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Executive Summary

While the Wagner Group was Russia’s first irregular military formation to attract widespread
international attention, the history of private and semi-private force in Russia stretches back to
the early 1990s. This history differs in important ways from the history of private force in
Western countries. Unlike other strong states with well-developed conventional militaries, Russia
has been reluctant to provide clear legal frameworks for private and semi-private purveyors of
force. Private security companies (PSCs) played a vital role in Russia’s crackdown on organized
crime in the 1990s and early 2000s, but private military companies (PMCs) remain explicitly
prohibited by Russian law. Despite the widespread tendency to refer to the Wagner Group as a
PMC, it has never been fully private, nor has it been a discrete legal entity. In the decade
following the Wagner Group’s emergence in 2014, Yevgeny Prigozhin and other Wagner Group
curators created a new template for semi-private force that is poised to remain a central feature of

Russia’s surrogate warfare strategy in Ukraine, the Middle East, and Africa.

The Wagner Group began as a small-scale experiment to deploy experienced Russian fighters
under the cover of plausible deniability in Ukraine’s eastern Donbass region. However, the
organization quickly expanded in scale and became a vital source of income and influence for the
Kremlin, offering sanctions-proof revenue streams through energy and resource contracts, as
well as a plausibly deniable option to develop relationships with African governments. In the
months following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Yevgeny Prigozhin found
another role for the Wagner Group: recruiting tens of thousands of prisoners on six-month
contracts in exchange for full presidential pardons. This move proved to be highly effective in
delaying the need for full-scale mobilization, but the degradation of plausible deniability during
this period ultimately led to the Wagner Group’s demise. Prigozhin’s decision to step out of the
shadows and leverage social media to build the Wagner “brand” had the benefit of increasing
recruitment numbers, but the centralization around a single personality led to increased tensions
between Russia’s official and unofficial armed formations, especially as their interests began to

diverge.

In the aftermath of the Wagner Group mutiny in June 2023 and Prigozhin’s death two months

later, there is a great deal of uncertainty surrounding the future of the Kremlin’s premier



semi-state armed formation. While the mutiny demonstrated the serious risks posed by semi-state
military formations, early indications show that the Kremlin is either unwilling or unable to
abandon the Wagner model entirely. Despite the obvious hazards of outsourcing military force to
ostensibly private actors, the Wagner model remains an attractive option for Russia to bolster its
military posture in Ukraine and pursue strategic competition in the Middle East and Africa. In
the months following the mutiny, the Kremlin has taken significant steps towards creating a more
decentralized version of the Wagner model, supporting a variety of smaller Wagner-like groups
that function on a smaller scale and are subject to closer oversight by the Russian Ministry of

Defense (MoD) and Main Directorate of the General Staff (GRU).

While this report focuses primarily on the Wagner Group, it argues that neither the emergence
nor the future outlook of the Wagner model can be fully understood without examining a variety
of adjacent organizations. Accordingly, a significant part of this analysis is devoted to other
private security companies (PSCs), private military companies (PMCs), and so-called “volunteer
formations” that are relevant either to the emergence of the Wagner Group or the outlook of the
Wagner model after Prigozhin’s mutiny. The report seeks to answer four main sets of questions.
First, what were the historical and political conditions that paved the way for Wagner’s
emergence in 2014? Second, why and how did the scale of Wagner’s operations expand so
rapidly in the span of less than a decade? Third, what went wrong with the Wagner experiment?
And fourth, how has the Kremlin learned from its mistakes, and how are semi-state armed

organizations likely to feature in Russia’s foreign policy after the Wagner mutiny?



Key Findings

Private Military Companies (PMCs) are prohibited by Russian law,' but legal loopholes
and selective enforcement of anti-mercenarism laws have enabled the Kremlin to use
semi-state armed organizations—which can be thought of as “quasi-PMCs”—to serve state
interests for more than a decade.
> Russian law allows certain strategic state-run enterprises to register Private Security
Companies (PSCs) domestically,” but PMCs have often been registered in foreign
countries to avoid criminal liability.
> While there has been considerable debate in the Duma regarding the need to establish a
legal framework to regulate PMCs, it is clear that the Kremlin prefers the current
arrangement, which uses selective enforcement of anti-mercenarism laws as a form of
control.

The Wagner Group is not the first Russian quasi-PMC, but it revolutionized the way that
Russia employs such formations.
> From its inception, the Wagner Group displayed a remarkable degree of flexibility and
willingness to adapt to the Kremlin’s changing needs.
> The Wagner Group initially served as a plausibly-deniable tool to manage Russia’s proxy
war in eastern Ukraine (the Donbass region), but it quickly became an essential source of
revenue and influence in Syria and Africa, as well as a vital source of manpower for the
Russian war effort in Ukraine.

The Wagner Group is not private, nor is it a company. It is a unique development that
combines elements of traditional PMCs with features of a state-backed paramilitary cartel.
> Despite the widespread use of the label “PMC Wagner,” the Wagner Group is not a
formally registered private military company.
> Since its inception, the Wagner Group acted on orders from the Kremlin and relied on
financial and material support from the Russian MoD.
> What is referred to as the “Wagner Group” is shorthand for a massive network of shell
companies, veterans’ organizations, and business agreements that provide a wide array of
services in exchange for money and influence.
> The “Wagner PMC” narrative is part of an intentional effort to conceal a much larger
ecosystem of intertwined state and private networks.

! See Criminal Code of the Russian Federation Article 208 (“Organization of an illegal armed group or participation
in it, as well as participation in an armed conflict or military actions for purposes contrary to the interests of the
Russian Federation”) and Article 359 (“Mercenarism”).

2 See Law of the Russian Federation "On private detective and security activities in the Russian Federation" dated
03/11/1992 No. 2487-1, especially Article 3, “Types of security and detective services”



https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_385/309eff0e828d17345ba3d211ded10079e59e716b/
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_385/bb10544759422f315766562c9626ca384ec238a1/
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/ef3f3be211c40981d10e672287aa8c4b7c98987a/#dst103915
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/a9e28227f557dc1e6659c1d88613790bb3dddb5b/

The role of veterans’ organizations and personal networks in the management of Russian
quasi-PMCs has often been overlooked in existing research on the Wagner Group.
> After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent restructuring of the Russian
military, many veterans of Russia’s most elite formations were left without work at a
historical moment when private force was in high demand.
> In the late 1990s and early 2000s, former members of the Russian Airborne Forces
(VDV), the Main Directorate of the General Staff (GRU), and the Federal Security
Service (FSB) formed informal personal networks and veterans’ organizations that
offered opportunities for specialists to work in domestically registered Private Security
Companies (PSCs) and foreign-registered PMCs.
> Veterans’ organizations continue to function as recruiting networks and clearinghouses
that connect Russian contractors to foreign-registered PMCs and PSCs that serve Russian
interests.

While the Wagner quasi-PMC model offers a variety of benefits, the Kremlin was unable to
manage the risks posed by the principal-agent problem, which ultimately led to Prigozhin’s
mutiny in June 2023.
> The use of the Wagner Group as a surrogate for conventional military force offered a
wide array of advantages, including plausible deniability, sanctions evasion, casualty
concealment, and financial gain.
> As in any relationship between principal and agent, the Kremlin’s decision to delegate
authority to a surrogate carried the risk of misaligned interests between the Wagner
Group and the Russian conventional military.
> Prigozhin’s decision to openly admit his role as leader of the Wagner Group in late 2022
was a vital factor in the unraveling relationship between Wagner and the MoD.

In the months after Prigozhin’s mutiny against the Ministry of Defense (MoD), it has
become clear that the Kremlin is either unwilling or unable to abandon the Wagner PMC
model entirely.
> Liquidating the Wagner empire would be prohibitively costly for the Kremlin for two
main reasons: 1) Wagner’s network of business relationships in Africa remains a vital
source of revenue and influence in a geopolitically contested region; 2) the Wagner
“brand” continues to serve as an effective recruitment tool for Russia’s war in Ukraine.
> In the aftermath of the Wagner mutiny, two broad recruiting structures have emerged that
offer many of the benefits provided by Wagner without the risks of hyper-centralization
around a single individual. One of these structures (BARS) operates within Russian law
and has a formal link to the MoD, while the other (“PMC Redut”) relies on
shell-companies and ordinary business contracts, violating Russian anti-mercenarism
laws.



1.) Introduction

For more than a decade, the Kremlin has relied on semi-state, plausibly-deniable armed groups
as an instrument of foreign policy. The Wagner Group, which initially emerged as little more
than a battlefield rumor in 2014, quickly became the tool of choice in Russia’s military and
influence campaigns in Ukraine, the Middle East, and Africa. While it is typically labeled as a
private military company (PMC/YBK) in both Western and Russian media, the Wagner Group is
not private, nor is it a company. What is referred to as “PMC Wagner” is a new development in
the Kremlin’s surrogate warfare strategy that is better thought of as a network of shell companies
that combines elements of a PMC and a paramilitary cartel. Unlike traditional PMCs, the Wagner
Group does not exist on paper as a discrete legal entity. Neither a fully independent organization
nor an official state enterprise, the Wagner Group was designed to operate in Russia’s gray zone
between state and private. After Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the
Wagner Group rapidly rose to international prominence, but despite its increasingly public-facing
posture, the Wagner Group has never been registered as a PMC,? and its existence remains
formally prohibited by the Russian criminal code, which forbids both “recruitment, training,
financing or other material support of a mercenary,” and “the participation of a mercenary in an

armed conflict or military actions.”

