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ABSTRACT

The Wagner Group, Russia's premier private military outfit, defined Russian grand
strategy doctrine for over a decade acting on the behalf of the Kremlin. After the fiery end of the
Wagner Group as a private actor following an attempted mutiny in 2023 on the Kremlin by the
group's leader, Evgeny Prigozhin, scholars and Russia-watchers around the world documented
the vast myriad of effects that the Wagner group has had on proxies and regions of interest
abroad. However, the use of Wagner contractors has also had a remarkable impact on Russia
itself. In this paper I argue that Russia's pervasive use of the Wagner Group and semi-state
contractors has been one of the biggest weaknesses of contemporary Russian grand strategy, and
that even Wagner's marginal wins in a few of these proxies have contributed to the failure or
stalling of other Russian objectives in the same states. Despite the mutiny ending Prigozhin's
tenure as Wagner's leader, the group is still active in everything but name, and will affect how

Russia conducts grand strategy in the future.



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION

On June 23, 2023, Yevgeny Prigozhin, then the head of the infamous private military
outfit the Wagner Group, was shown in a video in front of a burning trench, alleging that official
Russian defense forces deliberately shelled Wagner troops days earlier." A petty criminal turned
St. Petersburg businessman turned oligarch and paramilitary leader, Prigozhin turned on the
system that imbued him with so much power, in an attempted mutiny against Russia president
Vladimir Putin, bringing Putin's absolutist control over Russia into question, and upturning ten
years of Russian grand strategy. The shelling occurred after Prigozhin lashed out at Russian
military officials —more specifically Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu— in a video released on
Telegram, saying he and other military officials deceived Putin into launching the invasion of
Ukraine,” and that Russian justifications for the 2022 invasion were built on falsehoods meant to
line the pockets of the oligarchic elite. Contrary to official Russian narratives of the
"denazification" of Ukraine and countering the influence of NATO, Prigozhin stated "the
oligarchic clan that rules Russia needed the war...The mentally ill scumbags decided: ‘It’s OK,
we’ll throw in a few thousand more Russian men as cannon fodder. They’ll die under artillery
fire, but we’ll get what we want.””
Following these fiery remarks, Prigozhin armed himself and a contingent of Wagner

contractors with munitions and armored vehicles, marched on Moscow, and was able to come

just shy of an armed confrontation with the Russian Ministry of Defense before the Kremlin

"News, A. B. C. “Wagner Mercenary Chief Calls for Armed Rebellion against Russian Military
Leadershlp ABC News. Accessed Apr|I 3, 2025.

2id=100335756.
2 dw.com. “Wagner Head Prigozhin Says Russian Army Attacked His Forces — DW — 06/23/2023.”
Accessed April 3, 2025.

"

The Intercept, June

3 Risen, James “YevgenyPrlgozhm S Coup Targets Putm andHls ‘Ollgarchlc Clan.
24, 2023. hitps: [



https://theintercept.com/2023/06/24/russia-putin-yevgeny-prigozhin-wagner/
https://www.dw.com/en/wagner-head-prigozhin-says-russian-army-attacked-his-forces/a-66016855
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wagner-mercenary-chief-calls-armed-rebellion-russian-military/story?id=100335756
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wagner-mercenary-chief-calls-armed-rebellion-russian-military/story?id=100335756

retook control of the situation. Prigozhin's mutiny failed, but not before revealing the
discontinuities in the Kremlin's grand strategy doctrine that allowed one man to accrue enough
power to challenge what many see as an unchallengeable regime— for the entire world to see. The
Wagner Group was then retained in everything but name and central leadership, and has now
been subsumed into multiple parts of the Russian military apparatus, reporting directly to the
MoD, the Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Russian armed forces (the GRU) and
various other security agencies. Despite the continuation of Wagner's operations (especially in
Africa) under new leadership, Russia faces considerable hurdles in retaining the control that
Wagner afforded.

Most of the events that facilitated the mutiny took place years before the group was
allowed to become so powerful under Prigozhin. Russia has employed private contractors and
paramilitary groups in a core tenet of contemporary grand strategy doctrine for a myriad of
reasons. The increased use of private contractors in Russian political objectives abroad is about
more than plausible deniability when objectives go wrong, and more than just mitigating
coup-risk. The Wagner Group has defined contemporary Russian grand strategy through their
operations abroad in support of the Kremlin's goals. A primary objective is military interventions
in the near abroad with the goal of reintegrating the Soviet world and preventing former Soviet
states from forming closer ties with the West, more aggressive escalation with the West
—represented most clearly by the 2014 annexation of Crimea and subsequent invasion of Ukraine,
where the Wagner Group played a central role— and establishing networks of soft power and
influence in proxy theatres abroad through the use of Wagner contractors while concurrently
pivoting to renewed relations in Africa, capitalizing on insecure regimes to bolster Russian

interests. The sheer breadth of operations Wagner conducted —ranging from security, to training



foreign militaries, to participating in wars and other armed conflicts, to misinformation and
propaganda campaigns, to guarding diamond and gold mines— went to places that official
Russian forces lacked the capacity to go.

Besides aiding in foreign policy objectives, the use of Wagner contractors has also had a
remarkable impact on Russia itself. Russia's official military forces are treated as secondary to
the shadowy contractor group, receiving less funding and equipment, as well as being notified of
operations after the Wagner Group is made aware. The Wagner Group has split Russia's military
capabilities in two groups: the personal private army of the Kremlin, and everyone else. While
both might be loyal to Putin (with one extremely large, public, and disastrous exception) the
Wagner Group has been consistently utilized in the foreign conflicts and regions that Russia has
vested political interest in, and as a result, changed the way Russia conducts grand strategy.
While the Wagner Group has been a central pillar of contemporary Russian grand strategy and
foreign policy, the results have been extremely mixed. States wherein the group operates have
often become more unstable as a result: some regimes that the Wagner group has aided have
collapsed completely (such as in Syria and Sudan,) or have devolved into stalemates (as in
Ukraine, Libya, and Mozambique) with marginal gains achieved at best. These marginal gains
are most encapsulated in regions of interest in Africa, such as the Central African Republic,
Mali, and others. Russian use of Wagner contractors to indiscriminately support military juntas
and other unstable regimes abroad has also had the effect of stalling other Russian objectives in
regions of interest. Overall, the effects of increased use of private contractors has been more
negative than positive, and has left room for vulnerability in Russian grand strategy beyond the
mutiny. The attempted mutiny originating from the very heart of the Russian elite was the most

public consequence of these mistakes, one of the most disastrous national security lapses in



Putin's Russia, and the most publicized and extreme vulnerability in Putin's tenure of
authoritarian rule.

Russia's political objectives abroad in the past 20 years have been agitational, high in risk
of military recourse from its adversaries and high in risk of increasing geopolitical tensions, a
pattern that has only increased with time. Increased use of private and semi-state military force
has had the effect of aggravating Russia's enemies while making its own official military
capacities less important to the state itself, subverting its official capabilities to achieve political
objectives abroad in the process. While the mutiny proved to be unsuccessful, it was the closest
Russia has been to a fraught transfer of power under Vladimir Putin. Just the fact that an attempt
could be made at all showed a lapse of absolute control, which left the Kremlin rattled: if an
entire state is based around the will of one person exercising power through informal networks of
power, the state is left in disarray if that person is deposed.

The rising prevalence of the use of irregular forces by political actors around the globe
raises the question of why states like Russia use contractors for the functions that the Wagner
Group served instead of using official state capacities. An immediate observation is that the use
of private contractors gives the state plausible deniability should there be political turbulence as a
result of the contractors' activities. In addition, the use of paramilitary and private contractors can
successfully help the Russian state obfuscate the financial and human tolls of political operations

abroad. While the public can't know the full extent of how these "illegals"*

are used globally, the
failures are publicized —bringing the efficacy of "plausible deniability" into question— and the

coverage of these failures has only increased through investigative journalism and social media,

4 The Bell. “A Private Army for the President: The Tale of Evgeny Prigozhin’s Most Delicate Mission,”
January 31, 2019.
https://en.thebell.io/a-private-army-for-the-president-the-tale-of-evgeny-prigozhin-s-most-delicate-mission/



https://en.thebell.io/a-private-army-for-the-president-the-tale-of-evgeny-prigozhin-s-most-delicate-mission/

the height of which being the aforementioned coup attempt in 2023. While the boons of plausible
deniability and obfuscation are apparent, what isn't apparent is to what degree increased security
privatization weakens or strengthens the Russian state and its grand strategy objectives in foreign
regions of interest. In this paper I seek to answer this question, arguing that increased security
privatization has been one of the biggest weaknesses in Russian grand strategy in the past fifteen
years, using a survey of Wagner operations in six key regions as case studies. Russia's use of
PMC:s has led to failing political objectives in proxies abroad, often with mixed or disastrous
results for Russian interests in these respective regions, as well as the aggravated destabilization
of the countries where the Wagner Group has operated, resulting in the stalling of other Russian
regional interests.

Chapter 2 will discuss Soviet use of private contractors and the historical context of
private military groups in Russia. This section will also explain the origins of the Wagner group
as an offshoot of other private military groups (PMCs,) discuss the importance of Evgeny
Prigozhin and Dimitri Utkin as two central figures in the structure of the Wagner Group, as well
as clarify the legal status of PMCs in Russia and a provide a short overview of the Russian
defense industry. Chapter 3 will review the current literature on the Wagner Group, describe the
research methodology of this project, as well as include a discussion of sources used in the paper.
Chapter 4 will provide an explanation of Russian political structures as they relate to the Wagner
Group as well as a short history of Russian foreign policy objectives from the 1990s to the
present. Chapter 5 will discuss the Wagner Group's activities by region from 2013-2023, with
cases including Syria, Ukraine, Libya, Mozambique, Sudan, and the Central African Republic.
This chapter will also outline how Wagner's successes and failures have affected Russian grand

strategy and political objectives in each region. Chapter 6 will discuss the August 2023 mutiny

10



and its effects on Russian national security, the death of Evgeny Prigozhin, and how Prigozhin's
death and Wagner's restructuring has affected Russian operations abroad. Chapter 7 will further

discuss the effects of the Wagner Group on Russian grand strategy objectives and conclude the

paper.

11



Chapter 2: THE WAGNER GROUP IN CONTEXT
2.1 Soviet Uses of Irregular Forces

The use of irregular forces and proxies was also a central component in Soviet foreign
policy towards conflicts in geopolitical areas of interest in the twentieth century. While these
groups were not private military companies in the sense that Wagner claimed to be, these
operatives still behaved in similar ways to Wagner contractors between 2013-2023, and provide
important historical and operational context into semi-state military actors acting on behalf of the
Russian Federation. Often Soviet operatives and servicemen participating abroad in proxy
conflicts were identified as "tourists" by Moscow if discovered by regional authorities.” The late
Soviet period —especially during the Brezhnev years— also saw the rising influence of the
Crnenna3s (spetsnaz) or special forces of the official Soviet armed forces, the constituent groups in
Soviet states which would be reincarnated in the Post-Soviet era. The operational structures and
hierarchies of these constituent groups would be retained in the structures of both official
Russian military groups as well as the Wagner Group and other PMCs. In the second half of the
twentieth century, the Soviet Union sent thousands of military specialists under the cover of
“advisors” to aid and participate in proxy conflicts and regions of interest abroad, including
Syria, Egypt, and Libya.® In these operations, irregular and paramilitary forces were not allowed
to disclose their affiliation to any arm of the Soviet government or bring with them any suspect
items related to their true identities. Historian Sergey Sukhankin detailed one such incident: In

March 1970, the Soviet minister of defense, Marshal Andrey Grechko, reportedly told Soviet

5 Sukhankin, Sergey. “The Russian State’s Use of Irregular Forces and Private Military Groups: From Ivan
the Terrible to the Soviet Period,” n.d.
6 “Band of Brothers: The Wagner Group and the Russian State | The Post-Soviet Post | CSIS.” Accessed
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https://www.csis.org/blogs/post-soviet-post/band-brothers-wagner-group-and-russian-state

pilots: 'Comrades, in case you are shot down beyond the Suez Canal and taken hostage, we do
not know you; get out by yourself.””® In the 1990s, Russian “volunteers” participated in
separatist conflict in Moldova and Georgia, while the Russian state officially denied any
involvement in the conflicts and labelled them civil wars.” A more modern example of the
outing of Russian "illegals" involved in the 2004 assassination of Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev, the
exiled former President of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, who was campaigning for
Chechnya's sovereignty to be recognized.'® Yandarbiyev died when a bomb exploded in his Land
Cruiser after leaving a mosque in Doha, along with critically injuring his 13 year old son who
was also in the car.! Two Russian nationals were convicted by a Qatari court for the murder,
both likely affiliated with the GRU, leading to strained relations between Russia and Qatar;'? the
implicit understanding in the international community being that Russian high-command ordered
the assasination. Putin's penchant for clandestine operations especially concerning conflicts in
the near abroad such as Chechnya makes this story extremely likely, and undoubtedly caused a

desire to find a way to circumvent future scandals.

2.2 The Wagner Group
No group is more infamous in the Russian private security industry than the Wagner

Group: not just a profit-seeking organization in the lucrative business of war, but a state affiliated

" Sukhankin

8 “Conpartbl Yetbipex KoHTuHeHTOB 1 Tpex OkeaHoB.” Accessed October 23, 2024.
http://nvo.ng.ru/wars/2012-02-24/1_international.html.

"MmeiiTe B BMAY, TOBapULLK, ecnn Bac cobbtoT 3a CyauKMM KaHarnoMm 1 Bbl NonageTte B NIeH, Mbl Bac He
3HaeM, BblkapabkupanTecb camu."

’CsIs.

9 Myers, Steven Lee. “Qatar Court Convicts 2 Russians in Top Chechen’s Death.” The New York Times,
July 1, 2004, sec. World.

13
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arm of larger Russian political objectives abroad. While the existence of the Wagner Group has
only been recently acknowledged by the Russian state, the group has been operating for more
than a decade. Since PMCs are illegal in Russia, and therefore any existence of such groups has
been long denied by the Kremlin, the leadership, organizational structure, and activities of
groups like Wagner are murky and sources on these aspects of operations are mostly speculative.

Several mercenary groups and private security companies have been active in the
Russian federation since as early as the 1990s. It is speculated that "since 2000, the [Russian]
Ministry of Defense has considered creating a private army of retired military personnel and
contract [soldiers] for secret tasks.""®* The "Anti-Terror Orel" group was registered in 2007, a
precursor to later PMSCs like the Wagner Group.'

Some of the first noticeable inklings of non-state security/military actors in the Russian
Federation began to materialize in 2010. Multiple sources'® have confirmed a meeting with South
African businessman Eeben Barlow about the use of mercenaries at an economic forum in St.
Petersburg in June of that year. Officially, Barlow was listed on the roster of speakers to give a
short talk on military and security privatization, but was also in attendance to have a private

conversation with several Russian generals in the General Staff.'®

13 “YBK BarHep: Yo aT0 3a opraHm3aums 1 KTo Takon MNpuroxmH, o KoTopom MHOro rosopsAT? | HosocTtu
Tapxukuctana ASIA-Plus.” Accessed June 17, 2024.
https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/world/20221109/chvk-vagner-chto-o-nei-izvestno. "C 2000 roaa
MuHOGOpPOHbI paccmaTpuBanu naeto popM1MpoBaHNUsSt HaCTHOW apMUKN N3 OTCTaBHbIX BOEHHbIX U
KOHTPaKTHWKOB A5l CEKPETHbIX 3agaY."

4 “O00 MOO BBB 1 BCMH COKO3 AECAHTHUKOB, Opén, MHH 5753041703 - oT3bIBbI, TenedoH.”
Accessed October 26, 2024.

https://zachestnyibiznes.ru/company/ul/1075700000375 5753041703 _000-MOO-VVDV-I-VSPN-SOYuZ
-DESANTNIKOV.

