 

produced in 2008. While this document does not provide a globally recognised definition of 

PMCs, it emphasises their defensive nature, focused on “armed guarding and protection of 

persons and objects, such as convoys, buildings and other places; maintenance and operation 

of weapons systems; prisoner detention; and advice to or training of local forces and security 
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personnel.”676 Furthermore, Western PMCs operate according to two key principles: complete 

legality and non-military function with the rare exception of using weapons in self-defence on 

missions. In contrast, Russian PMCs were established for completely opposite purposes, also 

being de jure non-existent and illegal according to the Russian Penal Code. As such, it is 

challenging to provide a direct comparison between Russian and Western PMCs.  

 

However, arguably, Russian PMCs would be most likely to compete with the biggest Western 

PMCs for military services in the world’s hotspots, such as Somalia, Iraq, Israel, Palestine, 

Gaza, and Afghanistan, to name a few. Some of the well-known big PMCs are Blackwater 

(now known as Academi), FDG Corp, DynCorp., MPRI in the U.S., G4S, Aegis Defence 

Service, Erinys International in the UK, and an American-British company Northbridge 

Services Group. These PMCs are likely to take part in international peacekeeping operations. 

For example, FDG Corp lists services such as the “protection of ships and cargo, military 

logistics, maritime and land transportation, the training of special units and security teams for 

operations in high-risk areas, military counselling.”677 Therefore, at least officially, the 

Western PMCs are more security-focused than their Russian counterparts. Nonetheless, there 

is a lot of secrecy in their actions. For example, Blackwater, now Academi, opened fire on Iraqi 

civilians in September 2007, killing 17 and causing injuries to further 20. Similarly, in 2007, 

the guards of Aegis Defence Services were reported to be using their weapons at civilians. 

These examples illustrate a bigger issue- a lack of transparency among the Western PMCs.678 

 

Russian PMCs operate in a wide range of locales and do not all have the same operational 

goals. The list of countries that Russian PMCs operate in has grown substantially679 since 2015, 

increasing influence all over the globe in Africa, Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and Latin 

America. An important function of these PMCs that are in competition with Western PMCs is 

to build stronger relationships with the countries in which their clients are located, or a state 

itself if they are contracted with a state. The geopolitical stakes are high, with PMCs vying for 

clients in many places around the world. Russian PMCs see a greater opportunity to garner 

influence in places with less law and order and greater instability.  
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A lack of transparency regarding the activities of PMCs has been an issue of debate. Russian 

PMCs and Western PMCs alike have undertaken many clandestine actions that have raised 

questions about transparency regarding the contracts they receive, where they are operating, 

their short and long term objectives, and what mechanisms are in place to keep them 

accountable. This lack of transparency can make it difficult for citizens of democratic countries 

to be properly informed about geopolitical events when they go to vote. PMCs accuse each 

other of unfair competition and conflicts of interest. For Western policymakers, the lack of 

transparency from Russian PMCs could be exploited by bringing to light past Russian PMC 

failures and abuses making this a double-edged sword for Moscow politically.  

 

6. Russian PMCs and their Chinese counterparts 

Noah Trowbridge and Katie Luk 

 

Whilst Russian PMCs have concentrated international attention, it is worth examining why 

their Chinese counterparts have seemingly gone under-the-radar. Essentially, this is down to a 

divergence in both countries’ incentives for exporting security services in Africa. Whilst 

Russian PMCs intervene on behalf of a country with a limited economic and demographic 

footprint in Africa and that seeks greater political influence and economic gain – an allegiance 

which will never be formally recognised by Moscow –, Chinese contractors are mandated to 

protect the existing Belt & Road Initiative (BRI) in areas that cannot be safeguarded by Chinese 

peacekeepers or the People’s Liberation Army across the continent.680 This clearer affiliation 

with Beijing ensures that their companies comply with Chinese arms control legislation, 

meaning they should be differentiated from their Russian counterparts as Private Security 

Companies (PSCs) as their personnel cannot bear arms.681 

 

That said, two trends could lead to a break away from this status quo. Firstly, as the Chinese 

diaspora in Africa grows and increasingly becomes a privileged target of kidnapping and theft, 

Beijing may seek to strengthen its PSCs’ capabilities. Secondly, if the commercial terms of 

BRI contracts become less appealing to African governments, the latter may seek security 

services in return for access to raw materials, in which case Beijing may turn to the Russian 

model. However, at the time of writing, these scenarios remain unlikely. 

 

The 2018 MERICS report shows only some 30 to 40 Chinese PSCs are operating overseas 

compared to the 7000 operating domestically682. The small and immature sector generally has 

poor abilities and are slow to adapt to the demands of BRI growth since 2013. Compared to 

Russian PMCs who have been operating in high risk areas since 1990s, there is a major gap in 
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terms of language skills, intelligence gathering structures, essential local connections, and a 

shortage of experienced personnel683. In the words of Tian Buchou, who manages security of 

Chinese companies in the Middle East and Africa, “more than 80% of Chinese security 

personnel have just a basic education… are directly led by people who are just military 

enthusiasts and love playing war games”.684 China’s arms restrictions also meant PSCs could 

only operate in fenced/gated compounds and hire local armies or foreign PMCs to guard the 

grounds.685 
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