At first glance, Russia’s employment of ostensibly private contractors who carry out security and
combat operations may seem unsurprising. Many countries with well-developed militaries,
including the United States, have relied on PMCs to support conventional military operations,
most notably in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, virtually all of these countries have chosen to
recognize PMCs and PSCs as legal contractors that work in close collaboration with their
conventional counterparts and are constrained by the legal frameworks of their state sponsors.
Furthermore, Western PMCs and PSCs are almost exclusively used in security and
combat-support roles (training, search-and-rescue, intelligence, logistics, etc.), while the Wagner
PMC model offers a much wider array of services, including direct-action, assassinations,

security for mining operations and energy infrastructure, train-and-equip missions, and even

3 While there is a registration for “PMC Wagner Center” (OI'PH 1227800167242), this legal entity is neither a PMC
nor a PSC, but rather a joint-stock company that lists its primary activity as “consulting on business and
management issues”. See “Tlpuroxun "neraauzosan" nazganue UBK "Baruep,” BBC Pycckas cinyxb6a, January 17,
2023.

4 See Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, Article 359: Mercenarism.



https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/a9e28227f557dc1e6659c1d88613790bb3dddb5b/

elaborate disinformation campaigns managed by political technologists.’ In both of these regards,
the Wagner model represents a major exception to the way modern PMCs have traditionally been

employed and regulated.

In the last decade, the Wagner Group has displayed a striking degree of ability and willingness to
adapt to the Kremlin’s changing needs. Existing analyses and media coverage of Wagner
typically produce a stable, one-dimensional picture of the organization, falling victim to the
prevailing narrative of Wagner as a deliberate creation of the Kremlin used to wage shadow wars
across the globe. However, the actual history of the organization shows a great deal of
improvisation and decentralization, suggesting that the Wagner model’s success in Ukraine and
Syria was critical to justify its expansion to various African countries. The established narrative
of Yevgeny Prigozhin as “Putin’s chef” who handles Putin’s dirty work may hold up in some
respects, but it falls short of explaining how an inmate who became a restaurant mogul suddenly
managed to organize the recruitment, training, deployment, and support of thousands of armed
men across three continents. While this would not have been possible without Putin’s full
support, that support alone does little to solve the complex logistical and managerial challenges

faced by Prigozhin and other Wagner curators.

This analysis of the Wagner Group argues that the group’s development has been remarkably
dynamic and often improvised. The rapid expansion of the Wagner Group can be roughly
separated into three stages. The first stage, which was on display in eastern Ukraine’s Donbass
region (2014-15), involved the recruitment of professional contractors, most of whom had prior
military experience in special forces (Spetsnaz) brigades of Russia’s airborne forces (VDV) or
Main Directorate of the General Staff (GRU).® During this stage, Wagner served as a recruiting
mechanism with close ties to the GRU that allowed the Kremlin to use military force under the
cover of plausible deniability. These experienced contractors acted not only as force-multipliers
for separatist formations in the most crucial battles of 2014 and 2015, but also as death squads to

eliminate separatist field commanders who refused to play by the Kremlin’s rules.

5 Brian Katz, Seth G. Jones, Catrina Doxsee, Nicholas Harrington. “Moscow’s Mercenary Wars: The Expansion of
Russian Private Military Companies.” Center for Strategic and International Studies. September, 2020.

® For an explanation of the designation “Spetsnaz” and its role in the force structure of the Russian military, see
Appendix 1.



The second stage began with Wagner’s operations in Syria in 2015 and expanded when the group
established a foothold in the Central African Republic (CAR) in 2017. While the personnel used
in these theaters was largely the same type that fought in Ukraine, this phase is distinguished by
the discovery of a new business model, which traded military force for lucrative energy and
mineral contracts, ultimately shuttling millions of dollars to the Kremlin. Though Wagner
contractors occasionally took part in direct-action missions in both Syria and CAR, the group’s
operations in these countries have primarily—though not exclusively—involved training
pro-regime forces, weapons trafficking, (dis)information operations, and security for mining or
energy infrastructure. CAR is by no means the only African country that has seen a significant
Wagner presence, but it is by far the most successful example, and it serves as a useful case study
to show the full range of services offered by the Kremlin’s new quasi-PMC model. Using
Wagner as an intermediary in CAR allowed Russia to circumvent sanctions and assert influence
in its far-abroad, playing great-power politics at a relatively low financial and reputational cost.
While plausible deniability began to degrade during this stage, it remained sufficient to justify

Wagner’s utility to the Kremlin.

The third stage of Wagner’s development began with Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
2022. The cascade of military failures that followed the invasion ultimately led to the most
significant turning-point in Wagner’s short history. In the initial months following the invasion,
Russia’s conventional military was faced with a dire manpower shortage, but Putin’s reluctance
to announce a full-scale mobilization forced him to search for temporary alternatives that could
backfill Russian losses. Prigozhin found a solution to this problem in the Russian prison system,
resurrecting a mobilization tactic used by the Red Army in World War I1.” In the fall of 2023,
Prigozhin launched a campaign to recruit tens of thousands of prisoners, offering six-month
contracts in exchange for full presidential pardons. While plausible deniability effectively
vanished during this period, the Wagner Group’s primary benefit to the Kremlin had changed.
Rather than providing small numbers of plausibly deniable, highly experienced contractors for

special operations or train-and-equip missions, the new prison-recruitment model proved to be a

7 ““OHHM He OCTaBJISUTA HEMIIEB KUBBIMH® B ToJIbI BOIHBI THICSYH COBETCKHX 3aKIFOUEHHBIX BOSBAIM HA ¢dponte. 3a
4yTO UX HeHw komanaupel?,” Lenta.RU, May 10, 2022.



highly effective mechanism to address Russia’s severe manpower shortage. After Prigozhin lost
his ability to recruit from the prison system in early 2023, the Wagner model was once again
forced to adapt, relying heavily on a massive social media ecosystem to attract potential recruits.
By this point, the “PMC Wagner” brand had accrued enough authority and reach to attract
volunteers who saw six-month contracts with Wagner as a preferable alternative to the indefinite

contracts offered by the Ministry of Defense (MoD).

In early 2023, as Wagner forces took heavy losses in the battles for Soledar and Bakhmut, the
relationship between Wagner and the MoD grew increasingly tense. In the span of a few short
months, Prigozhin had used his social media presence to acquire a massive base of popular
support,® making himself central to Wagner’s ability to function. As Prigozhin’s criticism grew
more intense, MoD leadership began to perceive him as a threat and took efforts to undermine
Wagner’s combat effectiveness. What began as public criticism of Defense Minister Sergei
Shoigu and Chief of the General Staff Valeriy Gerasimov ultimately culminated with Prigozhin’s
outright rejection of the Kremlin’s stated war-aims, which was immediately followed by the
so-called “march of justice” that brought columns of Wagner fighters within 150 miles of

Moscow and resulted in the deaths of at least ten Russian airmen.’

In the aftermath of Prigozhin’s mutiny and his death two months later, the future of the Wagner
Group has become increasingly uncertain. While the Wagner Group itself may quietly fade away
or be rebranded to death, the Wagner model of semi-state PMC usage is poised to remain a
central feature of Russia’s force-mobilization efforts in Ukraine and great-power ambitions in
Africa. Despite the catastrophic failure of the Wagner experiment, the Kremlin appears confident
that simply tweaking the model will be enough to preserve most of the benefits provided by the
Wagner model, while minimizing the most significant risks. Early indications show that the
Kremlin is actively supporting the development of smaller quasi-PMCs and volunteer formations

with close ties to the MoD and the GRU.

8 «“«JleBama-ueHTpy»: ocIe MaTexka ouTH 30% POCCHAH 3asABUIIH, YTO O0OPSIOT AeATeNbHOCTh EBrenus

[Mpuroxuna. Heneneli panee Takux Jitoneid 0610 B 1Ba pasa Oonbuie”. Meduza, June 29, 2023.

® Otnen «Pa36op», “OT OrHs BarHEPOBIEB IOTMO/IN HE MEHBIIE ECATH POCCHICKUX BOCHHBIX. [T0X0%Ke, MHOTHE U3
HUX JIaKe HE aTaKOBAJIM KOJIOHHBI HAaeMHHKOB. Pa3OupaemMcst B IpOTUBOPEUNBON HH(POPMAILIMH O KEepTBax IyTya,”
Meduza, June 26, 2023.
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Methodology

This report draws on a wide variety of primary and secondary sources, including analyses of
Russian military doctrine, literature on hybrid, proxy, and surrogate warfare, Russian- and
English-language investigative journalism, news reports, social media posts from VKontakte and
Telegram, corporate registries, archived web pages, intercepted phone calls, and over twenty
hours of publicly-available interviews with contractors who were employed by Russian PSCs,

PMCs, and unofficial armed formations.

The driving methodology is a comparative case study, though the cases are delineated by time
rather than geography. Case studies are frequently used in analyses of the Wagner Group, but the
cases are typically separated by country or region rather than time. The country-by-country
approach certainly has its benefits, but using temporal instead of regional boundaries shifts the
focus to show how the Wagner model evolved over time and is better suited to building a

coherent narrative of the organization’s development.

This report is divided into seven chapters. Chapter two explores various theoretical frameworks
for analyzing the Wagner Group and ultimately argues that theory on surrogate warfare is best
suited for this task. It draws on an array of secondary sources, including monographs focused
specifically on Russian military doctrine, as well as broader analyses of surrogate and proxy
warfare. Existing reports on the Wagner Group often use literature on PMCs to guide their
analyses, but Wagner has little in common with traditional PMCs, despite the organization’s own
attempts to brand itself as a private organization. Others have attempted to situate Wagner within
the context of hybrid warfare, a relatively new analytical category that once appeared promising
but has lost much of its descriptive value.'® This chapter argues that analytical frameworks based
in surrogate warfare—especially those that focus on the principal-agent dilemma—are well
suited to elucidate the peculiar aspects of the relationship between Wagner and its curators in the
Kremlin, which differs in important ways from the typical dynamic that exists between PMCs

and their state sponsors.