'® The Bell, HoBoctu TagxkukuctaHa ASIA-Plus: "M yxe B 2010 rogy 96eH Bapnoy npubbin B Poccuio, rae
MpPOBEN 3aKpbITYIO Npe3eHTaumo ceoen naeu [4]. C Toro MOMeHTa Ha4yan ocywecTBnsTb paboTy psg
POCCUMCKMX YaCTHbIX BOEHHbIX koMmnaHui: «PCB-Ipynn», «kE.N.O.T. CORP», «Cossacks» u T.4., Npu4ém
BMacTb nogaepxana ux gencraeune, nbo B 2012 r. Ha Tot MomeHT lMNpeacenatens MNMpaeutensctea PO B.B.
MyTWH 3asBWM, Y4TO «3TO A4ENCTBUTENBHO ABMASIETCS UHCTPYMEHTOM peanun3auumn HaumoHanbHbIX
MHTEepecoB 6e3 NpsAMOro y4YacTusi rocygapcreay.”

' The Bell. “A Private Army for the President: The Tale of Evgeny Prigozhin’s Most Delicate Mission,”
January 31, 2019.

14
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https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/world/20221109/chvk-vagner-chto-o-nei-izvestno

Following an address to the Duma in 2012, Vladimir Putin was asked if he was willing to

use PMSCs as an "instrument of influence"!”

abroad, and replied that "I understood your
question and I believe that this really is a tool for realizing national interests without the direct
participation of the state, you're absolutely right...I believe that yes, we can think about this,
consider [it.]""®

The culture of strategic obfuscation and intense secrecy surrounding irregular forces
allied with the Russian state has been a hallmark into the present given the Post-Soviet
geopolitical order created (and partly inherited) by the Russian Federation, but the prolific nature
of Russian-allied PMSCs (private military and security companies) in contemporary conflicts
such as the Russo-Ukrainian War, the Syrian Civil War, and multiple conflicts in Sub-Saharan
Africa has increased interest in the topic. Despite operating as a private army under the influence
of the Kremlin for a decade in multiple conflicts and proxies, the event that made the Wagner
Group infamous was undoubtedly the failed mutiny led by Prigozhin in June 2023.

Obfuscation has been the Kremlin's primary policy towards the Russian private security
industry. Putin, fitting with his background in the KGB and then the FSB, often employs
clandestine measures to achieve political goals, conceivably seeing them as the easiest way to
achieve these objectives regardless of legality or ethics. The most common account of the

formation of the Wagner Group (also called I'pynma Baraepa, UYUBK Baruep) is that it emerged as

an offshoot of the Slavonic Group, registered in Hong Kong in 2012 as Slavonic Corps

17 “MytnH Nopgpepxan Vpeto CosgaHusa B Poccnm YacTHbix BoeHHbIx Komnanuii - PUA HoeocTu,
11.04.2012.” Accessed June 17, 2024. https://ria.ru/20120411/623227984 .html.

'8 “MyTuH Mogaepxan Naewo Cosgarus B Poccun YacTHbix BoeHHbix Komnanuin - PUA HosocTu,
11.04.2012.” Accessed June 17, 2024. https://ria.ru/20120411/623227984.html. "A noHsn Baw Bonpoc n
cyMTalo, YTO 3TO AEUCTBUTENBHO SBNSIETCS MHCTPYMEHTOM peanu3aumm HaumMoHarnbHbIX MHTepecos 6e3
NpPsIMOro y4acTus rocygapcTtea. Bol npaBbl abcontoTHo... Cuntato, 4To Aa, Hag 3TMM MOXHO nogymarthb,
paccmoTpeTb.”
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Limited."” "The listed director of SCL was S.V. Kramskoy, an employee of Moran Security
Group (MSG), whose beneficiary was an offshore company in the British Virgin Islands. MSG’s
managers, Vadim Gusev and Evgeny Sidorov, were listed as executives. They were also the first
to be convicted of mercenarism in the Russian Federation.*

Evgeny Prigozhin's business aftiliation with the Kremlin began in the early 2000s.
Multiple Russian companies affiliated with or led by Prigozhin received government contracts
for cleaning, construction, catering, as a friend of the regime. He created and oversaw several
subsidiary companies, ranging in duties from security and military operations to informational
warfare campaigns to catering.From 2011 to 2018, these companies were awarded five thousand
contracts worth almost £2 billion.?! In 2011 Prigohzin shared his plans to diversify his business
portfolio by getting into the business of private security: “We have plans — an army. That’s more
than half a million people...”* The idea to make the former hot dog salesman® Prigozhin
responsible for financing and overseeing the operational issues of a private military company
that answered to the Kremlin allegedly originated in the highest levels in the Ministry of
Defense.”* Because of the structurally coercive nature of high-level Kremlin patronalism, this
was most likely an offer that he couldn't refuse.

Dimitri Utkin worked for Russian intelligence in the GRU from 1988 to 2013.%° He also
worked for Moran Security Group and was instrumental in the founding of Slavonic Corps

Limited, both precursors of the Wagner Group.?® Following his exit from the official Russian

% archive.ph. “SLAVONIC CORPS LIMITED,” August 26, 2014. https://archive.ph/UmLp8.

2 “Evidence Submission By The Dossier Center (WGNO0009)” Prepared for the UK Parliament Foreign
Affairs Committee, June 23, 2022. https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/108385/html/.

2 Dossier Center, The Bell

2 The Bell, St. Petersburg portal Gorod 812.

2 Prigozhin opened a chain of hot dog restaurants in the 1990s in St. Petersburg.

% The Bell

% Marten.

% “MocnepHuin Bon «CnaesaHckoro Kopnyca» - 14 Hosibps 2013 - POHTAHKA.Py.” Accessed April 30,

2025. https://www.fontanka.ru/2013/11/14/060/.
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intelligence community, he rose through the ranks of the Wagner group and would later become
a leader, using "Wagner" as his personal call sign. This is the most likely history of the group's
name. Utkin is an extremist and a Nazi: Utkin “has tattoos of Nazi ‘SS’ epaulets along his collar
bones.””” There have been many instances of ideological extremism associated with the members
of the Wagner Group besides Utkin himself, and has played a significant role in recruiting new
members with the same ideological background, as well as building a distinct ideology within
the group built on Russian nationalism. Christopher Faulkner writes that unsurprisingly,
preliminary findings suggest PMCs registered in non-democracies with poor human rights
records are more ideologically extreme and have a higher probability of engaging in human
rights abuses,” a trend that the Wagner Group has exemplified. Utkin was also central in
recruiting an initial group who participated in Russia’s operations in Syria, Ukraine and Crimea
in 2014, and were recruited from the remnants of the Moran Security Group and Slavonic Corps
as well as former state security forces. Many members are recently veterans of Russian state
security forces and intelligence agencies, in addition to pro-Russian fighters from other former
Soviet states and Serbia.?? Utkin was an official guest in the Kremlin for the Day of Heroes of the
Fatherland on Dec. 9, 2016, where he posed for photos next to Putin as the recipient of four
Orders of Courage. Utkin also has ties with Prigozhin; in 2017 Utkin became director of Concord
Management and Consulting LLC, a subsidiary of Prigozhin’s Concord Catering company,

which secured a substantial state contract to feed the Russian army.*® Utkin was central in

27 Ganor, Boaz. “The Spring Terror Wave in Israel,” n.d.

2 Faulkner, Christopher. “Undermining Democracy and Exploiting Clients: The Wagner Group’s Nefarious
Activities in Africa.” Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, June 23, 2022.
https://ctc.westpoint.edu/undermining-democracy-and-exploiting-clients-the-wagner-groups-nefarious-acti
vities-in-africa/.

2 Marten, Kimberly. “Russia’s Use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group.”
Post-Soviet Affairs 35, no. 3 (May 4, 2019): 181-204. i

%0 Trad Ruslan “The Soviet Orlglns of Putln s Mercenarles New Lines Magazme (blog), April 27, 2021
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determining the manner that Wagner's operations would take, as well as orchestrating human
rights abuses abroad including extrajudicial killings and torture.'
2.3 An Overview of the Russian Defense Industry

The Russian defense industry is extremely significant in global arms manufacturing and
exports. From 2014-2018, Russia was the second-largest arms exporter globally, second only to
the United States.*” The arms manufacturing industry in Russia accounts for millions of jobs, and
is also lucrative for the state; many of the largest earning firms are state-affiliated or have been
re-nationalized.*® The Ministry of Defense (MoD) is the governing body of the Russian military,
with the President being Commander-in-Chief. The Minister of Defense (currently Andrey
Belousov since May 2024) handles day to day operations in the MoD with a subordinate general
staff, and reports to the President.

Despite the amount of material concerning Russian PMSC activity in the news in the last
five years, the private military and security industry in Russia is not large. As is the case with
other arms of the Russian defense and security industry such as weapons manufacturing and
exporting, the market for PMSCs is fairly small. Rosoboronexport is Russia's preeminent
weapons exporting company. It was founded in 2000 by decree from Vladimir Putin himself
during his first term in executive office in order to increase military/technological cooperation
between the Russian state and foreign actors, merging two existing state enterprises,

"PocBoopysxkenne" (Rosvaroozheniye) and "TIpomskcnopr” (Promexport.**) Weapons exporting

31 Consilium. “EU Imposes Restrictive Measures against the Wagner Group.” Accessed April 30, 2025.
httgs [/www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press- releases/2021/12/13/eu -imposes- restrlct|ve -measures-ag

trlct|ve+measures+aga|nst+the+Wagner+Grou9
32 “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018.” SIPRI, March 2019.

https://www.sipri.org/publications/2019/sipri-fact-sheets/trends-international-arms-transfers-2018.
3 Such as in the oil and natural gas industries (Yukos, Rosneft,) Norilsk Nickel, and other companies

3 Ykas MpeauaeHta Poccuitckon ®enepaumm ot 04.11.2000 r. Ne 1834. Accessed May 6, 2024.
_ . /16231 /print.
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is almost completely consolidated. Meanwhile, while the number of PMSCs active in Russia and
serving the Russian state's objectives abroad is under a dozen,* the group is as prolific as it is
consolidated. Besides the obvious boon of state control over weapons exporting, the blurring of
the line between state and private actors especially in such a strategic field also allows the state
more control over associated industries, and has contributed to the increased use of contractors in

the past fifteen years.

24 Contractor or Mercenary?

Carlos Ortiz defines PMCs as “legally established international firms offering services
that involve the potential to exercise force in a systematic way and by military or paramilitary
means."*® An important distinction to discuss is the difference between a mercenary and a
contractor employed by a private military company. First, there is a legal distinction: private
military and security contractors are utilized in some capacity by many states, and are either fully
legal or in a legal grey area, while mercenarism is illegal in most countries and under
international law. Article 47 of Protocol I (a set of amendments to the Geneva Convention
ratified in 1977) describes mercenaries as any person who "is a.) especially recruited locally or
abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict; (b) does, in fact, take a direct part in the hostilities;
(c) is motivated to take part in the hostilities essentially by the desire for private gain and, in fact,
is promised, by or on behalf of a Party to the conflict, material compensation substantially in
excess of that promised or paid to combatants of similar ranks and functions in the armed forces

of that Party; (d) is neither a national of a Party to the conflict nor a resident of territory

% Some examples being RSB Group, Slavonic Corps Limited, Moran Security Group, Wagner Group.

% Ortiz, Carlos. Private Armed Forces and Global Security: A Guide to the Issues. Contemporary Military,
Strategic, and Security Issues. Santa Barbara, Calif.: Praeger, 2010.

http://bvbr.bib-bvb.de:8991/F ?func=service&doc_library=BYB01&doc_number=019012588&line_number=

0001&func_code=DB_RECORDS&service_type=MEDIA.
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controlled by a Party to the conflict; (e) is not a member of the armed forces of a Party to the
conflict; and (f) has not been sent by a State which is not a Party to the conflict on official duty
as a member of its armed forces."*” In addition, the International Convention against the
Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries was passed by the United Nations in
1989, and has been enforced since 2001.%

Some news articles use the word "mercenary" for its sensational and connotative qualities
when describing Wagner's activities, despite not being entirely accurate to the legal and political
nature of the Wagner Group. Whereas a mercenary is an individual soldier or security
professional hired to participate in a conflict with the promise of private monetary and/or
material gain, a contractor works for a company, and that company is hired on a contract basis to
carry out duties that may include intelligence work, surveillance, managing human intelligence
sources, political warfare, security, and other clandestine or political operations. PMSCs have
complex organizational structures and multifaceted interests —both commercial and ideological,
which create a different dynamic than if they simply operated as mercenary groups only
interested in private financial gain: some features of PMSCs that differentiate these groups from
simple militias or mercenaries include a chain of command, political and even ideological

interests, financial backing, technological advantages, and a more diverse set of functions.*’

37 “Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of
Victims of International Armed Conflicts (Protocol ), 8 June 1977.” Accessed April 9, 2025.

% OHCHR. “International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of
Mercenaries.” Accessed April 9, 2025.
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-against-recruitme
nt-use-financing-and.

39 "HopMbl MeXayHapOAHOro ryMaHUTapHOro npasa perynupyioT Nilb cTaTyc HaéMHUKoB. OgHaKo
o4eBNaHO, 4To YBK npuHagnexuT pag oTNNYMTENbHbBIX YEPT: OpraHM3oBaHHasA CTPYKTypa, BO3MOXHOE
HanmMymne NoNMTUYECKOrO U NOEONTOMMYECKOro MHTepeca, a He TONbKO KOMMEPYECKOro, TEXHOMOMMYECKN
bornee CoBepLUEHHbI, MM MpucyLm 6onee pasHoobpasHble dyHkumn." Norms of international humanitarian
law regulate only the status of mercenaries. However, it is obvious that PMCs have a number of
distinctive features: an organized structure, the possible presence of political and ideological interests,
and not only commercial ones, [they are] technologically more advanced, and [they have] more diverse
functions A.B.CkpbinbHukoB and A.N. MuHaes, page 304.
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These are the main features that differentiate groups like Wagner from mercenaries, even if they
behave as a de facto mercenary army the vast majority of the time, as has been the case in many
regions, considering they have been on the frontlines in multiple conflicts across the globe. In
most ways, the Wagner Group was a mercenary group with few exempting characteristics. As a
result, groups like Wagner have been allowed to operate despite the legal gray area PMCs find
themselves in within Russia, as well as the fact that Wagner's ties to the Kremlin have afforded
them extrajudicial treatment in their operations, as well as an ability to largely thwart any legal
consequences they may accrue in violations of any international law banning mercenaries. For
these reasons, this paper will use the word "contractor" to refer to members of the Wagner

Group.

2.5 The Legal Status of PMCs in Russia

While there is an extensive international legal precedent for the outlawing of
mercenarism, no such history exists for PMCs. Elena Pokalova details how Article 13 of the
Russian Constitution bans organizations creating non-state armed groups. Article 208 of the
FZ-63 Russian Criminal Code criminalizes non-state affiliated militias and other armed groups
and makes it illegal to participate in these organizations if they conflict with the interests of the
Russian Federation. Additionally, Article 359 of the Criminal Code bans the use of mercenaries.
Pokalova goes on to explain that Russia’s State Duma considered a bill to legalize PMCs in
2018, but the bill failed. However, the Wagner Group had significant support from Russian
politicians, such as Duma Deputy Sergei Mironov who proposed legislation to legalize PMCs in
2022, and in January 2023 specifically suggested to legalize Wagner as a “heroic military

formation.”*® These initiatives were also unsuccessful.

40 Pokalova, Elena. “The Wagner Group in Africa: Russia’s Quasi-State Agent of Influence.” Studies in

Conflict & TerrorismQ, no. 0 (2023): 1-23. hitps://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2023.2231642.
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Karen Philippa Larsen posits that two discourses defined the Russian state's position on
Wagner and PMCs leading up to Russia's invasion of Ukraine: "a discourse that denies the
existence of Russian PMCs, and a discourse of normalization, which constructs PMCs as
legitimate businesses and Russia as a great power."*' This rhetoric allowed Wagner and other
similar PMCs in a legal grey zone and the Kremlin deniability while also allowing the state to
subtly take credit for the foreign policy successes the PMCs achieved.*

The Montreux document (of which Russia is not a signatory,) is the only international
guideline for the conduct of states utilizing PMCs, but is unenforceable in practice. The
Montreux Document signed by 17 states in 2008 provides guidelines for the conduct of PMCs to
ensure humanitarian protections.* The Montreux document also acknowledges that private
military companies and contractors might also fit into definitions of mercenarism, but doesn't
outline a denotative definition of what a PMC is and isn't.* The Montreux Document posits that
definitions of mercenarism exclude "most PMSC personnel, most of whom are not contracted to
fight in military operations. Many are nationals of one of the parties to the conflict. Moreover, it
is difficult to prove the motivation of private gain; presumably, not all of them are thus
motivated. Lastly, while some private contractors are reportedly very highly paid, it would be
very difficult to verify if they receive a substantially higher wage than soldiers. This being said,
PMSC employees do sometimes meet the conditions for definition as mercenaries. If that is the
case, they are not entitled to combatant or prisoner-of-war status in an international armed

conflict." The relationship between PMSCs and the states they operate under has evolved and

41 Larsen, Karen Philippa. “From Mercenary to Legitimate Actor? Russian Discourses on Private Military
Companies.” Post-Soviet Affairs 39, no. 6 (November 2, 2023): 420-39.
https://doi.ora/10.1080/1060586X.2023.2247782.