1 Maiikn Kopman, “Tubpuanas BoitHa, KoTopoii HetT”. Vedomosti, April 20, 2016.
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Chapter three examines the emergence of a market for private force in post-Soviet Russia and
charts the development of several interconnected PSCs, PMCs, and veterans’ organizations
operating in the 1990s, 2000s, and early 2010s. It relies heavily on primary sources, including a
variety of phone calls, leaked audio recordings, and long-form interviews with three
individuals—Igor Salikov, Marat Gabidullin, and Sergei Salivanov—all of whom were members
of the Wagner Group and/or other semi-state armed formations. All of these phone calls and
interviews have been published by the human rights organization GulaguNet, though they are
only available in Russian. The nearly ten hours of publicly-available interviews with Igor
Salikov have yet to be incorporated into a large-scale analysis of the Wagner Group, as the first
of these interviews appeared in December of 2023 after Salikov fled Russia and agreed to
provide testimony to the International Criminal Court. His testimony is especially useful as a
starting point for this chapter, as he was employed by a wide variety of PSCs, PMCs, and
semi-state armed formations from the mid-1990s until 2022. In addition to these interviews,
Salikov published eight lengthy blog posts under the pseudonym Igor Kobal in 2011. These blog
posts contain a wealth of information on the various Russian PSCs operating in Iraq in the 2000s,
as well as a deep insight into the typical experience of a Russian mercenary in the 1990s and
2000s. The information gathered from the interviews and blog posts is cross-referenced with
corporate registries and archived web pages of veterans’ organizations and PSCs to show the
high degree of interconnectedness between many of the relevant formations operating during this

period.

Chapter four focuses on the Wagner Group’s debut in Ukraine’s eastern Donbass region in
2014-2015. This initial phase of Wagner’s development is quite opaque due to the lack of public
attention on the organization and the attempts by Prigozhin and his GRU curators to hide the
organization from public view. While the quantity and quality of sources that can provide reliable
information about Wagner’s operations during this period is limited compared to later periods,
there is a sufficient amount of evidence to reconstruct Wagner’s organizational structure, primary
objectives, and relationship with the Russian state. To this end, chapter four relies on a
combination of investigative reporting by Bellingcat and The Insider, testimony from Russian
fighters, social media posts, and publicly available telephone intercepts provided by Ukraine’s

intelligence services.
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Chapter five turns to the Wagner Group’s expansion to the Middle East and Africa that began in
2015. The primary focus of this chapter is showing how Prigozhin managed to make the Wagner
model profitable by trading experienced fighters and political technologists for lucrative business
contracts. While the Wagner Group established a presence in a variety of Middle Eastern and
African countries, this chapter limits its scope to Syria and the Central African Republic, as they
serve as the most successful cases from the perspective of the Russian state. Wagner’s operations
during this period have been covered extensively by a variety of investigative journalists, and the
information provided in those sources can be cross-referenced with the testimonies of Salikov
and Gabidullin, who were both employed by Wagner shell companies and other relevant
semi-state armed formations in Syria and Africa. In 2018, a small number of Wagner fighters
created groups on the popular social-networking site VKontakte. While these groups were
intended as networking and recruiting platforms, they also provide a wealth of information for

investigators and analysts, especially relating to Wagner’s Syria operations.

Chapter six begins with Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which led to
the most significant change in Wagner’s recruiting model: Yevgeny Prigozhin’s large-scale
recruitment of prisoners from the Russian penal colony system. By late 2022, plausible
deniability had effectively vanished, which led Prigozhin to publicly admit his role as Wagner’s
founder and main financier. This period saw a rapid proliferation of Wagner-linked Telegram
channels, including Prigozhin’s own channel, “IIpecc-cmyx06a [Tuproxxuna,” (Priogzhin’s Press
Service) which featured daily text, audio, and video messages from Prigozhin and other Wagner
field commanders. While there is no shortage of information for this period, separating fact from
myth is often difficult, as Prigozhin’s own attempts to build the “PMC Wagner” brand were often
based on partial truths or complete fabrications. Fortunately, the increased international attention
on the Prigozhin and the Wagner Group in 2022 and 2023 created a large demand for
information on the organization. By cross-referencing investigative reporting with social media
data, this chapter attempts to show how the relationship between the Wagner Group and the

Ministry of Defense deteriorated so rapidly and catastrophically.
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Finally, chapter seven focuses on the outlook for the Wagner model after the June 2023 mutiny.
Like the previous chapter, it relies heavily on Telegram channels linked to a variety of
quasi-PMCs and volunteer formations sponsored by the GRU and the MoD, cross-referencing
these data with Russian-language investigative journalism and pro-Kremlin media outlets. This
chapter not only attempts to chart the growing network of Russia’s semi-state military
formations, but it also provides a detailed analysis of two particular quasi-PMCs—PMC Convoy
and PMC Espafiola—to show how the Kremlin is learning from its mistakes and adjusting the

Wagner model accordingly.
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2.) How to Think About the Wagner Group

This chapter explores various theoretical frameworks used to think about the Wagner Group, an
organization that notoriously defies classification. It begins by pointing out the limitations of the
term “hybrid warfare,” which has often been used as the theoretical basis for analyses of the
Wagner Group. It then explores the related theoretical lenses of surrogate and proxy warfare and
argues that the term “surrogate warfare” is a more useful analytical framework to show the
benefits and risks the Wagner model poses to the Kremlin. Unlike hybrid warfare, which
emphasizes novelty and strategic innovation, literature on surrogate warfare is able to account for
elements of both novelty and continuity in the Wagner model. This combination of new and old
is explored through a comparison of Soviet surrogate tactics in Syria, Russian maskirovka in the
annexation of Crimea, and the Wagner Group’s initial operations in Ukraine’s eastern Donbass
region. The chapter concludes with a brief note on the role of “curators,” which has become an

increasingly important feature of Russia’s surrogate warfare strategy.

Hybrid warfare

One of the most difficult aspects of analyzing the Wagner Group is the problem of how this
shadowy and complex organization should be categorized. Though the Wagner quasi-PMC
model shares some elements of traditional PMC and mercenary employment, it undeniably
represents a new development in the way Russia outsources military force. To fill this theoretical
gap, scholars and analysts often reach for the term “hybrid warfare,” which emphasizes the
novelty of Russia’s atypical PMC model and situates it within the Kremlin’s broader attempts to
leverage low-cost, high-yield options to carry out foreign policy objectives in its near- and

far-abroad.

While the term “hybrid warfare” can be a useful analytical category when carefully defined and
delineated, it has too often been used as a catch-all term for anything the Kremlin does that
Western analysts do not understand. As many analysts have come to recognize, the loose usage
of the hybrid warfare label has severely degraded its descriptive value. Rather than being a useful
analytical concept, “hybrid” has become a convenient label for any new strategic or tactical

development adopted by the Russians. A handful of recent books on Russian military doctrine
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admit the limitations of the term, though most continue to use it with minor caveats." In Russia s
Military Strategy and Doctrine, Glen Howard and Matthew Czekaj present what is perhaps the
best interrogation of “hybrid warfare” in the Russian context, arguing that the term has severely
limited utility as an analytical framework. Rather than starting from Western frameworks of
military analysis, Howard and Czekaj start from Russian sources, noting that “hybrid warfare” is
a Western term that was only later imported to Russian military thought and has taken on an
entirely different meaning in Russian military theory.'? By reviewing the Russian military
literature itself, they attempt to “reversely deconstruct its theoretical fundaments.”"® They argue
that the hybrid warfare label has lost its original analytical value and suggest centering the
discussion around a term native to Russian military discourse: new generation warfare (NGW).
The use of NGW avoids an important limitation of the hybrid warfare term, which is that
Russian military discourse tends to use “hybrid warfare” as a category to describe the tactics
used by the West against Russia that do not meet the threshold of kinetic conflict.'* In Russian
discourse, hybrid warfare is most often used to describe Western support for the various “color
revolutions™ in the post-Soviet space and other popular uprisings in the Middle East and Africa."
In the Kremlin’s thinking, the use of plausibly-deniable mercenaries and separatist proxies in
Eastern Ukraine was a response to what it perceived as Western hybrid warfare in Kyiv. While
these perceptions are warped, one must understand them in order to make sense of the Kremlin’s

decision-making process.

Proxies, surrogates, and the principal-agent dilemma

Another trend, which seems more promising than the “hybrid warfare” approach, has been to

consider the Wagner Group within the category of “surrogate warfare,” which is a theoretical

" Such publications include Oscar Jonsson. The Russian Understanding of War and Betina Renz, Russia 5 Military
Revival. While Jonnsson and Renz acknowledge the term’s limitations, they do not dispense with it entirely. For a
brief summary of the problems with the term, see Kofman, Michael. “Mud o ‘Jlokrpune ['epacumora.’”
globalaffairs.ru, February 5, 2018.

12 While the term “rubpugnas Boitaa” (hybrid war) does appear in Russian military analysis literature, it is almost
exclusively used to refer to Western non-military activities (most often Color Revolutions and other activities
construed as Western meddling in the post-Soviet space). For a typical example of how the term is used in Russian
military discourse, see Anekcanap bapromi, “Muposas rubpuanas Boiina B crparerun CIIA n HATO.”
Hesasucumoe soennoe obospenue, February 24, 2022.

'3 Glen and Czekaj, Russia's Military Strategy and Doctrine, 180.

' Valery Gerasimov, “lLleHHOCTE Hayku B npefBuaeHnn,” Boenno-npombiuinennbiii Kypvep, February 27, 2013,

'® Aleksandr Bartosh, “liBeTHble peBOMIOLMHI ¥ THOPHUIHBIE BOWHBI COBpeMeHHOCTH , Hesasucumoe 6oentoe
06o3penue, January 22, 2016.
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framework better suited to account for both the novel aspects of the Wagner PMC model and the
ways in which it represents a revival of decades-old Soviet and centuries-old Russian

warfighting practices.

While the terms “surrogate warfare” and “proxy warfare” are sometimes used interchangeably,
there are important differences between the two. The use of proxy forces by states with
well-developed conventional militaries is nothing new, but the proxy-state relationship has
changed significantly in recent decades.'® In the last fifty years, the use of proxies has become
more central to the way states compete with adversaries and pursue their strategic objectives.
“Proxy warfare” has typically referred to a relationship between two actors working towards a
shared objective in a relationship that is necessarily hierarchical. The proxy relationship involves
a stronger “principal”—usually a state—who works with or through an “agent”—often a
non-state actor—to pursue strategic objectives. Plausible deniability is often central to these
relationships, as the emergence of nuclear-armed great powers has forced states to find options

below the threshold of direct intervention in order to manage escalation risks.

Surrogate warfare is a broader category that encompasses many aspects of proxy conflicts. As
defined by Krieg and Rickli, surrogate warfare is “the conceptual umbrella for all forms of
externalization of the burden of warfare to supplementary as well as substitutionary forces and
platforms.”"” Unlike proxy relationships, which operate on the basis of shared objectives between
principal and agent, surrogate relationships are often fundamentally transactional in nature. As a
small handful of scholars and analysts have recognized, recent literature on proxy and surrogate
warfare can be a useful tool to illuminate the complex relationship between the Kremlin and the
Wagner Group.'® Like all forms of surrogate and proxy warfare, Russia’s use of the Wagner
Group suffers from the principal-agent dilemma, which refers to the trade-off between
substitution and control in the relationship between sponsor and surrogate. The basic allure of

surrogate warfare is the ability for a state to outsource the burden of warfare by substituting a

16 Sukhankin, Sergey. “‘Continuing War by Other Means’: The Case of Wagner, Russia’s Premier Private Military
Company in the Middle East,” Jamestown Foundation, July 13,2018,

7 Kreig, Andreas & Jean-Marc Rickli (2018). “Surrogate Warfare: the Art of War in the 21st Century,” Defence
Studies, 18:2, 113-130.

'Emmanuel Karagiannis. “Russian Surrogate Warfare in Ukraine and Syria: Understanding the Utility of Militias
and Private Military Companies.” Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 23, no. 4 (July 4, 2021): 549-65.
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surrogate for a conventional military alternative. This arrangement offers several obvious
advantages for the state, but it comes with a cost: any increase in the degree of substitution
necessarily entails delegating more autonomy to the agent, which puts the principal at risk of

losing control.

Among the book-length publications on the subject, Krieg and Rickli’s Surrogate Warfare: The
Transformation of War in the Twenty-First Century stands out as the most coherent and
developed analysis of surrogate relationships in modern warfare.'” Recent attempts to make
sense of surrogate and proxy warfare have often relied on twentieth-century or even medieval
case-studies, and while these theoretical frameworks have some bearing on twenty-first century
proxy warfare, their analyses fall short of adequately explaining the peculiar relationship

between Wagner and the Kremlin, which does not fit neatly into any pre-existing model.?

Krieg
and Rickli argue that unlike earlier proxy and surrogate relationships, which were in large part
driven by “shortages in capacity or the need for plausible deniability,” surrogate war in the
twenty-first century is primarily motivated by the state’s need to conduct warfare within the

context of “globalized, privatized, securitized, and mediatized war.”?!

The Kremlin’s use of the Wagner Group is a novel development in many ways, but the extent to
which it builds on Cold War foundations has been underemphasized in existing analyses of the
Wagner Group. The Wagner model shows significant continuity with the ways that Soviet
policymakers employed plausibly-deniable surrogates to pursue great-power competition in the
Middle East, Africa, and Asia. In Syria, the Soviets relied on thousands of military
advisors—often referred to as “comrade tourists”—who acted under the cover of plausible
deniability to provide military-technical assistance and combat support to Syrian troops.? In an

interview with the pro-Kremlin outlet Komsomolskaya Pravda, former “comrade tourist” Valery

19 See also Candace Rondeaux and David Sterman. “Twenty-First Century Proxy Warfare: Confronting Strategic
Innovation in a Multipolar World” New America, February 2019.

2Sean McFate, The Modern Mercenary: Private Armies and What They Mean for World Order. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2017; Andrew Mumford, Proxy Warfare. Cambridge, MA: Polity, 2013; Geraint Hughes,
My Enemy s Enemy: Proxy Warfare in International Politics. Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2014.

2l Andreas Krieg and Jean-Marc Rickli. Surrogate Warfare: The Transformation of War in the Twenty-First Century.
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2019, 7.

22 Rondeaux, Candace. “Decoding the Wagner Group: Analyzing the Role of Private Military Security Contractors
in Russian Proxy Warfare,” New America, November 7, 2019.
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Anisimov tells the story of how he ended up in Syria during his military service.” One night,
while Anisimov was serving as a driver for a Soviet air defense unit, he was suddenly loaded into
a bread truck and taken to the Black Sea port of Nikolaev, where he and roughly 1000 other
“advisors” were put on a ship alongside several S-200 air defense systems. Only after the ship
left port were the advisors given Syrian uniforms and told that they would be “fulfilling their
international duty” in Syria. This episode and others like it show a great deal of overlap with the
tactics used by the Wagner Group in Ukraine and Syria in 2014-2015, when plausible deniability
was still a central priority for Wagner’s curators in the Kremlin. According to GRU veteran and
former Wagner fighter Igor Salikov, Wagner forces were given explicit instructions to use
Ukrainian weapons as a way to hide Russia’s hand in the conflict and support the illusion that the

fighting in eastern Ukraine was nothing more than a civil war.**

Figure 1: Valery Anisimov alongside other insignia-barren “comrade tourists” in Syria®

2 Aleksandr Boiko, “«Pyco Typucto» Boesanu B Cupuw u 30 jiet Hazan.” Kovcomonwvckasn npasda, October 23,
2015.

24 “TepBoe MHTEPBHIO IKC-O(pHIIEPa POCCHIICKUX crency0, asropa kuuru "HET BOMHE!" Hrops Canukosa s
laarn.” The interview can be viewed here; the discussion of using Ukrainian weapons as a form of maskirovka
begins at 1:05:25.

5 Source.


https://www.kp.ru/daily/26450.7/3319715/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMpl2TPNqW8
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While proxy and surrogate relationships are typically thought of as involving only two actors
(principal/agent or sponsor/proxy), these relationships are often far more complex in practice,
involving a variety of mediators and facilitators that manage the interaction between principal
and agent. This is particularly evident in the context of the Wagner PMC model, which relies on
a variety of “curators”—most famously, Yevgeny Prigozhin—to increase plausible deniability
and provide an extra degree of distance between the Kremlin and its quasi-PMC:s. In this respect,
the Wagner model updated the Soviet model of surrogate warfare to meet the new demands of

maintaining plausible deniability in the 21st century.

Due to the increased mediatization of the battlespace, simply redressing active-duty service
members is no longer a viable solution. As the 2014 annexation of Crimea shows, these cruder
forms of plausible deniability still have their place, but they do not offer long-term cover, as
investigative reporting, geolocation, and social media data can be used to quickly uncover these
more traditional forms of maskirovka. Within weeks of the Crimea invasion, it became clear that
the so-called “polite people” and “little green men” were in fact insignia-barren Russian
paratroopers and naval infantry.?® In the Crimea operation, plausible deniability evaporated
within days, but the tactic was sufficient to inject enough doubt into an already chaotic situation,
delaying the Western and Ukrainian responses. In the Donbass, however, Russia’s fear of
Western sanctions and general reluctance to be pulled into the conflict forced the Kremlin to seek
novel solutions that could manage the conflict while also offering robust, long-term plausible
deniability.?” Unlike the Soviet advisors in Syria or the “little green men” in Crimea, Wagner
contractors in the Donbass were not active-duty servicemen and had no official link to the
Kremlin. Furthermore, Yevgeny Prigozhin’s relationship to the Kremlin was the subject of
speculation and debate for several years after he was first linked to the Wagner Group in 2016,
making it unclear exactly to what extent the Kremlin was involved in the management of the
Wagner Group. This added degree of distance between principal and agent necessarily limited
the former’s control, but it proved to be an effective way for the Kremlin to mediate its shadow

war in the Donbass in 2014-2015.

26 Anna Arutunyan, Hybrid Warriors: Proxies, Freelancers and Moscow s Struggle for Ukraine. Hurst and
Company, London, 2022, 46-47.

77 1bid, 135.

% Denis Korotkov. “KyxHns uactroii apmun.” fontanka.ru, June 9, 2016.
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Plausible deniability is merely one of many reasons that the Kremlin often chooses to use
curators rather than official channels to carry out its foreign policy. In the aftermath of
Prigozhin’s mutiny and death, the Kremlin has only increased its use of curators, opting for a
plethora of less powerful figures to reduce the threat of a “new Prigozhin.” These
curators—tregional governors, managers of state enterprises, oligarchs, and Duma
deputies—continue to be fundamental to the financing and management of Russia’s official and
unofficial volunteer formations.?’ Laurelle and Limonier, who refer to such intermediary actors
as “entrepreneurs of influence,” resist the tendency to imagine the Russian political regime as a
pyramid, where an omniscient Putin sits at the top and makes decisions that are carried out
through established administrative channels.*® While this pyramidal structure is more or less
present in several key state enterprises, other sectors of Russian power, including its use of the
Wagner Group and other quasi-PMCs, are far more decentralized and typically mediated through
“entrepreneurs of influence,” who represent a plausibly-deniable or cost-effective option for
Russia to assert influence around the globe. It appears that many of these entrepreneurs of
influence do not act on direct orders, but rather recognize that financing volunteer formations is a
viable way to gain power, influence, and the Kremlin’s good will. As a country with great-power
ambitions that increasingly outpace its economic means, Russia has institutionalized this model
in its policy towards Africa and the Middle East, outsourcing responsibility to surrogates that can
test the ground in cases where public diplomacy or overt military intervention may not be

feasible or desirable.