42 Larsen.

43 “Status of the Protocols Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and Relating to the Protection of
Victims of Armed Conflicts.” International Review of the Red Cross 83, no. 841 (March 2001): 224-30.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1560775500106315.
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changed in recent years depending on location and regional politics, the Wagner group being an
example of this phenomenon. The Montreux Document is the only one of its kind, but because it
was not legally binding and failed to adequately differentiate mercenaries from PMCs, the legal
status of PMCs is murky in both international law (and domestic Russian law) granting these
organizations a large berth of legal gray areas to operate within (considering only a select few
states have legislation concerning the activities of PMCs.*)

The Wagner Group and other such PMCs also have a role as acknowledged state actors in
the Russian political sphere, and have different semantic definitions in Russian than in English.*
Before the mutiny and Putin's admission of funding the Wagner Group as an arm of the Kremlin,
PMCs were outlawed in Russia. On June 25, 2023 following Prigozhin's mutiny, the head of the
Russian State Duma Defense Committee Andrei Kartapolov stated that even though the State
Duma is working on a law that would regulate private military companies, it is not necessary to
ban the Wagner Group as it is “the most combat-ready unit in Russia.”*” Kartapolov also stated
that Wagner personnel in Rostov-on-Don who participated in the mutiny were “following orders
of their command” and “did nothing reprehensible."*® This attempt at distancing the individual
contractors from Prigozhin's leadership suggests that the Kremlin wanted to maintain the group
as a distinct entity after the coup-attempt, reinforcing how important the group is in Russia's
contemporary grand strategy objectives. While its ties to the Kremlin were conspicuous since its
formation in 2013, the Wagner Group had some semblance of a cover as a private firm before the
mutiny and Putin's admission of financing the group's activities. However, this admission reveals

the fact that the group was better equipped and seemingly better financed than many of Russia's

48 A.B.CkpbinbHukos and A./. MuHaes, page 303.

46 A.B.CkpbinbHukos and A.N. Munaes. “POJb UBK B OCYLWECTBNEHWUW MYBNYHON
OVNMNOMATNN TOCYOAPCTBA.” Accessed June 17, 2024.
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official military units, to the point that the state had a vested interest in retaining the group's
operational capabilities in the theatres abroad where it has operated. While the company has been
renationalized following the June 2023 mutiny, it still remains different in its operational
structure compared to the official Russian military, despite now operating abroad as an explicit

and more so legal arm of the Russian state.
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Chapter 3. LITERATURE REVIEW AND DISCUSSION OF SOURCES

3.1 Literature Review
Many scholars have written prolifically on the Wagner Group's activities and the group's

effects on the governance and politics of the states in which it has operated. Kimberly Marten,
Professor of political science at Barnard College, is one of the United States' leading experts on
the Wagner Group, so prolific that she has been personally sanctioned by the Kremlin for her
extensive scholarly work on Russian politics and Wagner.* Her article, "Russia’s use of

semi-state security forces: the case of the Wagner Group"™

published in Post-Soviet Affairs in
2019, is one of the highest-regarded accounts of the early history of the group, as well as
explaining in detail why Russia has turned to the group so often to carry out "crucial force-based
security functions."' Marten's work provides a well rounded framework of the political context
in which Wagner operates and is invaluable in providing understanding on why the Kremlin has
utilized the Wagner Group so heavily. In this article, Marten outlines three key findings: first,
that the Russian state had used Wagner and predecessor groups in the same way that other
rational state actors do: to offset human and financial costs associated with the use of the Russian
armed forces and for the benefits of plausible deniability. Second, to blur the distinction between
state-sanctioned military operations abroad and the private use of force by an oligarch and a
crony to Putin. Third, that Moscow "blows hot and cold" in its treatment of Wagner and similar

groups that came before it, going from supporting their operations with zeal and awarding

contractors medals for bravery in some cases, to leaving them in the dust in others. Marten also

49 “Foreign Ministry Statement on Personal Sanctions against US Citizens - The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of the Russian Federation.” Accessed April 9, 2025.
https://mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1938555/?TSPD_101_R0=08765th817ab2000c4198347f42a8996e
4c6874d48b0c52dbdacee26{744967d3b6ef11e33fd31c808f6c5cf0b143000f59648995d1fc7fc71de5d6ded
b91fc072589a38ab2efff012998747a425d7f3e7dcc7acfd0007d1d8b972f006c47420.

%0 Marten, Kimberly. “Russia’s Use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group.”
Post-Soviet Affairs 35, no. 3 (May 4, 2019): 181-204. https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2019.1591142.
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posits that all three of these points suggest that it is the "corrupt informal network explanation
that provides a more complete understanding for Russia’s continuing use of groups like Wagner,
and for its decision not to legalize PMCs as of yet."** In addition, Marten cites scholars such as
Alena Ledeneva who have written extensively on sistema®: the way in which Russia works
through informal social networks that override official rules and institutions. Scholars like
Ledeneva and Kirill Rogov "also suggest that while at times Wagner may work on behalf of
rational state interests, at times it also embroils the Russian state in both physical and
reputational risks that a rational state might want to avoid,"** and that their arguments on how
sistema, patronalism, informal power, and kompromat seems to be the most reasonable
explanation in explaining the Russian state's relationship with PMCs.>> Marten closes with
reemphasizing the opaque nature of high-level Russian decision making in regard to PMCs,
especially to outsiders.’® Marten's arguments explain the connection between the state's
leadership and bureaucracy with the Wagner group, as well as the systems of power that
contextualize the relationship, giving insight into why the Wagner Group doesn't always fit into
normal conceptions of rational-state use of PMCs.

Professor Candace Rondeaux, in her article for New America, "Decoding the Wagner
Group: Analyzing the Role of Private Military Security Contractors in Russian Proxy Warfare,"*’

published in 2019, focuses on Wagner's role in proxy conflicts, the majority of which are in the

Mideast. Rondeaux's work collates why Wagner has been used as a means to achieve grand

52 Marten.

53 Ledeneva, Alena V. Can Russia Modernise?: Sistema, Power Networks and Informal Governance.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511978494.
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strategy goals, as well as how the historical context of political transition from the Soviet to the
Post-Soviet period has influenced the behavior of firms that skirt the line between private and
state-affiliated. Rondeaux provides several key findings. First, that Russian PMCs are designed
with strategic deception in mind.*® Entities like the Wagner Group operating under the control of
regime-friendly or state-run enterprises and agencies engage in many activities that would be
considered mercenarism, which is illegal under Russian law for individual citizens.*® In addition,
Rondeaux also posits correctly that international law against the use of mercenaries as well as
guidelines for states utilizing PMCs are filled with gaps that allow Russia to use a beneficially
gray legal area to their advantage in their interpretation of collective defense principles.®
Second, Rondeaux posits that Russian PMCs today "are products of post-Soviet privatization of
Russia’s military-industrial complex and reconsolidation of the security state under Putin."®!
PMCs as well as other bureaucracies have mainly focused on recruitment of veterans from Soviet
special forces and other similar groups, many of which Rondeaux states were made redundant by
post-Soviet military downsizing. Many PMC groups such as Wagner and predecessors are
reconstituted units formed from security services such as the FSB, GRU, and VDV," importing
organizational structures and operational cultures and ideologies of those institutions beyond just
former members.** If state-run enterprises and agencies were the substantial foundation of the
Wagner Group's client base, the benefits of having similar operational structures as well as
veteran loyalists to the interests of the Russian state by way of the military cannot be

understated. In addition, Rondeaux also states that this character of Russian PMCs is part of what

makes them integral in shaping informal networks that contribute to Putin’s domestic politics and

% Rondeaux
% Rondeaux
80 Rondeaux
61 Rondeaux
62 Rondeaux.

27



foreign policy.® Rondeaux points out that "many of the same state-run enterprises that served as
the Kremlin’s primary means of influencing proxies, partners, and allies in the Soviet era still
serve today as the basis for Russian PMSC operations."** As a result, it follows that hierarchies
and cultures present in these Soviet predecessors have influenced what Rondeaux calls the
"disjointed phases of military modernization"® in contemporary Russia. Third, Rondeaux finds
that one of the central goals in the use of PMCs is for Russia to reinforce grand strategy
objectives abroad where instability or other conflict get in the way of energy, natural resource
extraction, and arms exports,* with Wagner's participation in proxy conflicts acting as a means
to achieve these goals. Fourth, that the narrative of a central puppet master controlling Wagner's
operations (whether that person is Putin or Prigozhin or someone else) is useful for Russian
grand strategy doctrine®”’, and that the narrative of Russian PMCs beginning with "Prigozhin's"
Wagner group obfuscates a bigger system of intertwining state and private actors, and the
purposeful blurring of their interests. Fifth and lastly, that Russia has deployed the Wagner
Group to manage conflicts with escalation risks, but that information gleaned through social
media and investigative journalism axes much of Wagner's plausibly denied connections with the
Kremlin.

Elena Pokalova, Professor of security studies at National Defense University, has written
on many of the same phenomena in action as described by Marten and Rondeaux. In her article,

"The Wagner Group in Africa: Russia’s Quasi-State Agent of Influence,"®® Pokalova begins by

detailing what Marten called the purposeful blurring of state and non-state actors, writing "what
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is more interesting is that the Kremlin has chosen to deploy the Wagner Group instead of
diplomats and military advisors."® Not only does this blur where Russian firms end and the state
begins, it also suggests a divide between the Kremlin contracting the group and Russia's official
armed forces and Ministry of Defense. Pokalova argues that the Wagner Group has acted as a
quasi-state agent of influence in Africa in order to carry out Russia's foreign policy objectives
while (then) providing the Kremlin with a cloak of plausible deniability, as well as suggesting
that Wagner has gone beyond a semi-state actor operating in a legal grey area, instead
representing a much larger network of organizations and figures working on the behalf of the
Russian state.”

These three papers provide a central theoretical framework for the contents of this paper
as well as most discourses concerning the Wagner Group. These writers agree on a majority of
important points concerning the behavior and context of the Wagner Group: the blurring of state
and private actors (with Wagner as a semi-state actor) in order to achieve political goals abroad
through obfuscation and clandestine measures, that Wagner is the surface of a much larger
network of bureaucracy, groups, and individuals serving the interests of the Russian state, and
that Wagner and other Russian PMCs are a continuation of hierarchies and operational structures
characteristic of Soviet military operations as well as the use of Soviet-era use of "military
advisors" and individuals as a tool of irregular warfare. However, the effects of Wagner's
semi-state nature and the use of contractors on the Russian state itself is largely unaddressed in
the majority of literature on the group. The vast majority of the literature that discusses the
Wagner Group is focused on the dynamics, ideology, and history of the group, the group's

relationship to the Kremlin, and effects of the group's activities in the regions where they have
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operated. The material effects of Wagner's activities on the states where their operations takes
place are extremely important to discuss, but in this paper I will instead focus on how the use of
Wagner contractors in foreign political objectives affects the Russian state itself, namely how
Russian grand strategy has changed as a result of increased security privatization.

The research methodology for this paper consists of a case study design using different
regions in which the Wagner Group has operated. These cases include Syria, Ukraine, Libya,
Mozambique, Sudan, and the Central African Republic. Exploring various cases of Wagner
operations in proxy theaters abroad clarifies patterns of effects on Russian interests abroad and

broader Russian grand strategy doctrine.

3.2  Discussion of Sources

News articles from both Western and Russian sources also provide integral pieces of the
story. Fontanka, Noviy Den, and Meduza are three central Russian opposition newspapers whose
journalists have conducted work of the utmost importance in reporting on the Wagner Group.
Some of these journalists have risked or even lost their lives because of the nature of the subject
they report on in their efforts to share the truth. Maxim Borodin, the Russian journalist that
originally broke the story on this instance of Wagner casualties in Syria, died on April 15th, 2018
in hospital after sustaining injuries falling from the fifth floor window of his apartment in
Yekaterinburg three days earlier under mysterious circumstances.”! He worked for the newspaper
Noviy Den, often reporting on corruption. Alleged communications from a friend of Borodin

reveal that on April 11th, Borodin's apartment had been surrounded by what looked to be

" Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. “Russian Investigative Reporter Dies After Fall; Editor Rejects
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security forces wearing masks and camouflage. Officials ruled the death as a suicide, but Polina
Rumyantseva, then editor of Noviy Den, didn't believe that Borodin conmitted suicide.’

In July 2018, three journalists (Journalist Orkhan Dzhemal, cameraman Kirill Radchenko
and producer Alexander Rastorguev) producing a documentary about Russian contractor
activities in the CAR were killed in an ambush by unknown assailants.” The three were hired by
the Investigation Control Center (TsUR,) funded by exiled oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky.”
Investigations spearheaded by Khodorkovsky's companies after the murder found that at the very
least, the murder was premeditated, as well as alleged that a Central African gendarme who was
seen on the same road just minutes before the killing and who had made scores of phone calls
with the journalists' driver in the days leading up to the killings was involved.” Khodorkovsky's
other investigative subsidiary, the Dossier Center, also alleged that Wagner contractors had
virtually complete control over the investigation.”

Because of the Kremlin's interest in obfuscating the details of Russian and Russian
affiliated activities abroad, investigative reporting has been the primary method of revealing
Wagner's activities and shedding light on Russian interests abroad. Journalists face threats to
their lives when reporting on these events, and their invaluable work is the reason why increased

scholarship on the Wagner Group is possible.

2 [lyushina, Mary. “Russian Investigative Reporter Dies after Fall, and Some Fear Foul Play.” CNN, April
16, 2018. hitps://www.cnn.com/2018/04/16/europe/russian-journalist-borodin-dies-fall-intl/index.html.

3 The Moscow Times. “Russian Journalists Killed in Central African Republic Ambush, Reports.” The
Moscow Times, July 31, 2018.

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2018/07/31/russian-journalists-killed-central-africa-republic-ambush-re

ports-a62404.
" Moscow Times

> Human Rights Watch
6 Human Rights Watch
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Chapter 4. POLITICAL CONTEXTS
4.1 Political Structures in the Russian Federation

The primacy of executive power has a multitude of effects on Russian domestic politics
and foreign interests alike. Some formal institutions such as the media and elections are
weakened by the primacy of vertical power concentrated at the top, as well as the dominance of
informal networks and patronage over formal bureaucracy. The same institutions that provide
strength to the presidency are also at risk of facilitating stagnation, instability, and discontent.
The control and centralization of formal institutions goes hand in hand with the development of
patronalism, or personal and informal networks of power, appointments most often being cronies
personally loyal to Putin. Evgeny Prigozhin was one such appointment. An informal relationship
in business and what appeared to be a loyal crony already involved in business with the Kremlin
made a perfect appointment to lead a private army to do the Kremlin's bidding. However, what
Putin seemingly didn't foresee in 2013 at the beginning of Wagner's history is that Prigozhin
himself was also a politician in his own way.

Russian bureaucracy under Putin is defined by what scholar Alena Ledeneva calls
sistema: the way in which Russia works through informal social networks that override official
rules and institutions. Leaders choose staff based on personal loyalty, and these social networks
focus on private, not public benefits, the very definition of corruption. Verbal orders may
override the authority of written laws, and the environment facilitates complicity in the system in
a self-perpetuating cycle; if everyone is guilty, then no one is responsible. Consequences of
authoritarian governance vested in one executive and endemic corruption are multiple. They

include a lack of stable property rights or rule of law, bureaucrats abuse power to “raid” and take
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over companies,”’ different groups of siloviki’ fight for influence and power. As a result,
punishment for corruption is the result of a power game, not honest law enforcement, and honest
people get pushed out. Journalists investigating election fraud get arrested for election fraud”,
oligarchs who oppose Putin get arrested for tax crimes despite every other oligarch being guilty
of the same crimes®, and whistleblowing of any kind is impossible without dire consequences.
In addition to the weakening of institutions as a result of executive primacy and informal
networks of power, the prospect of a fraught transfer of power or coup is one of the biggest
possible threats to Putin's regime.®' If the entirety of a political order is based on one person, then
the hypothetical end of their tenure in office creates a high level of uncertainty about formal and
informal rules and expectations. The Prigozhin mutiny was the closest Russia has come to a
fraught transfer of power under Putin. While it was unsuccessful, the fact that any part of it was
allowed to happen at all shows cracks in Putin's authoritarian governance and the fragility caused

by executive primacy and patronalism run amuck.

4.2 A Short History of Russian Foreign Policy Since 2000

Central pillars of Russian grand strategy in the past two and a half decades include
military interventions in the near abroad in civil conflicts turned into proxy wars, reintegration of
the Post-Soviet world through economic agreements and force, more aggressive escalation with
the West —represented most clearly by the 2014 annexation of Crimea and subsequent invasion of

Ukraine— and establishing networks of soft power and influence in proxy theatres abroad while

7 See Matabex Scandal, Yevtushenkov case, "Three Whales" case, etc.

8 “Power agents" or strongmen, the backbone of Putin's regime, usually personally appointed and figures
from Putin's past in St. Petersburg or the KGB.

¢ Referring to Denis Korotkov of Fontanka.

8 See 2003 arrest of Khodorkovsky who was held in a cage on live television, ostracization and exile of
Berezovsky and other media moguls, etc.

8 Wengle, Susanne A. “Russian Politics Today: Stability and Fragility.” Higher Education from Cambridge

University Press. Cambridge University Press, October 26, 2022. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009165921.
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concurrently pivoting to renewed relations in Africa and Asia. A continuity in Russian foreign
policy include reasserting Russian influence in former Soviet states, and some changes include a
pivot to prioritize relations with friendly regimes in Africa as well as increased use of force, both
in official and unofficial capacities, since 2008. fAIl of these tenets have been supported through
either covert operations, the use of Wagner contractors and other "special advisors," or both.

In the 1990s Russia intervened in many conflicts in the "near abroad" or former Soviet
Union, including Moldova, Azerbaijan, Chechnya, Georgia, and Tajikistan. Repeated Russian
intervention in the near abroad gave Russia some leverage, but the majority of these conflicts
were bloody ethnic conflicts, often resulting in huge casualties and instability in these respective
regions. After 9/11, Putin justified war in Chechnya (the Second Chechen War) as
"counter-terrorism," even though the terror committed was most likely at the hands of Russia's
own Federal Security Service, the FSB.* Following a deal with George Bush, Putin claimed to
be an ally against terrorism, and as a result Bush scaled back human rights criticism against
Putin's regime. Russia was harshly critical of the United States' 2003 invasion of Iraq. The
second round of NATO enlargement raised tensions especially in regard to the three former
Soviet Baltic states. Russia lost a good deal of influence in the 2004 "Color Revolutions" in
Ukraine and Georgia, which Putin blamed on Bush and the CIA. Bush also had plans for new
missile defense in Central Europe, and after 2007, Putin suspended compliance with the Treaty

on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe.

82 In August 1999, Shamil Basayev led 2000 men to seize villages in Dagestan and declare an Islamic
republic. Putin, then the new Prime Minister, ordered a counterattack, but the plan to attack Chechnya
had already been approved as early as March 1999. Later, in September, apartment bombings killed
hundreds in Moscow and elsewhere, attributed to the Chechens. However, an unexploded Ryazan
apartment bomb was traced to FSB, then led by Putin and followed by Patrushev. This evidence
suggested a false flag operation, and besides the unexploded bomb, included an announcement of
Buynaksk bombing two days early and the deaths of those investigating the operation, including two
members of the Duma. Putin then announced the counter-terrorism operation, and indiscriminate
bombing of Chechnya began on Sept. 22.
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NATO activity in Europe and Russia' sphere of influence has contributed heavily to
escalating tensions between Russia and the West since the 1990s. Russian objections to NATO's
interventions in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1995 and in Kosovo in 1999 were ignored. In February
2008, Western nations recognized the independence of Kosovo, which facilitated the retaliatory
act of Russia recognizing the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia after the August war.
This decision was condemned by several NATO member states and NGOs. In April 2008, NATO
leaders promised future membership to Georgia and Ukraine at a summit meeting but refused to
start the admission process/membership action plan, further deteriorating relations between
Russia and the West and making NATO into an easy target for Putin's regime in justifying further
aggression in the near abroad.

The Russo-Georgian War of 2008 reveals a great deal about contemporary Russian
participation in proxy conflicts, especially the political developments leading up to the actual
conflict. In the 2003 Georgian parliamentary elections, Mikheil Saakashvili emerged to lead the
opposition after the ruling party led by Eduard Shevardnadze claimed victory through obvious
fraud. In the same year, mass protests in Tbilisi forced Shevardnadze to resign, and Saakashvili
was elected without opposition in the January 2004 presidential election, in what is referred to as
the Rose Revolution, built on popular opposition towards state corruption as well as pro-Russian
politics and political figures. Saakashvili abolished Georgia’s regional governments to centralize
power, and his efforts to build the Georgian state and army at the expense of regional autonomy
were seen as threats by Russia as well as Russian-backed separatist regions in Georgia, namely
Abkhazia and South-Ossetia. After South-Ossetian forces started attacking Georgian towns in the
region on August 1, 2008, Georgia launched a massive attack on Tskhinvali, with Saakashvili

later claiming he was pre-empting a Russian attack (which he turned out to be right about.)
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Outnumbered Georgian troops were quickly defeated by intervening Russian troops. Meanwhile,
Russia had been keeping Abkhazia and South Ossetia alive all along. Russian military
“peacekeepers” were defending them militarily, and economic links to Russia subverted
Georgian economic sanctions and kept the regions alive economically. Russian forces carefully
prepared the war, going so far as to give passports to locals so that the defense of Russian
citizens could be used as justification for conflict. The Kremlin organized a massive exercise of
80,000 troops in the North Caucasus, then left them there until the war began. Russia then
executed a well-prepared cyberattack, and evacuated Tskhinvali civilians in the days before the
war started in South Ossetia. Russia fought the war aggressively, and occupied territory far
beyond South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The Abkhazians took this opportunity to seize Kodori
Gorge. Russia emerged from the conflict victorious, and Putin's consistent use of clandestine and
covert proxy measures in military interventions was established, in a continuation of policies
used in the Chechen Wars.

An additional tenet of contemporary Russian grand strategy is an effort to politically and
economically reintegrate the Post-Soviet Region, largely as a deterrent against increased NATO
influence on the global balance of power, in what Russia sees as a threat to its "right" to shape its
own security environment. The Commonwealth of Independent States was established in 1991
but was largely ineffectual. Russia signed Union treaties with Belarus in 1997 and 1999. The
establishment of the Eurasian Economic Community in 1996 linked Russia, Belarus, and several
Central Asian republics. The Collective Security Treaty Organization ratified in 2002 linked
Russia, Belarus, Armenia, Central Asia, Uzbekistan (a reluctant ally,) and Turkmenistan. Before
Russia's invasion in 2022, Ukraine was torn between allying with the West and allying with

Russia. Russian leadership felt betrayed over American and NATO involvement in Muammar

36



Gaddafi's ouster in Libya in 2011, which Russia opposed due to the Kremlin's long-standing ties
with Gaddafi. As a retaliatory measure, Russia refused to endorse UN action in Syria and later
supported the Assad regime through aid and military intervention as well as a large Wagner
presence. Syria, a longtime ally of the Soviet Union and then the Russian Federation especially
under the Assad regime, was the first proxy where Wagner was deployed, and the first in a series
of conflicts where Wagner contractors were used to establish influence and favorable foreign
contacts for the Kremlin, especially in proxies that the West had or has a vested interest in.
Russian interest in Syria is a perfect example of this phenomenon, and is also a shining example
of how Russian efforts to establish influence and soft power have led to more instability in the
governance of the states where Wagner operates.

Russia has also established (or attempted to establish) networks of power and control in
Ukraine. Russia stopped the shipment of natural gas and associated supplies in 2006 and 2009.
Ukraine wasn't able to make payments and was forced to sign over ownership and control to
Gazprom, which then took over Ukrainian oil pipelines. For this reason and more, energy
infrastructure in Ukraine has been a source of tension between Ukraine and Russia. Pro-Russian
Viktor Yanukovych was then elected President in Ukraine in 2010 —after being ousted in the
Orange Revolution in 2004. Yanukovych was torn between signing an Association Agreement
with the European Union or forging closer ties to Russia. An agreement with the EU and more
connections with the West would potentially have better supported the Ukrainian economy,
which at the time was riddled with issues and endemic corruption. Yanukovych refused to sign
the Association Agreement at the last minute in November 2013, instead choosing to ally with
Russia and the Eurasian bloc. Protests broke out aiming to force a reversal, centered around

Independence Square in Kyiv, later morphing into a widespread social movement referred to as
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Euromaidan, targeting state corruption as well as other pressing social issues besides the
withdrawal from the EU agreement. After authorizing the use of deadly force against the
demonstrators, Yanukovych backed down, fleeing to Russia the next day.

On February 22, 2014, one day after Yanokovich fled Ukraine, Russian troops invaded
Crimea. Putin claimed that the "ultra-nationalist forces" that seized power in Kiev failed to
protect ethnic Russians, acting as puppets of the West. Russian forces also asserted a claim on
Crimea from historical precedent. Anti-Ukrainian demonstrations in Crimea flew Russian flags,
did not recognize the new government in Kiev, and allied themselves with Russia. On February
28, "little green men" —Russian troops in unmarked uniforms— seized government and
administrative buildings in Crimea. In early March, a referendum was held in Crimea wherein it
was alleged that 97% of voters supported Crimea uniting with Russia, all while Russian troops
occupied the streets. Western powers and the EU decried the referendum as illegal, but only
responded with minor sanctions. In April 2014, the independent factions of the Donetsk and
Luhansk People's Republics emerged, both backed by Russia. Separatist militants in the DNR
and the LNR seized government buildings in both regions. Petro Poroshenko was elected
president of Ukraine in May 2014, and the EU Association Agreement was signed. Fighting
began in Crimea in May 2014 until a ceasefire that September. By November 2014, over 7,000
Russian troops were in Ukraine. In January 2015, a new pro-Russian separatist offensive began,
and attackers were supported by artillery on the Russian side of the Ukrainian border. Russian
separatists in Donbas were aided by Wagner contractors. As of 2019, over 13,000 people had
been killed in the conflict, and 1.5 million people were internally displaced or became refugees.
The Minsk II Ceasefire Agreement was signed in February 2015 between Russia and Ukraine. It

called for the withdrawal of foreign military forces from Ukraine, but Russia denied it had any in
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the country. The agreement also called for "decentralization," that would cripple the government
of Ukraine, including "special status" for Donetsk and Luhansk separatist governments
(influence on courts and prosecutors, the right to set up militia units, the right to sign treaties
with regions of Russia, and more.) Ukrainian leadership signed under European pressure but the
majority of the conditions were never implemented. Russia then made further demands, such as
neutrality in the Ukrainian constitution. As a response to the annexation, the US and other
western powers placed economic sanctions on Russia and Russian political figures, but in
hindsight wasn't an effective deterrent in preventing more conflict. This uneasy peace only lasted
for so long. The annexation marked the biggest turning point in Russia-Ukraine relations in the
21st century preceding the 2022 invasion, as well as a catalyst for escalating tensions between
Russia and the West.

After 2015, Russian foreign policy doctrine and grand strategy became more assertive
and brazen. That year, official Russian armed forces bombed ISIS targets in Syria for the first
time through airstrikes. Multiple cyber attacks on western targets were traced to Russian
intelligence, more specifically the GRU, and multiple efforts to interfere in western elections
were traced to companies affiliated with the Kremlin, including the Internet Research Agency,
one of Prigozhin's subsidiaries. In 2022 Prigozhin admitted to election meddling, describing
cryptically that "during our pinpoint operations, we will remove both kidneys and the liver at
once."® The most prominent examples of these "pinpoint" operations include hacking Hillary
Clinton’s emails, disinformation campaigns in American elections beginning in 2016, supporting
eurosceptic Andrej Babis in winning the race for prime minister in Czechia in 2017, and aid to

Marine Le Pen’s National Front. In 2017 after Trump was elected, the US re-intervened and

8 Reuters. “Russia’s Prlgozhm Admits Interfering in U.S. Elections.” November 7, 2022, sec. United
States. https:
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deployed airstrikes in Syria in 2017 despite Russian objections, escalating tensions. Russia also
began renewed arms manufacture and proliferation. In 2018 the US State Department issued a
fact sheet stating that Russia's new cruise missiles violated the Intermediate-Range Nuclear
Forces (INF) Treaty, escalating tensions as well as foreshadowing a potential arms race. The US
then pulled out of the INF Treaty in retaliation. The construction of Nordstream 2 gas pipeline
was completed in 2021 under the Baltic Sea, avoiding Ukraine altogether. Meanwhile, Russia
pursued closer ties to China, increasing trade including gas exports as well as conducting more
joint military exercises. The US began supplying military aid to Ukraine, and NATO began
conducting military exercises in Eastern Europe (Anakonda in 2016 and 2018, under both the
Obama and Trump administrations.) These behaviors are relevant integers in explaining renewed
build up to war in Ukraine that would follow soon after.

Russia's escalation to renewed war began in 2021 with a significant military buildup on
the Ukrainian border. Russia made several diplomatic demands, including that Ukraine (but not
Russia) implement the Minsk II Ceasefire Agreement, that Ukraine commits to future neutrality,
NATO commits to end its expansion, and that NATO withdraws military “infrastructure” from all
new members. The US offered a dialogue but no concessions to Putin in regards to these
demands. Russia also began a buildup in Belarus to threaten Kiev, as well as recognizing the
independence of the DNR and the LNR. The initial Russian attack on February 24, 2022
included an armored attack on Kiev from Belarus, an assault on the Kiev airport, an attack from
Russian territory toward Kharkiv, offensives out of the DNR and LNR as well as out of Crimea
into southern Ukraine, and an amphibious assault on Odessa. Putin declared a "special military
operation" to "denazify" and "demilitarize" Ukraine, with initial goals of conquering Ukraine and

installing a pro Russian government, in effect reversing Euromaidan. If popular political
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movements in Russia's near abroad can successfully oust pro-Russian governments in Ukraine
and Belarus, there is no reason to assume it couldn't happen in Russia as well (especially if
coupled with infighting and other tension in the Ministry of Defense,) the ultimate fear being
rooted in Putin's hypothetical ouster. In invading Ukraine, Putin aims to reassert Russia's stature
as a great power that can veto NATO foreign policy moves, to divide and weaken the West, and
assert its "right" to shape its own security environment.

However, Putin underestimated what it would actually take to conquer Ukraine: the
seizure of Kiev failed, official Russian military forces had poor morale, soft terrain restricted
Russian forces to roads making them vulnerable (imagine a 40-mile long traffic jam,) and clever
Ukrainian tactics managed to stop Russian advances multiple times. Overall, Putin overestimated
Russian capabilities and underestimated Ukrainian capabilities and determination to fight back.
After three years of fighting, the capacities of both the Russian and Ukrainian militaries are
weak, and as a result Russia has received aid and troops from North Korea, and Ukraine received
aid from European countries and the US. Throughout the entirety of the war in Ukraine from
2014 to at least 2023, a constant integer in Russia's capabilities was the presence of the Wagner

Group led by Prigozhin.
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Chapter 5: WAGNER ACTIVITIES BY REGION

v Wagner Debloyments Abroad, 2013-Present

I Documented Wagner Presence

M Documented Wagner Presence (Regional
Case Studies)

M Russia
I Alleged or Indirect Links with Wagner Group i

o

5.1 Syria

Syria and the Soviet Union were very close allies, and this relationship continued after
the establishment of the Russian Federation. Most accounts of the Wagner Group's origins name
Syria as the first location where the group was deployed, and Wagner's activities in Syria have
had enormous consequences for Russian foreign policy interests. These interests included
supporting the Assad regime in the Syrian Civil War which began in 2011, establishing favorable
contracts and arms sales to fund other operations®, as well as reinforcing the general geopolitical
stability of the region not just for the sake of then-President of Syria Bashar al-Assad's regime,
but for Russia's continued use of a leased military base in Tartus® as well as an airbase in
Hmeimim.*® The loss of these strategic military installations would be a disaster for the Kremlin
and Russia's interests in the region. Russia's main means to achieve these goals was the

deployment of Wagner contractors.