29 Enusasera ®oxrt, Cepreit [opsimiko, Onbra ViBmmna. ““ Apmust Ha onctaBku’. Kto ympasiseT poccuiickumu
HepeTyIsIpHbIMU (popMHUpOBaHUSIMH, BororomuMu B Ykpaune?,” BBC News Pycckas Cnyoicoa, November 20, 2023.
%0 Laruelle, Marlene, and Kevin Limonier. “Beyond ‘Hybrid Warfare’: A Digital Exploration of Russia’s
Entrepreneurs of Influence.” Post-Soviet Affairs 37, no. 4 (2021): 318—19.
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3.) Private and Semi-Private Force in Post-Soviet Russia

The history of the Wagner Group has typically been told as a story that begins in 2014. As the
story goes, it was in that year that Yevgeny Prigozhin—a former convict turned restaurateur with
close ties to Putin—founded a covert organization that was designed to carry out sensitive
military tasks on behalf of the Kremlin. This basic narrative holds up in some respects, but it
often ignores the extent to which Prigozhin and his state sponsors were not building something
from scratch, but rather reforming a model of quasi-PMC usage that already existed in Russia.
This chapter argues that to fully understand the Wagner Group, it is first necessary to understand
the historical conditions that paved the way for the group’s formation in the two decades prior to

2014.

There are two facts that warrant this historical digression. First, several of the most experienced
contractors that eventually joined Wagner’s ranks, including Igor Salikov, did not begin their
careers as privateers with the Wagner Group. Salikov and others like him were employed by a
variety of PSCs and quasi-PMCs for nearly two decades before Wagner’s initial operations in
Ukraine. Second, the Wagner Group can trace its genealogy to a variety of organizations
operating in Iraq and Syria since the early 2000s. Like the Wagner Group during its early period,
these older organizations primarily recruited veterans from a small number of elite Russian
military formations and relied heavily on veterans’ organizations and personal relationships to
build their recruiting networks. Understanding how these organizations recruited and deployed
contractors on a questionable legal basis shows how the Wagner Group adopted and refined the
operations of similar organizations that preceded it. It also provides context that helps predict

how Russia’s quasi-PMC model might evolve in the aftermath of Prigozhin’s mutiny.

This chapter begins by describing the unique historical circumstances that enabled the
development of a market for private force in Russia. It explores the structural reforms and
downsizing of Russia’s military and security services after the collapse of the Soviet Union and
shows how the combination of three factors—a newly privatized economy, weak enforcement
mechanisms, and thousands of unemployed veterans—spawned a massive demand for private
force that was often effectively unregulated and often blurred the lines between private security

and organized crime. The rest of the chapter is dedicated to tracing the Wagner Group’s
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genealogy to a variety of PSCs and PMCs operating outside Russia’s borders in the 2000s and
early 2010s. This genealogy is built using a variety of primary sources, including interviews,
blog posts, archived web pages, and corporate registries. The only organization included in this
chapter that is not a predecessor to Wagner is a PSC operating in Syria under the name “Redut”
(also referred to as “Shield STG”). While not a direct predecessor to Wagner, Redut operated
alongside Prigozhin’s organization in Syria, and it appears poised to take over many of Wagner’s
operations in Africa, evidenced by the presence of the organization’s manager, Konstantin
Mirzayants, in the Russian MoD delegation that visited several African countries in the weeks

following Prigozhin’s death.?!

The supply and demand of private force in the 1990s and 2000s

The Wagner Group is the first irregular Russian military formation to attract significant
international attention, but the market for private force in Russia has existed since the early years
following the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Russian military’s restructuring efforts in the
1990s left many veterans of Russia’s wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya without work in a
historical moment that featured a rapidly expanding private sector paired with weak state
institutions and rampant organized crime—a combination that spawned a massive demand for

private force.

In addition to the military reforms, the Russian power ministries (CHJIOBbIE MUHUCTEPCTBA) Were
subjected to structural reforms and significant downsizing in the early 1990s. By 1993, the
once-unified KGB was split into five separate intelligence services, which led to a
“fragmentation of the state’s force-wielding and surveillance capacity.”** The poorly defined and
often overlapping jurisdictions of these newly formed agencies—which some consider a
deliberate attempt to create interagency competition—significantly undermined their overall
efficiency and coordination. More important, however, were the personnel changes that
accompanied the structural reforms. Between September 1991 and June 1992, over twenty

thousand KGB officers found themselves without work.** A year later, a significant number of

31 Leo Chiu, “Konstantin Mirzayants — What We Know About the Head of Russia’s Redut PMC,” Kyiv Post,
November 16, 2023.

32 Vadim Volkov, Violent Entrepreneurs: The Use of Force in the Making of Russian Capitalism, Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2002, 130.

3 Ibid, 131.
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operatives from the elite anti-terror units Alfa and Vympel resigned in the aftermath of the
October 1993 constitutional crisis.** The situation in the Ministry of the Interior (MVD) was
even more dire: between 1991 and 1996, up to 200,000 employees were leaving the MVD each
year.*® Not only did these reforms undermine the effectiveness of the security services, but they
coincided with the rapid expansion of organized criminal groups. Without strong state
institutions or viable enforcement mechanisms, the privatization efforts of the late 1980s and
early 1990s led to an explosion in the number of racketeering and extortion cases, which

increased by a factor of fifteen between 1986 and 1996.%

Russia’s organized crime problem proved to be a significant obstacle on the path to developing a
robust free-market economy. The solution to this problem, however, arose almost accidentally. In
1992, a new law was passed that created a legal framework to regulate the security and
enforcement business. The “federal law on private detective and protection activity,” which
remains the legal basis for PSCs (HOII) operating in Russia today, permitted private companies
to offer a broad range of protection and security services. As Vadim Volkov argues, the 1992 law
was not initially intended to solve the problem of organized crime, but was rather a “tactical
solution to provide employment for the former staff of the ‘power ministries.””*” Between 1993
and 1994, over 4,000 private security agencies were registered, most of which were managed and
staffed by former employees of the KGB, MVD, or GRU.*® By the end of the 1990s, private
security agencies had absorbed almost fifty thousand former employees of the power

ministries.>

¥ 1bid, 136. After refusing to storm the Parliament during the October 1993 constitutional crisis, Vympel was placed
under the jurisdiction of the Interior Ministry (MVD), which led to a mass resignation of employees. Of the 350
employees, only five continued to work in the MVD. Many of the rest went to work for the PSC “Argus,” which had
been set up by Yuri Levitsky, a former senior commander in Vympel.

¥ 1bid, 132.

3¢ Ibid, 2. While these numbers show the trend, they likely underestimate the scale of extortion rackets. Volkov
estimates that approximately one in four victims of extortion reported the crime to the militia.

7 1bid, 142.

3% Ibid, 133. Based on an estimate from 1995, roughly half of the heads of private security agencies were former
KGB officers, a quarter from the MVD, and the rest from the GRU.

¥ Tbid.
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Former Wagner fighter Igor Salikov, a veteran of the 15th Separate Spetsnaz Brigade of the
Soviet GRU,* explains that many displaced veterans and security service employees felt left
behind in the aftermath of the military restructuring efforts, and the rapidly growing private
security market proved to be an attractive and viable alternative. As Salikov puts it, “the
specialists remained, and they were in demand.”*' Within Russia’s borders, the legal framework
was sufficiently clear, but as Russian enterprises expanded to foreign countries, the situation
became increasingly murky. Since Russian domestic law explicitly prohibits recruitment of
mercenaries and participation in mercenarism, veterans who hoped to work abroad were faced
with a variety of legal hurdles that made it extremely difficult to work as a security contractor
outside of Russia without violating Russian law.** In a frenzied 2011 blog post, Salikov vents his
frustrations after more than fifteen years of privateering: “the fact is that Russian PMCs, in the
form in which these units exist in the rest of the world... do not exist. They do not and cannot
exist in nature.”® To bypass these obstacles, veterans like Salikov relied on personal networks
and veterans’ organizations that served as recruiting hubs, offering opportunities to contract with
domestically registered PSCs that worked in close collaboration with the Russian MoD. In other
cases, the personnel of these companies was entirely Russian or Russian-speaking, but the

company itself was registered abroad.*

In existing investigations of the Wagner Group, the history of Russian private security and
mercenarism in the 1990s and 2000s is rarely taken into consideration, but understanding the
intricacies of this period is vital to understanding how Yevgeny Prigozhin and other Wagner
managers relied on personal networks, veterans’ organizations, and shell companies to manage
the day-to-day operations of an armed formation that supplied military force on a shaky legal

basis. Simple questions such as “how did prospective Wagner fighters know where to send their

“ During Russia’s military restructuring in the 1990s, the 15th Brigade of the GRU was transferred to Uzbekistan’s
Ground Forces and is no longer a part of the Russian military. However, Russia maintains close ties with the 15th
Brigade and considers it an allied force. See Mark Galeotti, Spetsnaz: Russia’s Special Forces. Osprey Publishing,
2015, 52-54.

41 “Cpuperenscteo Urops Canukosa npokypopam o Ilarpymese, remepane "Pszans”, Barnepe, Penyre,
PocAtome...” The interview can be viewed here; relevant discussion begins at 1:56:30.

42 The most explicit and commonly cited prohibition on mercenarism is found in the Russian Criminal Code, Article
359.

4 Salikov’s blog post, written under the pseudonym Igor Kobal, can be viewed here.

* The most notable of these foreign-registered PMCs is Moran Security Group, which was registered in Belize in
2011.



http://samlib.ru/k/kowalx_i/glawa7-2.shtml
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/a9e28227f557dc1e6659c1d88613790bb3dddb5b/
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/a9e28227f557dc1e6659c1d88613790bb3dddb5b/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YCbtQjrLMqo
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applications?”, “what company was listed on the contract they signed?”, “where did they get
their weapons?”” and “how did they get paid?” do not make for catchy news headlines, but they
are vital to understanding the complex inner workings of the Wagner Group. The short answer to
most of these questions is that Wagner functioned much like earlier Russian quasi-PMCs and

PSCs, simply on a much larger scale.

Oryol-Antiterror, Redut-Antiterror, and Top Rent Security

Nearly all of the relevant PMCs and PSCs relevant to the Wagner Group story can trace their
genealogy to Oryol-Antiterror, a confederation of Spetsnaz veterans from Russia’s airborne
forces (VDV) and military intelligence (GRU). Oryol-Antiterror effectively served as a nexus
that connected experienced military veterans with domestically-registered PSCs linked to
strategic state enterprises run by siloviki and Kremlin insiders. As with many of these groups,
veterans’ organizations provided the legal basis for Oryol-Antiterror’s recruiting structure. An
archived version of Oryol-Antiterror’s website lists both the Oryol Public Organization of
Former Servicemen of the Special Forces (founded 1998) and the Oryol Regional Branch of the
Interregional Public Organization of Veterans of Airborne Troops and Special Forces (founded
2007).* Descriptions of similar veterans’ organizations are typically generalized statements
about assisting veterans in adapting to non-military life, but the description of Oryol-Antiterror’s
training center explicitly states that “the main purpose of creating the Center is to assist state and
public institutions in solving the problem of ensuring the security of the individual, society and
the state,” and that the center’s instructors “provide advisory services on the safety of cargo
escort” in North Kurdistan, Baghdad, and Basra.* The website also notes close cooperation with
“‘Russian Engineering Company’, ‘Energy Engineering Enterprise’ and the representative office
of TATNEFT to ensure the safety of Russian specialists in the restoration of energy, irrigation

facilities, and oil platforms.”*’

In Iraq, Oryol-Antiterror spawned two other detachments: Top Rent Security (sometimes called
TigrTop Rent) and Redut-Antiterror (sometimes called “R Group”). Like Oryol-Antiterror, these

groups were primarily tasked with providing security for Russian state-run energy extraction

4 An archive of Oryol-Antiterror’s website, which lists both veterans’ organizations, can be viewed here.
¢ Archived page of the Oryol-Antiterror Training Center can be viewed here.
47 bid.


https://web.archive.org/web/20071016141004/http://antiterror-orel.ru/index.php?pid=28
https://archive.is/GNNhJ#selection-1613.0-1613.155
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sites and armed escort for transport convoys. Both groups recruited from a pool of veterans
affiliated with the Redut Center for Operational-Tactical Tasks, whose website states that the
center was initially composed of veterans from three military units:*® the 106th Airborne
Division, the 45th Guards Spetsnaz Airborne Brigade of the VDV, and the 2nd Guards Spetsnaz
Brigade of the GRU.* Redut-Antiterror’s website also indicates that the group was affiliated
with a Moscow-based organization known as the Association of Veterans of Peacekeeping and
Local Conflict Missions, whose corporate registry lists none other than Igor Salikov (the author
of the above-mentioned blog post) as one of the organization’s co-founders.*® Salikov would later

contract with the Wagner Group in Ukraine, Syria, and CAR.

Figure 2. Igor Salikov holding a Redut-Antiterror patch*

48 Archived page that describes the formation of Redut-Antiterror center can be viewed here.

47 The 106th Airborne Division is the only highly-represented military formation that is not designated as a Spetsnaz
unit, but it should be noted that the 106th continues to have a significant presence in the Russian city of Ryazan,
which is collocated with Ryazan Guards Higher Airborne Command School. The Higher Airborne Command School
serves as one of the main training grounds for VDV Spetsnaz and GRU Spetsnaz formations, which could explain
the group’s high representation among Russian mercenaries and PSC contractors.

50 Archived corporate registry for Association of Veterans of Peacekeeping and Local Conflict Missions can be
viewed here.

51 Source. True to Redut-Antiterror’s VDV Spetsnaz roots, the half-man, half-wolf figure on the patch wears a blue
beret and telnyashka.


https://ru.krymr.com/a/news-redut-voenny-mks-shemy/32736682.html
https://archive.is/lqcH0#selection-1595.0-1595.94
https://web.archive.org/web/20090425093856/http://fadzher.ru/static/9
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Moran Security Group and The Slavonic Corps

Perhaps the most important figure to emerge from the Oryol/Redut/TopRent network is Vadim
Gusev. In the mid-2000s, Gusev was appointed to run Top Rent Security, which was primarily
tasked with supplying armed convoys that guarded cargo and energy transports in Iraq.>* Several
years later, Gusev appeared at the head of a new company known as Moran Security Group,
which was in many ways the direct predecessor to the Wagner Group. Like many Russian PMCs
during the 1990s and early 2000s, Moran provided security for Russian energy companies,
specializing in “maritime security, risk assessment, VIP security, and infrastructure protection.”?
In a 2013 documentary film produced by the state-run channel Perviy Kanal titled “Soldiers for
Rent” (Conpmarsl Hanpokat), Gusev is introduced as the deputy-director of an unnamed PMC that
provides maritime security.”* As documents on the company’s website clarify, Moran was able to

avoid Russian legal restrictions by registering in Belize in 2011.%

Figure 3. Moran Security Group archived homepage from January 2012

MORAN SECURITY GROUP RUS / ENG
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52 In his 2011 blog post, Salikov describes Gusev’s appointment to run Top Rent Security.

53 1bid, 42.

% The documentary can be viewed here.

% Conformance certificates listing a 2011 Belize registration are still available online and can be viewed here.


https://moran-group.org/en/about/index
https://youtu.be/Ho1MDiCIOrM?si=XBPvKas0OpiUML9p&t=1371
http://samlib.ru/k/kowalx_i/glawa7-2.shtml
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In 2013, a contingent of Moran 250 Russian contractors known as the Slavonic Corps was sent to
Syria, where they were tasked with protecting oil facilities near Palmyra on behalf of Syria’s
Energy Ministry.”® Moran served as the recruiting mechanism for the project, but the contracts
themselves designated a Hong Kong registration for the Slavonic Corps.”” Somehow, the
Slavonic Corps fighters ended up in a detachment operating against Bashar al-Assad’s army. The
contractors were tasked with maintaining control over the city of Dier ez-Zor, a critical oil hub
that would make headline news in 2018 when dozens of Wagner fighters were killed by

American air power in a firefight with US coalition forces.*®

After a skirmish that resulted in the deaths of several Russian contractors, the Slavonic Corps
returned to Russia, where they were met by FSB officers who seized SIM cards and conducted
individual interrogations. While the contractors themselves narrowly escaped criminal
prosecution, the group’s two leaders—Moran deputy director Vadim Gusev and staffing
specialist Yevgeniy Sidorov—were arrested for violating Russia’s prohibition on mercenarism.*
In what became Russia’s first mercenarism case, Sidorov and Gusev were ultimately sentenced
to three years in prison, a significantly more lenient punishment than the fifteen years stipulated
by the Russian Criminal Code.® Notably, among the Slavonic Corps contractors was Dmitry
Utkin, a recently-retired veteran of the GRU’s 2nd Spetsnaz Brigade who would appear in

Ukraine roughly a year later using the callsign “Wagner.”

Stroytransgaz “Redut” / “Shield” Stroytransgaz

The final organization that plays a key role in this story is sometimes referred to as Shield
Stroytransgaz (STG) and often as simply “Redut,” though it is not the same organization as
“Redut-Antiterror” (mentioned above) or “PMC Redut” (see Appendix 2: The Many Reduts).*!
Redut/Shield STG has been active in Syria for more than a decade, primarily working as a

security force for the Russian energy company Stroytransgaz, a former Gazprom subsidiary.

%6 Kopotkos, Jlenwuc. “ITocnennmit Boit «Cnapsrckoro Kopmyca»” November 14, 2013.

7 bid.

8 Ibid.

% EpmakoBa, Anekcanapa and [aiigap Bateipxanos. “3aBepileHo paccieqoBaHue nepsoro B Poccuu nena o
HaeMHUKax,” izvestia.ru, August 6, 2014.

80 “Komanmpsl «CrassHckoro kopryca» B CUpUH 0CYXIeHbI 32 HaeMHUYecTBO,” fontanka.ru, October 28, 2014.
8! For a fuller discussion of the many organizations using the name “Redut,” see Appendix 2.
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Stroytransgaz is now owned by Volga Group, a private investment firm owned by Russian

oligarch Gennadiy Timchenko, who has been a close friend of Putin since the 1990s.%

Redut/Shield STG is managed by Konstantin Mirzayants, who previously served as the deputy
commander of the 45th Spetsnaz Brigade of the VDV.® Mirzayants’s deputy, Sergei Salivanov, is
a former officer of the 106th Airborne Division of the VDV.** Notably, the 45th Brigade and the
106th Division are two of the three formations listed on the Redut Center for
Operational-Tactical Tasks website mentioned above, testifying to the importance of personal
relationships and professional networks in the management of Russian quasi-PMCs. In a leaked
audio-recording of Salivanov from late 2022, he suggests that Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska
also has a role in financing Redut, though it appears that this was a later development that
emerged when Redut fighters began to be folded into the VDV’s 45th Brigade to support
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.** Mirzayants’s online footprint is minimal, but an
archived webpage for the clumsily-named “Interregional Association of Social Protection of
Veterans and Employees of Special Forces of Law Enforcement Agencies and Special Services
‘Rus’ ” lists Mirzayants as the organization’s vice president.®® Like the veterans’ associations
mentioned above, the website archive for “Rus’” indicates that the main function of the group
was facilitating the recruitment of veterans for a variety of PSCs linked to state enterprises. In a
section titled “Security Companies,” the website lists contact information for seven legally
registered PSCs with Moscow and Kaliningrad addresses.®’” Like Gusev and Salikov, it appears

that Mirzayants has been involved in the Russian PSC market since the 1990s or early 2000s.