8 “How the Wagner Group Lost Syria,” April 23, 2025. https: i
8 The Economist. “The Long Road to Damascus.” Accessed April 20 2025

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2012/02/11/the-long-road-to-damascus.
8 “Ru33|a Gambles to Keep Mllltary Bases in Post- Assad Syrla | Reuters.” Accessed April 20, 2025.
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Assad was a willing participant in authorizing further Russian involvement by way of the
Wagner Group. In 2013 Assad signed a law approving the presence of and legalizing private
military contractors and companies.®” Wagner would be one such group supporting Assad in the
Syrian Civil War, and the formation of the group seemed to have coincided with Assad's need for
foreign aid in its military offensives in addition to a military buildup leading up to the Russian
invasion of Crimea in 2014. The group was contracted to aid the Assad regime in Syria since at
least 2013.% In addition to plausible deniability and the superficial separation of the Russian
state from proxy conflicts abroad, the use of contractors also has the potential for Russia to be
able to downplay true statistics of casualties in political objectives abroad, as is evident in
Russian denial of any losses in Syria, in airstrikes or other instances. Wagner contractors were
rendered expendable in multiple circumstances. After 9 Russian contractors were killed in Syria
in 2015, Putin denied any official involvement. In 2016 the Palmyra Offensive military operation
conducted by the Syrian Army was aided by Russian airstrikes as well as Wagner members on

the ground. Beginning in 2017, the Kremlin began a new policy for their intervention in Syria in

87 Syrian Times. “President Al-Assad Issues Decree No.55,” August 5, 2013.
httQ://syriatimes.sy/gresident-aI-assad-issues-decree-no-55/.

8 Hummel, Kristina. “Undermining Democracy and Exploiting Clients: The Wagner Group’s Nefarious
Actlvmes in Afrlca Combating Terrorlsm Center at West P0|nt June 23, 2022.

V|t|es in- afnca/ »

“Three Russians Killed in Syna Pro- Government Source | Reuters Accessed June 21, 2024

t source-idUSKCNOSE1Y020151020/.

Grove, Thomas. “Up to Nine Russian Contractors Die in Syria, Experts Say.” Wall Street Journal,
December18 2015, sec. World.

“UBK BarHep: YTo 31O 3a opraHu3auus 1 KTo Takomn INpuroxmH, o KOTOPOM MHOro roBopaT? | HoBocTn
Tapxukuctana ASIA-Plus.” Accessed June 17, 2024.

"Brnepeble o YUBK BarHep 3arosopunu B 2014 rogy. «I'pynny BarHepa» opraHmsosanu n3 YBK
«CnaBsHCKMIA Kopnyc», KOTopas SBNsanacb y4acTHUKOM BOOPY>XEHHOro kKoHdrnkta B Cupun. lMNMepsble
3a4a4M HaeMHUKM CTanu BbIMOMNHATL Ha TeppuTopun YkpanHsl, a nocne yxe s Cupun."
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collaboration with Assad's government: profit incentives tied to oil and mining rights to reward
private security contractors who secure territory from ISIS and other extremist groups.® In 2018,
Wagner was contracted by Syria's state-owned General Petroleum Corp to capture and secure gas
and oil fields held by ISIS.” 2,000 members of the Wagner group were estimated to be in the
country at that time. This appears to have been an especially lucrative operation for Wagner, as a
report from the Associated Press claimed that the group allegedly received 25% of the proceeds.
These profits not only provided a windfall of cash for Prigozhin and his backers in the Kremlin,
but also increased funds for Wagner's other operations abroad. These contracts and rights to
natural resource extraction became some of the biggest boons for Russian involvement in the
Syrian Civil War. This dynamic also fostered Syrian resentment towards the Russians when
control over these sites was retained, and Russian resentment towards the Syrians for "poor
management,"' prompting the Russians to take even more initiative and control over strategic
energy and military infrastructure, perpetuating even more resentment in the process.

On February 7, 2018, US airstrikes near the Conoco oil base in Syria killed hundreds of
Russian contractors following a short period of heated conflict. The Pentagon claimed the
airstrikes were an act of self-defense against a unit of pro-Syrian government forces, but Wagner

comprised the majority of fighters as well as the majority of the casualties.”” Estimates from

8 Kramer, Andrew E. “Russia Deploys a Potent Weapon in Syria: The Profit Motive.” The New York
Times, July 5, 2017, sec. World.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/05/world/middleeast/russia-syria-oil-isis.html.

% |oanes, Ellen. “These Are the Countries Where Russia’s Shadowy Wagner Group Mercenaries
Operate Busmess InS|der Accessed March 5, 2025.

o1 ‘Rus3|a and the CoIIapse of the Assad Reg|me Accessed Apr|l 23 2025.

h her rogram.org/russi n ri

92 Gibbons-Neff, Thomas. “How a 4-Hour Battle Between Russian Mercenaries and U.S. Commandos
Unfolded in Syria.” The New York Times, May 24, 2018, sec. World.
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/24/world/middleeast/american-commandos-russian-mercenaries-syria.
html.
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differing reports (from both Russian news sources and a statement from Mike Pompeo® — then
the head of the CIA under the first Trump administration) guessed anywhere from 200 to 600
Russian casualties. All of the contractors killed were denied to have been affiliated with official
Russian forces by the Russian central command in Syria.”* This incident was followed by intense
heightened tensions between the United States and Russia, as many speculated that the US
killings of Russian operatives —even in a proxy conflict— could be catastrophic. However, the
plausible deniability of affiliation to the Kremlin provided respite from further escalation. The
expendability of these irregular forces is an immediate benefit for the Kremlin in instances of
political operations abroad gone sour, but raises the question of the associated costs Russia faces
from using irregular forces in such high-intensity and high-stakes conflicts. Even if Russia isn't
explicitly participating, the availability of satellite imagery, journalism, and social media
reporting makes it clear to the rest of the world that Russia is in fact deeply involved, thus
decreasing the amount of deniability available, a trend that scholars such as Candace Rondeaux
have observed being a major weakness of Russian use of semi-state actors like Wagner.
According to the wife of one member of Wagner killed in the airstrike on February 7, 2018, at
least 30 residents of the Sverdlovsk region alone were on the ground in Syria, presumably with
the Wagner Group.”

In addition to the deaths of hundreds of Wagner contractors at the hands of American

airstrikes, a UK nonprofit research firm found that airstrikes ordered by official Russian armed

% Lockie, Alex. “The Trump Administration Just Confirmed the US Military Killed ‘hundreds’ of Russians in
Lopsided Fight in Syria.” Business Insider. Accessed March 5, 2025.
https://www.businessinsider.com/us-military-killed-hundreds-of-russians-syria-trump-administration-confir
ms-2018-4.
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forces spiked rates of civilian casualties in Syria by 34% in the first half of 2018, killing
thousands of civilians that the Assad regime claimed to defend. However, the Wagner Group has
also been responsible for the deaths of civilians and non-belligerents in Syria. In November
2019, Novaya Gazeta identified a man filmed beheading a Syrian man as a Wagner contractor,”’
one instance of Wagner's war crimes and human rights abuses abroad.

In regards to the continuing presence of Russian-affiliated security forces in Syria in
2019, Putin stated in June of that year that "As for private security companies, under the auspices
of which the people you mentioned operate, they are really present there...This is not a Russian
state. And they are not combatants, unfortunately or fortunately."*® Wagner's reported combat
activities decreased after the Syrian Army's successful capture of Damascus and neighboring
Ghouta, which served as a stronghold for rebel groups.” Following the exit of US troops from
Syria in late 2019, Russian forces began to regularly patrol territory separating Syrian rebels
backed by Turkey from territory held by the Syrian army around the town of Manbij in
north-east Syria.'® Out of the power vacuum formed by the American evacuation, Russian forces

aided by Wagner contractors became the preeminent power broker in the region, for a time. This
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marked a period of success for Russia's grand strategy objectives in Syria: the Assad regime was
in a superior tactical position against rebel groups in the civil war following the evacuation of US
troops who had previously backed Kurdish rebel groups in the conflict against the Syrian Army,
and Ghouta and Damascus were recaptured.'® As a result, Russia was able to continue benefiting
from both the economic success of the capture-for-rights arrangement with Assad as well as from
the geopolitical success of retaining strategic military bases in Syria. In February 2020, the Wall
Street Journal reported several instances of standoffs between Russian armed forces as well as
contractors —presumably Wagner— and American forces along major highways in Northern Syria,
in what U.S. envoy James Jeffrey said was a Russian challenge to the American military
presence in the northeast.'” In early 2021, reports alleged that Wagner forces were forced to
withdraw from key regions such as Deir ez-Zor as a result of increased attacks perpetrated by
ISIL,'” in one of the last large combat events for Prigozhin's Wagner Group in Syria.

Despite operating in Syria as a semi-state actor on behalf of the Russian state for almost a
decade, Wagner's status as expendable agents in Syria just out of the Kremlin's absolute control
wouldn't last. In the days following Prigozhin's mutiny attempt in June 2023, Wagner contractors
and other personnel were reportedly detained and arrested, offices were raided, and
investigations were conducted at the Hmeimim military base.'™ A report from the Wall Street
Journal found that Russia’s deputy foreign minister Sergey Vershinin flew to Damascus to

personally deliver a message to Assad: Wagner Group forces would no longer operate in Syria
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independently.'” A logical rationale for the Kremlin's deployment of the Wagner Group in Syria
might be that Putin would win big if Wagner's operations aided in preserving the Assad regime,
but would lose nothing important if the operations didn't work and Assad was overthrown. The
latter turned out to be the fate for Assad's regime, but Russia absolutely had something to lose as
a result. Extremely favorable rights to natural resource and oil extraction and access to Russian
military bases and infrastructure in Tartus and Hmeimim all depended on the preservation of the
Assad family in power, as they had been in Syria since 1971.

Following the chaos that succeeded Prigozhin's mutiny attempt, Wagner forces and
Russian infrastructure in Syria fell into disarray, and the majority of the Wagner Group's focus
fell to supporting the Russian armed forces in the war in Ukraine. As a result of shifting Russian
priorities as well as tensions with Syria due to Russian faith in the Assad regime wavering,
Russia began heavily reducing funding for Assad's regime.'’ Dr. Antonio Giustozzi argues that
since Syrian armed forces were starved of funding and logistics as a result of Russia's withdrawal
of support, the Russo-Syrian rift contributed decisively to the regime’s collapse. Russia's
deployment of the Wagner Group and their subsequent operations in Syria created the conditions
for this tense dynamic between the two countries. On December 8th, 2024, armed rebels
captured Damascus'”’ and Bashar al-Assad fled the country. The end of the Assad family's
despotic control over Syria is a win for the millions of Syrians that were victims of the regime's

108

documented cruelty, ™ and a considerable loss for Russian interests in the region.
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Wagner's activities in Syria originally aimed to preserve strategic Russian military
infrastructure, profit from control over key industries such as energy and natural resource
extraction to fund other operations, and keep a friendly regime in power. With Assad gone,
Russia has begun to refer to the rebels as " the opposition" instead of "terrorists,"'” their word of
choice prior to Assad's deposition, but relations with the new Syrian Transitional Government
are nowhere near as favorable as they were with the Assad regime. These efforts are presumably
in order to mitigate the huge losses in geopolitical infrastructure and profits after Russia's
years-long investment in Bashar al-Assad failed. In negotiations in March of this year, Syrian
officials were reportedly seeking debt relief, return of assets, and reconstruction funds in return
for allowing Russian military bases to stay operational.''’ Syria was largely free from debt before
war broke out in 2011, but now owes anywhere between $20-30 Billion dollars, a proportion of
which is presumably owed to Russia, and negotiations are ongoing.''! The future of Russian
involvement in Syria is unclear, but the Kremlin is now forced to reckon with the environment
and dynamic created with Syria as a result of the Wagner Group's preeminent presence in Syria
as an extension of the Russian state, which has produced chaos and instability for Syria, but also
for Russia itself. In this way, Wagner's involvement in carrying out Russian grand strategy

objectives in Syria was the origin of Russia's failures in Syria.

5.2 Ukraine
Russia's grand strategy objectives in Ukraine since 2013 have been highly agitational

with intent to capture and control the entire country, from the annexation of Crimea in 2014 to
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the full-scale invasion of the entire country in 2022, and the ensuing three years of war which
remains ongoing at the time of writing. Besides using full official military capacities to carry out
war, another tenet of Russia's grand strategy in Ukraine has been the deployment of Wagner
contractors since 2014. One of the Wagner Group's first operations involved protecting factories
and Russian-backed rebel leaders''? in Donbas following Russia's invasion of Crimea in 2014,
Separatist militants in the DNR and the LNR seized official/government buildings in both
regions. By November 2014, thousands of Russian troops were in Ukraine, a significant fraction
of which were Wagner contractors. In January 2015, a new pro-Russian separatist offensive
began, and attackers had artillery support from the Russian Army on the Russian side of the
border. The Minsk II Ceasefire Agreement was signed in February 2015 to stop the fighting
between Russia and Ukraine. The agreement called for the withdrawal of foreign military forces
from Ukraine, but Russia denied it had any in the country. In reference to Russian military forces
in Ukraine, Putin stated in a televised Q&A session in late 2015 that "we never said there aren’t
people there who are solving certain issues in the military sphere, but that doesn’t mean that
regular Russian troops are there...feel the difference.”'”® The deployment of Wagner contractors
would be a defining tenet of Russia's future activities in Ukraine.

From 2015 until 2020 and the beginnings of the second invasion of Ukraine, Russian
foreign policy became more assertive, more brazen. Sanctions from the west, despite being
significant in their scope, weren't enough of a deterrent to prevent another invasion. A Russian

military buildup in Belarus to threaten Kiev and Russian recognition of the independence of the
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DNR and the LNR (Donetsk and Luhansk separatist governments) suggested that a full-scale
invasion was imminent. Russia's initial invasion of Ukraine beginning in late February 2022
consisted of an armored attack on Kiev from Belarus, an assault on the Kiev airport, attacks from
Russian territory toward Kharkiv, and Russian offensives out of the DNR and LNR, and Crimea
into southern Ukraine, and an amphibious assault on Odessa.

On March 9, 2022, it was reported by Ukraine's defense ministry that the Wagner Group
was already in Ukraine to support the Russian invasion.'"* Additional reports estimated that
2,000-4,000 Wagner mercenaries arrived in Ukraine as early as January, with orders to

assassinate Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky,'"

all attempts that failed. Manveen Rana
of the Times of London wrote that according to sources close to the group, Wagner contractors
appeared to be more trusted by the Kremlin than regular Russian forces, and that they had been
briefed about the planned invasion of Ukraine in December, long before official Russian military
forces were told. Some of the mercenaries allegedly claimed that if Russian soldiers had known
the true nature of the invasion they were about to participate in, they would have refused
orders,''® and that the Kremlin couldn't risk losing any troops if the plans were revealed too early.
Wagner's nature as a "private" corporation used to whatever end that a client —the Kremlin—
requests ensures that the only motivation is profit, while ethics takes a back seat.

At the beginning of the invasion, Ukraine's prospects looked grim, but after initial

Russian gains into Eastern Ukraine, Ukrainian counter-offensives made Russia's initial position

of superiority precarious. As Russian forces attempted to regain control, drastic measures were
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introduced to gain any potential advantage. Evgeny Prigozhin appeared in leaked footage
obtained by the BBC in September of 2022 recruiting convicts in Russian prisons to bolster the
Wagner Group and Russia's manpower by offering commuted sentences or pardons in exchange
for serving in Ukraine. In the same month, Prigozhin admitted to founding the Wagner Group in
a now-deleted statement from his catering company, Concord.""” This was significant as
Prigozhin had previously denied all ties to the group, and marked a turning point in his
relationship with the group, as well as the Kremlin; the Kremlin's operating policy towards
Wagner had been to deny everything and obfuscate all ties. This marked a new shift and perhaps
the beginning of the end of Prigozhin's tenure as the leader of the group as a result of his
admission of ties to Wagner and subsequent opposition to the Ministry of Defense.