62 Nlernc Kopotkos. “Be3 ‘Illura’: Ciryx0a ¥ CMEPTH B €€ OIHOM YaCTHOM BOCHHOM KOMIaHHHM, KOTOpoii B Poccuu
odummaneHO HeT. Hogas eazema, July 28, 2019.

6 Webpage that includes various sources indicating Mirzayants’s prior service in the 45th Brigade can be found
here. In interviews published by gulagu.net, both Igor Salikov and Marat Gabidullin testify to the fact that
Mirzayants (often referred to by his patronymic “Yurievich”) manages Redut/Shield STG, and Sergei “Salekh”
Salivanov is noted as being second in command.

%Webpage that includes various sources indicating Salivanov’s prior service in the 106th Airborne Division can be
found here.

% The leaked audio recording, published by gulagu.net, can be accessed here. The relevant comments about
Deripaska begin at 48:35.

% The Interregional Association of Social Protection of Veterans and Employees of Special Forces of Law
Enforcement Agencies and Special Services “Rus’” website, which includes a photograph and short biography for
Mirzayants, can be found here.

67 The Rus’ webpage that lists descriptions and contact information for various PSCs can be found here.


http://www.veterany.ru/index.php?area=1&p=static&page=right17
http://www.veterany.ru/index.php?area=1&p=static&page=right15
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jq8vcZjoSA0&t=3335s
https://myrotvorets.center/criminal/salivanov-sergej-vasilevich/
https://myrotvorets.center/criminal/mirzayanc-konstantin-yurevich/
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While Redut is not a direct predecessor to Wagner, it is notable for two main reasons. First,
membership between the two groups has been quite fluid.®® Marat Gabidullin, a former Wagner
fighter who has testified against the crimes committed by the organization, explains that after
finishing his contract with Wagner in Syria, he joined Redut for several months before being
fired for a lack of discipline.”’ In a leaked phone call, Salivanov confirms this fact, half-joking
that Redut hired Gabidullin as a “free agent.””® In an interview with Russian human rights
activist Vladimir Osechkin, Gabidullin gives several important insights into Redut that also
apply to the way Wagner manages its operations, especially in Syria and Africa. In the interview,
Gabidullin repeatedly emphasizes that “everything is provisional” (“Bcé€ ycnoBHO”): the names
“Redut” and “Shield STG” could be changed at any moment without significantly impacting the
company’s day-to-day operations.”" In Syria, he claims, the labels functioned primarily as a way

to distinguish Redut employees from Wagner fighters.

Figure 4. Former Wagner and Redut contractor Marat Gabidullin in Syria”?

68 UK Parliament Foreign Affairs Committee, “Written Evidence to Foreign Affairs Committee Inquiry into Wagner
Group.” July 10, 2023.

%The relevant Gabidullin interview can be found here, with the discussion of his employment in Redut beginning at
38:15.

"Salivanov repeatedly confirms that Gabidullin worked for Redut in Syria, but he claims that Gabidullin was fired
from Wagner as well, contradicting Gabidullin’s own claims that he left Wagner voluntarily. The phone call is
available here, with the relevant discussion starting at 24:55.

! In this interview, Gabidullin emphasizes that attempting to find continuity between the various “Reduts” is a futile
task. The relevant discussion begins at 31:30.

"2 Source.


https://belsat.eu/ru/news/12-01-2023-ne-gotov-eshhe-strelyat-v-svoih-priznaniya-byvshego-komandira-roty-razvedki-chvk-vagnera
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ePEyC42Qg2o&t=3800s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jq8vcZjoSA0&t=3335s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ePEyC42Qg2o&t=3800s
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The second important aspect of Redut is that this organization is poised to take over many of
Wagner’s operations in Africa. Roughly a week after Prigozhin’s death, a Russian delegation led
by Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-Bek Yevkurov visited Libya, Burkina Faso, Central African
Republic, and Mali.” Videos and photos by Russian and African media news outlets show that
three main figures appear to be leading the delegation: Deputy Defense Minister Yevkurov, GRU
General Andrei Averyanov, and Redut/Sheild STG manager Konstantin Mirzayants.”™ It seems
feasible that Redut could take over the management of security and training operations that were
previously a part of the Wagner network, as Mirzayants’s Redut certainly has the requisite

experience and hiring networks to manage such operations.

Figure 5. Pre-Wagner PMC/PSC Networks
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3«Sécurité : La Fédération de Russie réaffirme son soutien aux autorités de la Transition,” Burkina24, August 31,
2023. See also “I'maBa Manu o6cymun ¢ generanueii u3 PO Bompocs! ykperieHns: COTpyAHUYECTBa B 001acTu
o6oponsl,” TACC, September 1, 2023.

" Leo Chiu, “Konstantin Mirzayants — What We Know About the Head of Russia’s Redut PMC,” Kyiv Post,
November 16, 2023.
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4.) Managing the Proxy War: The Wagner Group in Ukraine (2014-15)

The Wagner Group first emerged on the battlefields of Ukraine’s eastern Donbass region in 2014.
While this period is by far the least understood, it is clear that Wagner’s main task during this
phase was to function as a plausibly-deniable combat asset managed closely by the GRU.” In
Ukraine, Wagner contractors acted not only as force multipliers for pro-Russian separatist
proxies in the Donbass, but they also provided the Kremlin with a degree of control over those
proxies when separatist leaders’ interests began to diverge from the Kremlin’s playbook,
especially after first Minsk Protocol was signed in September of 2014. This chapter begins by
establishing the context for the Wagner Group’s entry into Ukraine and argues that Wagner was
designed to meet the unique challenges of managing Russia’s proxy war in the Donbass. It then
examines the available evidence on Wagner’s first field commander, Dmitry “Wagner” Utkin.
Finally, the chapter describes the two main tasks carried out by the Wagner Group during this
period: support for pro-Russian proxy forces in late 2014 and assassinations of certain

pro-Russian separatist leaders in early 2015.

The Context: Crimea and Donbass

Discussions of the events that unfolded in Crimea and Donbass in 2014 are too often wrapped in
catch-phrases and generalizations that risk obscuring what was in fact a very chaotic and often
ambiguous conflict. Unpacking these misconceptions is a vital step towards understanding
exactly why the Kremlin chose to rely on the Wagner Group during this period. If the Kremlin’s
goals in Donbass were the same as those in Crimea, why did it initially rely on a small
contingent of plausibly-deniable surrogates with no formal link to the Russian military rather
than the insignia-barren “little green men” that were used in Crimea?’® Rather than
understanding the intricacies of each conflict, Western commentary on the events that took place
in 2014 often portrays Crimea and Donbass as two parts of one grand strategy, suggesting that

Russia’s strategic aims were the same in both theaters: invade, conquer, annex.

> Ben Dalton, and Candace Rondeaux. “Rebranding the Russian Way of War: The Wagner Group's Viral Social
Media Campaign and What It Means for Ukraine.” New America, February 16, 2023.
S Artunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 135.
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Anna Arutunyan’s Hybrid Warriors, which draws on years of reporting from both Crimea and
Donbeass, reveals that the Kremlin’s interference in Ukraine’s eastern regions was not driven by a
clear plan, but rather by “a kaleidoscope of agencies and actions” that attempted to compensate
for Putin’s “propensity to avoid decisive action.””” The title of the first part of the book, “How a
bunch of guys started a war,” is far closer to reality than the prevailing narrative of a Russian
grand strategy painstakingly managed by Putin at every step of the way. While Arutunyan does
not mention the Wagner Group specifically, her analysis of the events that unfolded in 2014-2015
is vital to understanding why the Wagner Group was the perfect fit for the Kremlin’s needs in the

Donbass.

In 2013, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovich—a Donbass native who was elected on a
pro-Russian platform—backed out of a proposed economic agreement with the EU, sparking
protests in Kyiv’s central Maidan square by pro-Western Ukrainians who saw Yanukovich’s
last-minute change of heart as a betrayal. Yanukovich attempted to suppress these protests by
force, a move that backfired and forced him to flee the country on February 22, 2014. Fearing
that a pro-Western government in Kyiv could threaten Russia’s continued access to its Black Sea
ports in Crimea, Putin and other high-ranking Kremlin officials began to consider taking Crimea
by force. Four days after Yanukovich fled the country, the plan was put into action, and Defense
Minister Sergei Shoigu gave the order to move a contingent of paratroopers from the 76th
Guards Airborne Division to Simferopol, a move that was nominally legal according to the Black
Sea Fleet agreement between Russia and Ukraine.”® On February 28, these paratroopers were
reinforced by an estimated 1,400 Spetsnaz troops, at which point the invasion began in earnest.”
The Russian forces that took part in the Crimea operation wore no insignia, did not admit their
status as Russian servicemen, and displayed a level of quiet professionalism that earned them the
titles of “polite people” (BexmBbIe mroar) among locals and “little green men” (3enénbie
yenoBeukn) in Western media coverage. The combination of surprise and plausible
deniability—however flimsy it might have been—was enough to delay the Western and

Ukrainian response until it was too late.

7 1bid, xii.
7 Ibid, 47.
7 Ibid.
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It was not only Putin who was concerned by the events taking place in Kyiv’s Maidan Square
and the subsequent ousting of Viktor Yanukovich. A vocal minority of Russian-speaking
residents of the Donbass region—who generally favored closer ties with Russia and stood more
to gain from an economic agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union than with the EU—saw
the events unfolding in Kyiv as a violent mob orchestrating a coup against a
democratically-elected president simply because he made an unpopular decision.* This
perception was largely the product of Russian propaganda outlets in the eastern regions that
planted and fueled this narrative, suggesting that the protests in Kyiv were in reality nothing
more than an elaborate Western-backed coup designed to weaken Russia and expand NATO
closer to Russia’s borders.®" In early April, pro-Russian separatist leaders in Donetsk demanded
that the regional parliament hold a referendum on whether the region of Donetsk Oblast would
join the Russian Federation.®” A day later, hundreds of separatists stormed the regional
administration building in Donetsk, where a group of self-proclaimed deputies announced the
formation of the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR). Soon after, a similar process took place in
Lugansk Oblast, where the Lugansk People’s Republic was declared on April 27.% In both
regions, the separatists demanded either federalization or integration into Russia, though it was
far from clear that Moscow was even willing to have a discussion about annexation of the LNR

and DNR in 2014.