By the summer of 2022 US Defense officials estimated that Russia had lost close to
80,000 soldiers in Ukraine— just six months after the initial invasion. Prigozhin stated to potential
recruited prisoners that "if you serve six months, you are free," but that "if you arrive in Ukraine
and decide it's not for you, we will execute you."'"® It is unclear when this video was taken or by
whom, but as a result of en masse recruitment of convicts, the number of Wagner members in
Ukraine rose dramatically into the tens of thousands. Prigozhin's closing remarks warned the
prisoners that they would be expected to kill themselves with hand grenades if they risked being
captured. Russian penal service figures published in November 2022 showed Russia's prison
population dropping by over 20,000 between August and November alone.'"” Prigozhin rebutted

opponents of recruiting prisoners, saying that “it is either private military contractors and
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prisoners [fighting in Ukraine] or your children — decide for yourself."'?* That Wagner was
forced to recruit convicts instead of non-criminal men of draft age suggests that Russia's position
in Ukraine was becoming tenuous and and as a result, desperate and drastic measures were
needed to retain any advantage. This also suggests that Putin deeply underestimated what it
would actually take to conquer Ukraine and keep it, and that the objective of keeping Ukraine
through the use of contractors was not going to plan. Prison recruiting continued into 2023, until
Prigozhin himself reported to the media that Wagner no longer recruited convicts.'*' It is unclear
if this is accurate or simply posturing to downplay Russian losses or desperation for more troops,
but the same report found that penal service records published in January 2023 showed a much
smaller decline.'*

Wagner contractors deployed in Ukraine have also been implicated in committing gross
human rights abuses. Phone transcripts intercepted by Ukrainian intelligence (and shared with
CNN in January 2023) also showed a more demented side of Wagner's battlefield conduct. A
soldier talking about another who tried to surrender to the Ukrainians stated that “the Wagnerians
caught him and cut his f**king balls off.”!'** Other accounts put Wagner at the heart of war
crimes and other violations of international law,'** including one of the bloodiest massacres of

the Russia-Ukraine War, the Bucha Massacre,'*® wherein hundreds of civilians were tortured,
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burned, and raped.'** Along with official Russian forces, the Wagner Group has been complicit in
human rights abuses in Ukraine while also failing to achieve the Russian objective of securing
Ukraine effectively, leaving a trail of violence, bloodshed, and failures in the group's wake.

In early 2023, Wagner forces led an offensive against the town of Bakhmut in Donetsk,'?’
which quickly evolved into deadlocked trench warfare, and eventually resulted in Russia
capturing most of the region in March. However, in May of 2023, Prigozhin reported that his
fighters would transfer their positions in the ruined city (which became the site of deadly
scorched earth warfare in the Battle of Bakhmut) to regular Russian forces,'?® concurrent with the
beginning of a leadership struggle between Prigozhin, Shoigu, and Putin that would continue into
the summer with drastic results. In July of 2023, one month after the failed mutiny, Prigozhin
was recorded in a video saying that Wagner contractors would no longer fight on the ground in
Ukraine, focusing instead on other conflicts, mostly in Africa. '%

At the height of its presence in Ukraine, Wagner had around 50,000 mercenaries
deployed, according to the US National Security Council.'** Russia's goals of successfully
capturing the territory and state of Ukraine through the use of official military force and the

deployment of the Wagner Group has stalled. Current negotiations are tense, especially due to
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the unpredictable actions of the second Trump administration. Where many assumed that
Trump's reelection would be a sign of victory for Putin due to a predicted cut in American aid
and weapons to Ukrainian forces, the decisive benefits of Trump's politics towards Putin in the
Russia-Ukraine War are unclear. However, what appears clear is Russia's inability to continue
fighting in Ukraine due to huge casualties and costs in both official and unofficial military
contingents. While Wagner's presence in Ukraine hasn't been as much of a failure for Russian
grand strategy objectives (discounting human rights abuses, massacres, huge loss of life, and

huge financial tolls) compared to Syria, it certainly hasn't been successful.

5.3 Libya

After Muammar Gaddafi seized control of Libya through a successful coup in 1969, the
Soviet Union was the first state to recognize Libya's new regime. Libya, being located close to
important maritime communications, occupies an important strategic position and links the
countries of Western Europe with the Middle East and the Maghreb. The USSR also saw Libya
as a potential ally in curbing American influence in the Mediterranean basin. Despite Gaddafi's
early reservations towards the USSR after witnessing Egypt under Nasser being dependent on
the USSR for defense and military capabilities, a number of critical Arab states aligned with the
West, (including Sudan, Egypt —after Soviet forces were expelled from the country in 1972— and
Saudi-Arabia) and the USSR began to look like a very effective counter. Despite Gaddafi's
ideological reservations, the USSR and Libya had a shared belief in eradicating Western
influence'' in both of their countries, and so a marriage of convenience was born. Diplomatic
relations between the two states during the late Soviet era were dominated by those of the

military-technical sort. In the 1970s, Libya was one of the Kremlin’s best customers in heavy

31 Western-style capitalism and finance being two examples
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industry purchases, and Gaddafi signed contracts to bring about a thousand Soviet engineers and
military instructors to Libya in order to build new missile bases and modernize their military
infrastructure,'** a relationship that continued for decades, including after the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1991. Much of the military agreements and infrastructure remained the same as
well as the dynamics between Libya and the newly created Russian Federation as they had in the
Soviet period.

In 2008, Moscow forgave Libya's Soviet-era debts to the tune of $4.5 billion in exchange
for bilateral cooperation and favorable contracts in the area,'*® including a Russian naval base in
Benghazi— promised by Gaddafi."** The trade deals agreed upon were estimated to be worth $5 to
$10 billion, and other benefits towards Russia would include weapons sales and a contract for the
construction of a railway between Sirte and Benghazi by Russian Railways,'*® a state-owned
company (the rail contract being worth over $2 billion alone.) Access to Benghazi would provide
increased influence for Russia in the Mediterranean. In addition, Russia had billions of dollars
invested in the natural gas and oil sector in Libya, mainly implemented by state-owned Russian
firms like Gazprom.'*

These decades of diplomacy and agreements were rattled by the outbreak of civil war in
February of 2011 following the beginning of the Arab Spring movement and ensuing protests
against Gaddafi's regime in Libya. NATO intervened with airstrikes in the conflict on behalf of

the anti-Gaddafi National Transitional Council (NTC, formed in February 2011 by Gaddafi's
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opponents in Eastern Libya to be "the face of the revolution"'*’), and the combination of futile
coup-proofing attempts on Gaddafi's part'*® alongside foreign military intervention against him
proved too much for the regime to bear. The conflict culminated in the capture and execution of
Gaddafi'® in October by militants of the NTC. This was a huge blow to Russian objectives and
influence in the Mediterranean and North Africa, especially considering the financial gains
promised through contracts and favorable bilateral deals would no longer be realized on
Gaddafi's terms. In addition, NATO's intervention against Gaddafi raised the idea that perhaps
Libya post-Gaddafi might be more aligned with the West than with Russia.

This raises the question of how the nature of Russia's grand strategy as well as political
and economic relations in Libya have changed following the first Libyan Civil War and
Gaddafi's death. Revenues lost from defense contracts and natural resource exploitation
following Gaddafi's death was a huge blow to Russia's presence in North Africa. In addition,
Russia dictated the majority of terms in its relations with Libya under Gaddafi, making the
ensuing regime change a hurdle in the Kremlin's goals of realigning towards Libya and Africa as
a whole.

As a result of this regime change, Russian grand strategy doctrine in Libya has two key
tenets: employing the use of Wagner contractors on behalf of the Kremlin to support friendly
(and anti-Western) leaders in the region, and utilizing regional instability/fostering dependence to

Russia's economic advantage regarding natural resources in Libya. Both of these strategies work
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to the end of reasserting Russian soft power in the region and curbing Western influence in the
Mediterranean Basin.

During and after the First Libyan Civil War in 2011, Russia's embassy in Libya was
evacuated, and many countries agreed to arms embargoes, asset freezes, and travel bans on Libya
and Libyan nationals involved with the conflict, facilitated by the United Nations.'*’ Russia has
consistently abstained on United Nations votes to renew the Libyan arms embargo, and has been
reported to have violated it multiple times.'*' This doesn't come as a shock considering so much
of Russia's investments in Libya were in defense contracts and arms deals, providing key
revenues and contract work for state-owned Russian companies. Rebuilding an investment
portfolio despite the obstacles of embargoes and international scrutiny for sanctions violations is
an essential step for the Russian state in reasserting influence in the region. Putin has consistently
blamed the West and the United States specifically for the tumultuous cycle of violent regime
changes in the middle east in the past few decades. While this statement isn't entirely wrong,
Russia has capitalized on Libya's political instability (one of many instances of this
phenomenon) following the ouster of Gaddafi in order to establish networks of soft power in the
region. It became clear that Russia's interests and investments in Libya required an unorthodox
solution in the face of internationally sanctioned embargoes and restrictions, and thus a new
pattern emerged in Russian involvement in Libya: private military and security contractors.

In 2015, Khalifa Haftar, leader of the Libyan National Army approached Moscow for
help to circumvent the UN-imposed arms embargo on Libya during the Libyan Civil War, which

Moscow accepted in order to lessen financial losses —which would be worth billions— from the
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142 as a result of the regime change. The LNA was founded in 2011

lost aforementioned contracts
by the National Transitional Congress (the provisional government created during the Libyan
Civil War) and is a composite of militias, mercenaries, tribal groups, and other military groups.'*
The LNA has been fighting the UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA) established
in 2015 in Tripoli, led by Prime Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah. Haftar's regime is bolstered and
funded by the United Arab Emirates and Egypt as well as the Kremlin.'* However, it isn't simply
profit that Russia seems to be after: influence and soft power within Northern Africa and the
Mediterranean is a pattern of recent foreign policy developments suggesting a Russian pivot to
Africa, especially as Western military infrastructure wanes in the same areas. A solution was the
deployment of the Wagner Group, allowing Russia to establish networks of soft power in key
regions, such as Libya.

A meeting took place in 2018 between Khalifa Haftar of the Libyan National Army and
Russian defense minister Sergei Shoigu. Notably, this meeting was attended by Yevgeny
Prigozhin. In October 2018, Wagner members were spotted in territories controlled by Haftar in
Libya'* contributing to the distribution of Russian weapons and vehicles. After reports from the

UN concluded that Wagner was in fact operating in Libya, the Wagner Group was sanctioned for

violating arms embargoes. Putin denied that the Russian state had any affiliation with Russian
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nationals in Libya,'* despite Prigozhin meeting with Haftar, and all evidence'*’ suggesting that
the group does indeed report to the Kremlin. Many members of Wagner were formerly of the
FSB and GRU, in some cases in the same units, and the equipment and infrastructure Wagner
used in Libya (and other conflict zones)was miles above what other private military contractors
in Russia boasted.'*® In 2019 Wagner members fought direct on the ground conflict alongside
Haftar's LNA forces in an offensive on Tripoli,'* with aid from the United Arab Emirates'*
against the GNA. The deployment of private contractors has been a boon for Russia's presence in
the region; instead of the Russian Federation violating arms embargoes overtly, the Wagner
Group could violate them instead, with the Kremlin having plausible deniability— despite the fact
that every actor involved in the conflict knew Wagner was bankrolled by the Kremlin. This kept
Russia's involvement in Libya contained to a proxy conflict instead of an all-out military
intervention.

In the same year Libyan authorities arrested two Russian nationals that the GNA believed
to be Wagner spies “attempting to influence planned municipal elections and gather information

on the GNA’s military operations against a rival [Haftar’s] force,”'*! One was Maxim Shugaley,

146 PBK. “INyTWH OTBETMUI Ha BOMPOC O POCCUNCKUX HaeMHuKax B Jlueum,” January 11, 2020.

%7 Including US satellite imagery capturing Wagner's involvement in weapons distribution in Libya as well

as meetings between Prigozhin and high-ranking Russian military officials.
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this included cargo planes such as the IL-76, SA-22 planes, the Russian Pantsir anti-aircraft missile

system, and Su-24 bombers (Fencer.)
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who was working on a campaign to support a political comeback of Saif Gaddafi, son of
Muammar Gaddafi.'”* Shugaley was part of a larger campaign to expand Russian soft power in
the Middle East in order to counter US influence, especially after US troops were withdrawn
from Afghanistan. These developments are critical as evidence of Russia's continued pivot
towards Africa and the Sahel.

Khalifa Haftar’s offensive on Tripoli was defeated in June 2020, and in the aftermath
Haftar has relied on the Wagner Group and Russian military infrastructure to deter social unrest
and protect him from potential attacks by his opponents based in western Libya, who have relied
on Turkey to prevent another campaign by Haftar."** Both sides (the LNA and GNA) have paid

their foreign backers for their assistance,'>*

allowing Russia and opposing states to build
permanent defense infrastructure in strategic locations in Libya and further entrench a presence
in the region. Wagner's involvement in Libya increased after Haftar's failed offensive on Tripoli,
after which Haftar retreated to LNA-controlled Eastern Libya, where most of Libya's oil fields
are located.'> Despite the failed Tripoli offensive, Haftar's relations with Wagner and Russia's
high command continued.

Wagner's activities in Libya have been associated with a number of crimes, including the

use of chemical weapons, land mines, and the killing of civilians. During the LNA's offensive on

Tripoli in 2019 the Wagner Group allegedly used illegal booby traps, land mines, and recruited
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Syrian fighters to bolster Haftar’s military capacities.'*® Besides physical operations on the
ground with Haftar's forces, the Wagner Group and associated subsidiaries have also conln
tandem with Prigozhin-linked cyber operations targeting the United States and other actors,
Wagner also has links to influencing Libyan broadcast media.'”” By using Libya as another front
through which to challenge Western influence, Russia bolsters its own by capitalizing on the
world's distractions in other regions.

Wagner has been active in Libya since 2015, but the nature of the group itself changed
radically after June 2023 after Prigozhin's attempted coup. This raises the question of what the
aftermath of Prigozhin's death means for Russian influence and involvement in Libya. As Putin
has given up his plausible deniability by admitting that Wagner was funded by the Kremlin,
Russia will probably play a more explicit role in proxy conflicts in the region. Now, it isn't just
the Wagner Group violating arms embargoes, but the Russian Federation itself. Instances of these
violations have continued into 2024, including Russian arms intercepted by Italian forces en
route to Libya's coast on the Mediterranean, remaining Wagner infrastructure that remains in
LNA-controlled areas, and sending fighter jets and other heavy defense capital to
Wagner-controlled areas. This marks a departure from the less brazen relations between Russia
and Libya between 2015 and 2023. However, despite hiccups, Russian involvement in Libya has
remained significant.

A second tenet of Russia's interests in Russian-Libyan relations post-Gaddafi has been to
take control of the energy sector and other natural resources in the area. One of the first examples

of the Wagner Group's presence in Libya was in demining operations in Benghazi through
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contract deals.'>® Control over Libya's oil reserves is the ultimate prize for both the LNA and the
GNA, and whoever controls Libya's oil controls Libya. Considering Russia's economy is
significantly dependent on the price of oil, the Kremlin has an obvious motive for disrupting oil
production in other places in order to force the market's hand in its favor. Haftar imposed an oil
blockade that cost Libya billions of dollars, of which the Wagner group was instrumental in
enforcing.'”” Beginning in 2020, Haftar's forced shut down oil production sites and export

terminals,'®

with production ceasing for 8 months as a larger scheme to demand fair shares of oil
revenues.'®' In 2020, due to Haftar's alleged involvement in illegal oil smuggling (conceivably to
mitigate said lost revenues,) the United Nations extended measures against illicit oil exports
(Resolution 2509.)'%? The measures also extended to extending previous asset seizures and
targeted travel bans. Russia was the only member to abstain from the vote. "According to the
Libyan National Oil Corporation, by mid-2020 Wagner controlled oil production at Sharara,
Libya’s largest oil field, and had access to other oil facilities to include Zillah oil field, Es Sider
and Zueitina ports, and Ras Lanuf petrochemical complex."'®® The United States decried the
blockade as unprecedented, and in many ways it was: a foreign-backed campaign to disrupt oil
production and consumption, an entire country's energy held hostage.'*

The blockade was only resolved as part of a wider agreement when Haftar's assault on

Tripoli collapsed.'® Tripoli houses the Libyan Central Bank and the state-owned National Oil
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Corporation, making it a valuable target for those aiming to control Libya's oil supplies, which
account for the majority of the country's economic livelihood.' These LNA-backed oil
blockades have continued in the years following the first instance in 2020. Since Libyan oil
makes up large supplies of global oil, a blockade of Libyan oil caused by political conflict
directly benefits Russia's domestic economic interests by increasing the price of Russian oil,
while making countries dependent on Russian oil unable to find alternative energy sources. The
Kremlin's vested interest in the domestic politics of Libyan oil not only destabilize Libya's
energy sector, but also have economic benefits for the Russian economy: the Russian economy
has historically been at the mercy of the price of petroleum.

In light of the failed assault on Tripoli, Haftar decided to intensify relations with Moscow
in the hope of obtaining more advanced weapons and other military support, in exchange for
Russian use of a strategic airbase in south-eastern Cyrenaica.'” Andrew McGregor of the
Jamestown Foundation also astutely observed that the use of this airbase would create a refueling
stop for Russian aircraft heading into areas of West Africa where the Russian Africa Corps is
active, strategically placed close to Egypt, Sudan, and Chad.'®® Libya's border with Chad is also
an emerging strategic target for Russian forces and increased influence in Africa, especially after
the withdrawal of American and French military forces from the country.'” Gaddafi's ouster
proved a significant shock for Russian objectives in the Mediterranean and North Africa.
However, Russia has remained steadfast in its involvement in Libyan politics, supporting

anti-Western leaders such as Khalifa Haftar in military offensives, political operations, and
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propaganda campaigns, all while benefiting Russian networks of power and influence in the
region. Russia has supported Haftar's LNA through the deployment of the Wagner Group, the
operations of which have now been absorbed into official Russian forces. In addition, another
central tenet of Russia's relations with Libya after 2011 involves the Libyan oil sector. Haftar's
operations of repeatedly holding Libyan oil hostage for political leverage against the LNA's
enemies coincidentally has the effect of making the petroleum market less competitive for
Russian natural gas and oil, and its customers more reliant. Russia has used similar situations in
the past to its favor in key conflict zones outside of the most active (such as Ukraine,) and it is
likely that Russia will continue its pivot towards Africa, establishing networks of soft power with
the goal of making Russia a great power in the near abroad once again. Despite the obstacles
Wagner continues to face allied with Haftar against the GNA and other opposing groups in
Libya, their presence has been a considerable boon for Russian foreign grand strategy interests in

the region, at the cost of instability for Libya and its domestic politics.

5.4 Sub-Saharan Africa

As Wagner was essentially reporting directly to the Kremlin through Prigozhin, Wagner's
presence in Africa suggests a new pivot in Putin's grand strategy: prioritizing African allies'” to
gain political capital and funding for other political objectives through the acquisition of natural
resources such as gold and revenues from the blood diamond trade, in addition to energy and
military infrastructure in strategic locations. In addition to these pragmatic acquisitions, Putin has
also employed considerable anti-Western rhetoric in Russia's political pivot to Africa. In an
interview with TASS, Putin stated that "we see a number of western states resorting to pressure,

intimidation and blackmail against governments of sovereign African countries. They hope it
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will help them win back their lost influence and dominant positions in former colonies and seek
— this time in a “new wrapper”— to reap excess profits and exploit the continent’s resources
without any regard for its population, environmental or other risks. They are also hampering the
establishment of closer relations between Russia and Africa — apparently, so that nobody would
interfere with their plans."'”' Posturing as a savior against Western neo-colonialism and
exploitation of natural resources is certainly ironic considering Wagner operations in
Sub-Saharan Africa consist of natural resource extraction in addition to political and
security-centric operations. The Kremlin has earned more than US$2.5 billion from trade in
African gold since the beginning of Russia's invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 alone.'” At
least 1,800 civilians have been killed during Wagner’s operations across Africa since 2017.'7
Putin held the first Russia-Africa Summit in Sochi in October of 2019, with
representatives from all 54 African countries present, with many representatives encouraging
Russia's continuing efforts to engage in African natural resource industries as well as "provide
security."'”* Many of these countries are sites of Wagner activity, both before and after the
summit. As a result of prioritizing friendly African nations, Russia stands to gain increased
geopolitical influence in the developing world, soft power structures, and proxies against
opponents like the US. Critically (and hypocritically compared to Putin's aforementioned
statement on the subject) entrenching African political actors' dependence on Russia for military

support and aid in political objectives is in Russia's best interest. These political objectives are
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often by means of supporting separatist movements that destabilize their respective regions in the
process, all while Russia benefits monetarily and geopolitically especially as American
involvement and military presence wanes on the continent. Perhaps it is also a matter of African
countries seeking to be less reliant on China and pivoting to Russia instead in what appear to be
more attractive agreements. Besides Libya, key areas such as Mozambique, Sudan, the Central
African Republic, and others are the fronts in which the most concrete remnants of the Wagner
Group continue to operate in and influence. Following Prigozhin's mutiny, Wagner’s structure

and operations were absorbed into the Africa Corps, reporting to the GRU.'"

Wagner fighters
were given a choice: disband or join the new crew, while Russian officials visited African leaders
to reassure them of continuity and support.'’®

Russian government documents were reported by the BBC as detailing how Russia is
working to change mining laws in West Africa in order to disengage Western companies from an
area of strategic importance, also in an attempt to consolidate power over the fragments of the
Wagner Group.'”” While Russian activity in these countries has been far from suspended as a
result of Wagner's structural reorganization following the mutiny and Prigozhin's death, it has
forced Russia to change the means of achieving objectives contractors, in what Jack Watling'”
calls "the overtness with which Russia is pursuing its policy" without the plausible deniability
afforded by the use of contractors. The Kremlin cannot deny operations gone wrong anymore. As

a result, the deployment of Wagner forces and their successors in these regions has been of huge

significance to contemporary Russian foreign policy interests, and have been more successful in
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their operations than in Ukraine, Syria, and Libya, at the cost of political instability in

Sub-Saharan Africa.

5.5 Mozambique

A continuation of broader doctrine for the entire continent, Russia's interests in
Mozambique include gaining favorable infrastructure and contracts in natural resources, energy,
and defense through the deployment of Wagner contractors as well as official aid from the
Russian Ministry of Defense. Russia stood to gain these benefits in exchange for aiding
Mozambican forces in slowing and stopping separatist attacks that have caused violence and
political instability in the country. Wagner contractors have made use of official Russian military
resources in their operations in the country, which blurred the line further between official
diplomatic relations between Russia and Mozambique and Wagner as a semi-state actor. Reports
obtained by CNN also posited that at least one of the An-124s that landed in Mozambique in
September belonged to the 224th Flight Unit of the Russian air force, and that the Russian
Defense Ministry previously signed a contract with a Prigozhin company, most likely the Wagner
Group, for the use of transport aircraft of a similar air force unit, the 223rd.'” President Filipe
Nyusi was the first head of state from Mozambique to visit Moscow in decades during a summit
in August of 2019. During the visit, Nyusi and Putin signed agreements on mineral resources,
energy, and critically, defense and security.'® Wagner's activities in Mozambique are the surface
of a larger pattern of Russian diplomatic doctrine shifting towards establishing soft power

networks in Africa, but in this case with less than ideal results: sources in the country reported to
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CNN that "the Russians are poorly equipped for combat in the dense bush and that the
relationship between the mercenaries and the Mozambican army is strained."'®" A lack of
familiarity with the surroundings and terrain in the jungle of Mozambique and strained relations
with official Mozambique armed forces are some of the biggest contributing factors to Wagner's
lack of decisive success in Mozambique.'*?

The chief objective for the contractors besides providing security was to aid the
Mozambican army in battling an ongoing insurgency against extremist group Al-Shabab'® in its
northernmost province.'® On September 13, 2019 —a month or so after the Moscow summit— as
many as 200 contractors arrived in an imposing Antonov An-24 military plane at Nacala airport,
with another Antonov An-24 filled with military equipment and an Mi-17 attack helicopter
arriving just over a week later. Photographs obtained by CNN showed Russian military planes
and fighters arriving in the city of Pemba, but were also seen in other coastal cities such as
Mocimboa da Praia and along Mozambique's border with Tanzania in the north of the country.
On October 8th, a Russian ship entered the port of Nacala carrying over 17 containers of
different types of weaponry —especially explosives— presumably used in Wagner's efforts against
the Al-Shabab insurgency.'®> Russia then predictably denied it had any forces on the ground in
Mozambique.'® Sergei Sukhankin argues that Mozambique's catch-22 of being endowed with

significant natural gas deposits but suffering instability due to the problem of Islamist radicalism
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facilitated Wagner contractors “replicating the Syrian model.”"®” However, Mozambique's terrain
is vastly different than Syria, and Wagner fights had a drastically different experience in the
country as a result. Jeffrey Love goes on to explain that the contractors were also tasked with
training and leading local Mozambican military forces in countering Al-Shabab’s attacks, but
just under two months into the operation, 12 mercenaries had been killed. Overconfidence and
poor coordination between the Wagner contractors and Mozambican forces made the contractors
vulnerable to ambushes by Al-Shabab, a group much more familiar with the jungle and dense
urban terrain.'®® In November, the Wagner Group was withdrawn from the operation and sent
back to Nacala, 250 miles south of the insurgency in Cabo Delgado.'®® Following the withdrawal,
Islamist separatist attacks increased in Cabo Delgado, with ISIS claiming responsibility for many
of the attacks.'”® The Cabo-Delgado insurgency between Islamist militants and Mozambican
military and security forces is ongoing as of early 2025. Wagner's presence has not provided a
decisive victory for Mozambican armed forces, and as a result Russian energy and military
infrastructure in the country is threatened. Besides Russian interests in retaining infrastructure in
Mozambique, separatist attacks have put the industries of energy and natural resource extraction
as a whole under threat.

In addition to defense and security activities in Mozambique, companies linked to
Yevgeny Prigozhin and the Kremlin have conducted social media campaigns in several African
states where Wagner operates such as Mozambique, wherein organizations and actors

conceivably backed by the Russian state or Wagner or one of Prigozhin's many subsidiaries were
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involved in the illegal publishing of campaign polling and criticizing Nyusi's opposition.'”' One
such company, AFRIC (a self-described NGO and think tank that only received donations
through untraceable cryptocurrency,) was involved in dubious election monitoring'*? and was
started a year prior through funding from an unnamed businessman hailing from St. Petersburg.
AFRIC was suspended on social media platforms like Facebook after its ties to Prigozhin were
discovered, and is one example of Prigozhin's troll farming and informational warfare campaigns
done at the behest of Russian state interests in the region.

In December 2024, mass opposition protests occurred following the victory of Daniel
Chapo of FRELIMO, Nyusi's majority party, in Mozambique's contested presidential election
which took place in October.'”® Many claimed that the results were due to election meddling and
fraud. Political instability as a result of these events have crippled multiple sectors of
Mozambique's economy, including retail, tourism, and maritime logistics.'** Many foreign
mining companies suspended operations or plan to do so in the near future.'” Intelligence
officials also reported that Mozambican government revenues have plummeted, salary payments
to civil servants might have indefinite delays, and that a domestic debt default could occur
considering Mozambique's national debt having risen to $6.3 billion since 2020.'*® Ukrainian
intelligence officials posit that Russia intends to leverage this period of instability to advance its

interests, potentially offering military aid to Mozambique in exchange for substantial
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concessions, such as establishing a naval base.'”” However, considering Wagner's previous
inability to enact lasting change in Mozambique's crusade against the instability caused by
separatist attacks and Prigozhin's coup causing the fragmentation of Wagner operations abroad, it
is unlikely that Russia will be able to be as involved in kinetic operations on the ground as it was
able to be by way of the Wagner Group.

This episode of Wagner activity in Mozambique reveals larger Russian overtures towards
friendly African nations to gain influence, profitable endeavors in natural resource and energy
extraction, and military infrastructure. Russia and Mozambique have gained more friendly
relations as the potential benefits of bilateral agreements are significant for both countries,
despite Mozambique's continuing battle with political instability, caused in part by Wagner's
withdrawal from Cabo Delgado. However, organizational strife, a lack of knowledge of
Mozambican terrain, political instability, and Al-Shabab's reinforcements prevented the Wagner
Group from achieving the full range of Russian goals for its affairs in Mozambique. The
repercussions of political instability in Mozambique include the stalling of profits from natural
gas and mineral extraction for Russia and by extension, the stalling of other Russian objectives in

the region.

5.6  Sudan

Russia's interests in Sudan include capitalizing on favorable terms in mining and natural
resource acquisition in a politically unstable country, namely gold mining to help pay for its war
against Ukraine'”® and other operations, and secondly, to establish a naval base on the Red Sea.

Wagner has operated in Sudan since 2017" when it first arrived to help prop up the regime of
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Omar al-Bashir,*” wanted by the International Criminal Court for crimes against humanity in
Darfur.?*! Wagner contractors were unable to stop his deposition. After al-Bashir's fall from
power caused by a coup in 2019, the Wagner Group remained in Sudan, and reports emerged
suggesting that Prigozhin offered to supply weapons to General Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo to
support his fight against Sudan’s army, and provided Hamdan with surface-to-air missiles.
Between August 2018 and February 2019, two planes of the 223rd Flight unit of the Russian air
force made at least nine flights to Khartoum in Sudan.?** Increased operations meant an increased
need for According to Ukraine’s Security Service, the Wagner Group carried out targeted
recruitment of Crimean residents in January 2019 for operations in Sudan; the passports of many
Crimean recruits had the same serial numbers as those of GRU personnel.**® This occurred far
before more explicit admissions of association with the Kremlin and Russian security services
were made by Prigozhin and others.

Wagner's forces also supported the 2021 military coup led by Dagalo, which installed a
government interested in continuing to strengthen ties with Russia.** The political instability in
Sudan caused by so many rapid regime changes has created a climate vulnerable to actors like
Russia being able to determine favorable terms in exchange for military aid to prop up the new
regimes. Christopher Faulkner remarks that "Russia’s proxies—whether Wagner or now Africa
Corps—are willing to engage in counterinsurgency campaigns that are often indiscriminate,

leading with violence instead of looking for opportunities to build trust and relationships with
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civilians or local partners."** Political instability in Sudan continued into 2023, when a violent
clash broke out in April in Khartoum between the Sudan Armed Forces led by General Abdel
Fattah al-Burhan, Sudan’s military ruler, and the Rapid Support Forces, led by Dagalo.?*® Wagner
is said to have supplied surface-to-air missiles, reinforcing Dagalo's RSF fighters. **” The
conflict has aggravated the already severe humanitarian crisis already present in Sudan. Both of
these groups have been allied with Russia, **® and the continued civil war has stalled Sudan as a
functioning state as well as Russian interests in it.

The second plank of Russian grand strategy in Sudan is to establish another warm water
naval port on the Red Sea. In late 2020 an agreement was reached between the Sudanese
government in Khartoum and Moscow to establish a Russian naval base at Port Sudan. The base
would host a naval logistics center and repair yard, up to 300 personnel, and four naval ships,
including nuclear-powered vessels.?” However, following the 2021 coup that Wagner and Russia
supported, the Sudanese transitional government paused plans to establish the naval base, and
has remained reluctant to enter back into negotiations. One half of Russia's grand strategy in
Sudan has stalled indefinitely. While the Wagner Group (now active as the Africa Corps) hasn't
succeeded in propping up one regime consistently, it managed to retain favorable contracts and
connections to multiple military juntas.

5.7 Central African Republic
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Since 2013 when then-President Francois Bozize was overthrown by a rebellion, the
CAR has been fractured and plagued with instability and militia violence. Beginning in 2017,
President Faustin-Archange Touadera signed a series of military agreements with Russia in a
pivot away from agreements with western powers, namely France.?'° Since then, Russia has
delivered arms to CAR's security forces and deployed hundreds of instructors to train them,
while opposing militias have also re-armed significantly in the Central African Republic Civil
War, a conflict that is ongoing at the time of writing. The Wagner Group was deployed to the
CAR for the first time in 2018, signaling an escalating Russian interest in the affairs of the
region. Russia's objectives in the CAR include providing military aid in exchange for profitable
natural resource extraction, namely gold and diamonds.

In March of 2018, Foreign Ministry Deputy Spokesman Artyom Kozhin stated that with
the consent of the United Nations Security Council committee, the Russian Defense Ministry
sent "free" military aid to the CAR, including small arms, ammunition, and five military and 170
"civilian" instructors to train the the armed forces of the CAR?"" and provide security for
Touadera as well as guard lucrative mines and associated infrastructure.?'? After a UN
investigation in 2018, it was found that Russian contractors were present in both rebel-held and
government-controlled parts of the country,’'® suggesting that Russia managed to capitalize on
instability in the country enough to play both sides. One of Prigozhin’s companies, Lobaye

Invest, was granted several concessions to mine for diamonds and gold in the Central African
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Republic.'* US military intelligence suggests that Wagner has used its access to gold resources
in the Central African Republic and Mali to directly fund operations in Ukraine.?'> Meanwhile,
the outcomes of these activities and more linked to the Kremlin resulted in the US and other
allied nations placing sanctions on Russia in 2020 and 2021,?'® but haven't been able to stop
Russia from profiting off of the CAR's resources. From 2018 to 2024, the Wagner Group aided
the CAR armed forces in offensives against rebel groups,®!” entrenched Wagner officials into
CAR's political infrastructure®'® in addition to providing military training for CAR's armed
forces, and got richer from gold and diamond mining.?'* An estimated 1,500 to 2,000 Wagner
contractors have been present in the country since 2018.?*° These operations have been coupled
with public accounts of gross human rights violations against civilians,?*! heavy casualties and

financial costs in conflicts with rebel groups, technological failures*?? and ensuing chaos in
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CAR's domestic politics.?* Besides the economic effects of Wagner's operation in the CAR,
Wagner contractors have also targeted civilians. A report published in 2022 found that civilian
targeting accounted for 52% of Wagner involvement in political violence in CAR, exceeding the
rate of civilian targeting perpetrated by allied state forces and major insurgent groups operating
in the country.”** The Wagner Group was reported as committing crimes such as torture, rape,
disembowelment, and looting”®® on CAR soil multiple times. Where the Wagner Group goes,
human rights abuses and war crimes tend to follow. Despite Wagner's subversion of international
law in multiple conflict zones, Russia is no longer able to deny affiliation to these offenses, and
should the trend continue in the CAR there is a very real possibility that other actors may involve
themselves in a level of escalation that Russia has aimed to avoid through using contractors.

The Wagner Group's activities in the CAR, today under the umbrella of the Africa Corps,
have been a considerable success for Russia's economic interests in the region. Russia continues
to profit off of natural resource extraction and security contracts in the CAR as well as other
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, but at the same time, affecting domestic politics to the end of
exacerbating human rights violations committed both by Wagner itself as well as domestic
governments, as well as turning a blind eye to democratic erosion, corruption, and organized

crime.?*® In the long run, this has the potential to negatively affect Russian objectives in the
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region, as well as harm the people living in the CAR and other countries that Russia involves

itself in, despite Russia's recent successes in the CAR.

Chapter 6: MUTINY AND AFTERMATH

Years of conflict with official Russian armed forces and MoD command created the
backdrop for the mutiny. In 2017, Prigozhin was accused of embezzling Defense Ministry funds,
which the MoD began to withhold after lawsuits were filed against him.?*” The degree of relative
autonomy and ability to skirt the rules as a "private" semi-state actor allowed Prigozhin to accrue
an enormous amount of power as the leader of the Wagner Group. For all of his monologues on
the "oligarchic clan" calling the shots in videos preceding the June 2023 mutiny, Prigozhin never
explicitly criticized Putin himself. Andrei Kolesnikov of the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center
posited that Prigozhin "is posturing as an enemy of the elites, even though he is a product of
Putin's system, the embodiment of his regime and state contracts...Prigozhin is playing an
independent politician, raising the stakes and testing the system's limits, but it's only technically
possible for as long as Putin finds him useful and is amused by his escapades."**® Later on,
Prigozhin claimed that the mutiny was in response to Sergei Shoigu, Russian Defense Minister,
ordering that all paramilitary contractors (including Wagner and other smaller groups) sign

contracts directly with the MoD.??
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The veracity of burning trenches and the aftermath of the alleged missile strike on
Wagner troops depicted in Prigozhin's widely circulated video on Telegram®° couldn't be
verified, and the Institute for the Study of War posited that the video "may have been
manufactured for informational purposes."?! Multiple other analysts stated that it was unlikely
the video depicted actual results of shelling.”** This video was used to justify Prigozhin's most
explicit escalation against the Russian Ministry of Defense, which was followed by Wagner's
capture of the Russian military headquarters of Rostov-on-Don on the morning of June 24, a key
location for control of Russia's operations in Ukraine. Wagner tanks rolled through the streets,
and soon began to make an advance towards Moscow largely unimpeded (with Prigozhin
commanding the rebellion from a bunker in Rostov,) but “specific leaks about preparations for a
rebellion that would begin between June 22-25 were leaked from Prigozhin’s camp,” General
Viktor Zolotov told state media.”** Western intelligence agencies and officials also had prior
knowledge of a potential mutiny through the interception of electronic communications and
satellite imagery, and many believed that the original plot had a good chance of success but
failed after the plans were leaked, forcing Prigozhin to improvise.”** Despite the Kremlin having

knowledge of the plot at least days in advance, the procession of an estimated 5,000 Wagner
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ISW assess Krasnoe, Lipetsk Oblast, as the furthest confirmed advance of Wagner Group forces during the
June 24 armed rebellion. Krasnoe is located approximately 330 kilometers south of Moscow.

Note: ISW observed that the Wagner Group forces likely shot down at least 7 Russian aircraft on June 24;
including six rotary wing aircraft and one transport airplane. Open sources identified one Mi-8 transport
helicopter, three Mi-BMTPR-1 Electronic Warfare helicopters, one Mi-35M attack helicopter, one Ka-52 attack
helicopter, and an I1-22M airborne command post.
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troops led by Dimitri Utkin, tanks
and armored trucks made it
almost all the way to Moscow.
US and Western intelligence
officials reported that Wagner had
been compiling equipment and
ammunition for the rebellion for
several weeks, indicating that the
vehicles, armored trucks, tanks,
and other munitions in the
precession to Moscow was the
group's greatest available
strength.?*

Prigozhin's March on Moscow,

June 24, 2023, Collated by the
Institute for the Study of

However, no regular Russian troops appeared to join the effort, something that Prigozhin

was counting on as an integral part of his plan. As a result, Prigozhin's "march for justice" on

Moscow lost speed. Before the plot could culminate in an armed standoff, Belarusian President

Alexander Lukashenko —an ally of Putin— offered to mediate

, suggesting that Belarus host the

failed Wagner mutineers. According to Western intelligence, this move was partly to bolster

25 |nstitute for the Study of War. “Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, June 25, 2023.” Accessed

April 3, 2025. http://dev-isw.bivings.com/.

26 |nstitute for the Study of War. “Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, June 25, 2023.” Accessed

April 3, 2025. http://dev-isw.bivings.com/.
27 Pancevski.
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Lukashenko's own security against possible encroachment by Russia.”*® The Institute for the
Study of War posits that Prigozhin may have become more amenable to rumored negotiations
with Lukashenko as the precession of insufficient forces drew nearer to Moscow, especially since
Prigozhin ran out of time to obtain the necessary military capacity for a potential armed conflict
with the Kremlin and Ministry of Defense.?*’

In footage obtained by the Institute for the Study of War, Wagner forces drove south
away from Moscow near Voronezh City on June 25th, and additional footage published on the
same day purportedly shows Wagner forces returning to training camps in southern Russia,**’
which indicated that the group would be maintained instead of the entire ship going down with
Prigozhin, despite the future of the group being uncertain at the time.?*! Today, Wagner's
operations have been subsumed into a number of official Russian military apparatuses, which
have retained identical organizational structures and bases of operations, especially in countries
such as Sudan and the CAR. Vladimir Putin then claimed to have bankrolled the entire
organization,”* but what wasn't immediately clear was the proportion of Wagner's funding that
came from Russian-assisted foreign contracts versus direct payments from the Kremlin.?** The
admission of Kremlin funding was enormously significant: whereas before Putin and Russian
officials could claim that it was just a private contracting firm breaking international law, arms
embargoes, and perpetrating human rights abuses, the Russian Federation now has nowhere to

hide if these acts are committed again.

238 Ppancevski.
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241 Institute for the Study of War. “Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, June 25, 2023.” Accessed
April 3, 2025. http://dev-isw.bivings.com/.
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The mutiny also had an immediate effect on Russia's position in conflicts abroad.
Ukrainian forces continued counteroffensive operations on June 25, driving back Russian forces
in Bakhmut and in western Zaporizhia, according to Russian sources.*** The last thing that the
Kremlin needed in their already waning offensive on Ukraine was a mutiny within Russia, and as
a result lost ground in Ukraine's counteroffensive, weakening Russia's overall position in the war
in Ukraine. Russian diplomatic officials quickly traveled to Damascus to personally deliver a
message to then Syrian President Bashar al-Assad that Wagner forces would no longer operate
there independently. Senior Russian foreign ministry officials communicated with the president
of the Central African Republic offering assurances that Saturday’s crisis wouldn’t derail
Russia’s interests and operations in Africa. Government jets from Russia’s Ministry of
Emergency Situations shuttled from Syria to Mali, another of Wagner’s key foreign outposts.’*’

It subsequently came to light that Prigozhin and his Wagner commanders met with
Russian President Vladimir Putin on June 29 so the Russian leader could hear directly from the
group. At this meeting, according to a Russian government spokesperson, the commanders
“emphasized that they were staunch supporters and soldiers of the leader and supreme
commander in chief and said they were ready to continue fighting for the motherland.”** It was
also revealed that Prigozhin has remained in Russia to supposedly clean up his business affairs.

Soon after the failed mutiny, the Russian police seized assets in his mansion, including stacks of

foreign currency, gold, and numerous passports—a raid that was aired on Russian state television

244 |SW

2% Hinshaw, Benoit Faucon, Joe Parkinson and Drew. “Putin Moves to Seize Control of Wagner’s Global
Empire.” WSJ, June 28, 2023.
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in an effort to discredit Prigozhin and to paint him as a corrupt traitor.>*’” The fact that he
remained in Russia after the mutiny at all means that he remained there with Putin’s blessing.>**

Many waited with bated breath to see what would become of Prigozhin. The failed
mutiny meant that Prigozhin had an expiration date: lesser enemies of Putin had been
"disappeared" for far less grievous offenses. Two months later, on August 23rd, 2023, a plane
carrying Prigozhin and other senior Wagner leadership including Dimitri Utkin crashed north of
Moscow,** killing everyone on board. The Kremlin denied any involvement in the crash,” but
US officials quoted by CBS have speculated that the most likely cause of the crash was an
explosion on board the plane.*"

In the past year, experts and intelligence officials have reported that Wagner’s
infrastructure and contractors in Ukraine have been subsumed by other Russian state and
paramilitary units. One ex-Wagner commander alleged that contractors in Ukraine had been
ordered to “join the ministry of defence” or to go away.?>> Wagner units in Ukraine and
elsewhere have been absorbed by the Russian National Guard®* and other Russian contingents
abroad, in a consolidation of state power over the group's contractors and operations.

Despite the state consolidating control over Wagner's operations, Kimberly Marten posits
that it will be difficult for the Russian Defense Ministry to command and control commercial

guard forces or manage Wagner contracts with foreign governments considering the

247 DC (ACW), Arab Center Washington. “The Fate of the Wagner Group in Syria, Libya, and Sudan.”
Arab Center Washington DC, January 28, 2025.
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prioritization of the war in Ukraine to Russian military interests.”* The MoD might be able to
easily integrate more straightforward operations concerning security or military training for
foreign armed forces, but Prigozhin ran a complex system of subsidiary companies beyond the
Wagner Group that contributed to the group's operations that are much less compatible with the
capacities of the GRU. Many of Prigozhin's contracts abroad involved guarding gold and
diamond mines and energy facilities, something no Russian military forces are known to do.*
Besides guarding these facilities, Wagner was also involved in gold processing and smuggling,
timber exports, and even taking over breweries in CAR.**® Marten goes on to explain that
Russian military officers likely don't have the skills or capacity to handle a diverse portfolio in
the same way Prigozhin was able to, and attempting to retain all of these operations would likely
result in a huge financial toll and administrative burden.?’

Even though most resources accrued from operations in Africa are being used in Russia's
war in Ukraine, Russia's continued presence in Africa still creates competition for Western
powers as well as China, all who have conflicting interests in the region. Despite the benefits of
retaining Wagner operations in the new Africa Corps, Russia's focus on propping up regimes®®
to the end of gaining monetary and geopolitical benefits without contributing to the stabilization
of the states themselves can only hurt Russian interests in the future, as well as the livelihoods of
the people that live under these regimes.

Explicit state control over Wagner means that Russia will no longer benefit from the

public relations advantages of using a PMC, such as plausible deniability and the obfuscation of

24 Kimberly Marten. “Why the Wagner Group Cannot Be Easily Absorbed by the Russian Military—and
What That Means for the West,” Russia Matters, n.d.
https://www.russiamatters.org/analysis/why-wagner-group-cannot-be-easily-absorbed-russian-military-and
-what-means-west.
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human and financial costs of war and conflicts abroad, but also the breadth of operations that

Russia has interest in conducting.

Chapter 7: OVERALL EFFECTS OF THE WAGNER GROUP ON RUSSIAN GRAND
STRATEGY

Besides structural corruption and incompetence, the use and misuse of private military
contractors has been one of the biggest weaknesses plaguing Russian grand strategy in the past
15 years, facilitating a semi-independent actor led by one man gaining enough influence and
manpower to attempt a coup, an occurrence that is normally unthinkable in Putin's Russia.
Russia's use of PMCs has led to limited success in proxies abroad, often with disastrous results
for Russian interests in these respective regions, as well as the aggravated destabilization of the
countries where the Wagner Group has operated. This pattern is evident in Syria, Ukraine, and
Libya. Sometimes Wagner's involvement has facilitated the collapse of the entire state, evident in
Syria. In areas where Russian objectives have been achieved with more efficacy such as Sudan
and the CAR, successes in achieving parts of grand strategy objectives are often accompanied by
increased political instability and in every area where Wagner has operated, human rights abuses
have followed.

The Russian economy has benefited enormously from favorable energy, security, defense,
and natural resource acquisitions in areas where Wagner has operated, largely to fund Russia's
other objectives abroad such as the war in Ukraine. However, a decisive victory in Ukraine as a

result of these economic advantages is yet to materialize, also due to a myriad of other factors at
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play in the outcome of the ongoing war. Since so much money is diverted to non-governmental
ends as a result of endemic corruption within Russian politics, it is safe to assume that fractions
of these profits have ended up in the same place.

In terms of the Russian military, the use of the Wagner Group has created a rift between
the (now former) contractors and Russian official military forces, ranging from different
operational structures to official military units being notified of plans after Wagner forces are.
Wagner was better funded and allowed more autonomy in its operations, as well as having access
to Russian military infrastructure abroad in ways that official forces were not. While the benefits
of plausible deniability and obfuscation of true costs of foreign political operations may have
been advantages at times, heightened public scrutiny surrounding the Wagner Group through
investigative journalism and social media negated these advantages considerably. The Russian
state may not have been able to conduct the same operations abroad as the Wagner Group from
2013 to 2023, state control over foreign operations may have meant better control over Wagner
forces, more clandestine operations, and preventing Prigozhin from accruing so much power,
enough to attempt a mutiny. Despite the Wagner Group being under new management today, the
group's actions remain relevant considering that many of its operations have only changed in
superficial ways, and continue to affect the security environments of regions of interest,
especially in Africa. Just as the operational structure and activities of irregular forces used in the
Soviet period influenced how the Wagner Group operated, so too will the Wagner Group affect

future Russian grand strategy and activities abroad.
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