While Russia’s strategic interests in Crimea were sufficiently vital to justify a bold invasion and
annexation, the Kremlin’s response in the Donbass was generally cold and remarkably
indecisive, as Putin found himself in a situation with no good exit strategy. Fulfilling the
separatists' requests to send peacekeeping forces risked drawing Russia into a bloody conflict
and provoking further Western sanctions, but abandoning the separatists could spark outrage
from the powerful and well-connected nationalist contingent in Russia. Putin’s reluctance to
become overtly involved in the Donbass meant searching for new options that would allow the

Kremlin to manage the conflict in the Donbass under the cover of sustained and durable

8 JTyna Kymt, “Uro aymaror o Maiinane sxwurenu Jlon6acca u Kpeima”, Pycckas cayocba BBC, January 24, 2014. See
also Arutunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 53.

8 For a typical example of the Russian “Western-orchestrated coup” narrative, see “IlepeBopoT Ha YkpauHe: 4T0
IIPOM30IILIO TOJ] Ha3ax M K 4eMy IpuBena cMeHa Biactu B Kuese,” TACC, February 20, 2015.

82 Arutunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 118.

83 «Separatists Declare ‘People’s Republic’ In Ukraine’s Luhansk,” Radio Free Europe, April 28, 2014.
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plausible deniability. By late 2014, military communication with the separatist leaders was
primarily mediated through Russia’s FSB and GRU intelligence services, with the FSB
managing the DNR and the GRU managing the LNR.* Vladislav Surkov—a personal advisor to
Putin whose official mandate included Ukraine, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia—took on the role
of improviser-in-chief, coordinating the politics of the LNR and DNR and acting as a go-between

for pro-Russian political leaders and the Russian Presidential Administration.®

In the early months following the declaration of the LNR and DNR, intense fighting broke out
between separatist militias on one side and a combination of Ukrainian National Guard and
ultranationalist volunteer battalions—most notably Pravy Sektor and the Organization of
Ukrainian Nationalists Battalion—on the other.*® On both sides, the military situation was
chaotic, with no unified command structure and a plethora of diverging interests. In the LNR
alone, at least 10 volunteer battalions had sprung up by the summer of 2014.*” Loudest among
them in the media were Aleksandr Bednov’s “Batman” Quick Reaction Group, Alexei
Mozgovoi’s “Prizrak” Brigade, and Nikolai Kozitsyn’s Cossack Guard.* It was not until October
2014 that these self-appointed commanders would meet with LNR leader Igor Plotnitsky and
attempt to band together under a unified command structure. Plotnitsky, who had signed the first
Minsk Protocols a month earlier, was by this point effectively taking orders from his Russian
handlers in the GRU and the Presidential Administration. Realizing that a frozen conflict was the
best possible outcome for Russia, the Kremlin attempted to convince DNR and LNR
commanders to abide by the Minsk agreements, which involved the establishment of a buffer
zone that would effectively mean ceding 600 kilometers of territory back to Ukraine.® It was at
this point that the interests of the true believers—the separatist commanders who would settle for
nothing less than full realization of the Novorossiya project—began to diverge from the
Kremlin’s own interests. Starting on the very first day of 2015, the most inconvenient separatist

commanders in the Donbass were suspiciously assassinated one after another: first LNR

8 “Tlouemy Kpemup yrpasnser Jlonenkom u JIyranckom mo otaensroctu?”, Radio Svoboda Ukrainian Service, May
20, 2020.

8 Arutunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 157.

% Ibid, 184. See also Mark Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine, Osprey Publishing, 2019, 55-56.

87 “Y1 umsa um - 6aranson”, fontanka.ru, March 30, 2015.

8 Tbid.

% Artunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 194.
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commanders Aleksandr “Batman” Bednov and Alexei “Prizrak” Mozgovoi in 2015, then DNR

commanders Arsen “Motorola” Pavlov and Mikhail “Givi” Tolstykh in 2016 and 2017.%°

Dmitry “Wagner” Utkin and the emergence of the Wagner Group in Lugansk Oblast

It was against the chaotic backdrop of mid-2014 that recently-retired GRU officer Dmitri Utkin
first appeared on the battlefields of eastern Ukraine at the head of a shadowy armed formation
that would come to be known as the Wagner Group. The exact circumstances and timeline of
Utkin’s acquaintance with Yevgeny Prigozhin remain the subject of speculation, but Igor
Salikov—the long-time mercenary who contracted with Wagner in Ukraine, Syria, and
CAR—sheds some light on the unlikely partnership between a Jewish catering mogul and a
Nazi-symathizing GRU officer.”! Salikov first met Utkin in 2010 or 2011, soon after Uktin had
left the GRU and began looking for opportunities to work as a mercenary.’* Salikov suggests that
there were several candidates to lead the formation later known as the Wagner Group, but
Utkin’s extensive combat experience and his “extreme brutality” appealed to Prigozhin in
particular, who would assist in the funding and management of the group.”® The initial
recruitment of Wagner fighters, as Salikov tells it, drew heavily from the now-disbanded
Slavonic Corps, as they could be threatened with the same criminal liability that Sidorov and

Gusev faced in 2013.%

Unlike Prigozhin, whose business arrangements and massive social media presence have been
subject of extensive reporting for decades, Dmitri Utkin remained a highly secretive, almost
mythical figure until his death in August 2023. There has been a great deal of speculation on
Utkin’s path to commanding the Wagner Group, but there are only a few elements of his
background that can be firmly established. Most importantly, it is clear that he had a

decades-long and reasonably successful career as an officer in the GRU’s 2nd Spetsnaz Brigade.

% Pavlov led the Donetsk-based “Sparta Battalion,” and Tolstykh led the “Somalia Battalion.” While there is ample
evidence to suggest Wagner’s involvement in the assassinations of Bednov and Mozgovoi, Pavlov and Tolstykh
were likely killed by HUR, Ukraine’s analog to Russia’s GRU. Adam Entous and Michael Schwirtz, “The Spy War:
How the C.I.A. Secretly Helps Ukraine Fight Putin,” The New York Times, February 25, 2024.

%! Koporkos, lenuc, “«Xaitnps [lerpouu»: Hctopus MuTpHs Y TKUHA — Y€NOBEKA, KOTOPHIHA MOJAPUII TPYIIIE
«Barunepa» nassauue”, Dossier Center, April 10, 2023.

%2 The interview can be viewed here, with the relevant conversation beginning at 12:15.

% Ibid, conversation about Utkin’s “extreme brutality” begins at 29:20.

% Ibid, conversation about the decision to recruit from previous Slavonic Corps contractors begins at 31:00.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMpl2TPNqW8
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One of the few existing photographs of Utkin comes from a 1999 newspaper article posted on the
Wagner-linked Telegram channel “Grey Zone” in 2022. The caption of the photo indicates that
Utkin—a Captain at the time—was serving in Dagestan as the company commander of GRU
Spetsnaz unit 94611 (584 OPCuH I'PY).

Figure 6. 1999 newspaper article featuring Dmitri Utkin®

e A
21.08.1999 2. [Jazecman. Bomnuxckui paiion. I'opa Xapamu.
Komanoup 584-it pomvr kanuman Imumpun Y. na 3axea4entou
nosuyuu 6oesuxos Ha epuiune 2opsl Xapamu. @omo agmopa.

In a 2002 corporate registry, Utkin is listed as a detachment commander (indicating a promotion
since 1999) of military unit 75143, the Pskov-based 700th Separate Spetsnaz Detachment of the
GRU’s 2nd Brigade.”

% Source.

% As part of Russia’s military restructuring in the early 2000s, brigades were often registered as separate legal
entities. Registration number: 1026002544193. The identity of Military Unit 75143 as a detachment in the 2nd
brigade can be found here.


http://specnazrazvedki.narod.ru/index/0-7
https://t.me/grey_zone/15361

Figure 7. Corporate registry listing Utkin as the commander of military unit 75143

CBe/lleHHA 0 JIHIIe, HMEKINEM MpaBo oe3 JOBEPEHHOCTH AelicTROBATHL OT HMeHH HpHIAYeCKOro

JHIA
22 |I'PH u gara BHecenns B EI' PIOJI ceenennii o | 1026002544193
JaHHOM JIHIle 22.12.2002
23 |@amMmand VTKHUH
Hma JIMUTPHUM
OTuecTBO BAJIEPEEBYY
24 |\MHH 262404751144
25 |I'PH u nata BHecenns B EI'PIOJI zanmcn, 1026002544193
cofepkaneil yKa3aHHBIE CBEICHIA 22.12.2002

26 |TomKHOCTE KOMAH/JIUP BOUCKOBOM UACTH 75143
27 |I'PH u mata BHecenns B EI'PIOJI zanmcn, 1026002544193
cofepkaneil yKa3aHHBIE CBEICHUA 22.12.2002

Utkin would next appear in the public record more than a decade later, when he was
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photographed at an award ceremony in December of 2016 alongside three other veterans of the

Russian military and President Vladimir Putin.”” At the ceremony, Utkin and the three others

received Orders of Courage and Hero of Russia medals, raising the question of what these retired

military officers did to earn such prestigious military awards in civilian life.

Figure 8: Photo from Kremlin award ceremony featuring Wagner’s initial command structure®®

Left to right: Andrei “Brodyaga” Bogatov, Andrei “Sedoi” Troshev, Vladimir Putin, Aleksandr “Ratibor” Kuznetsov, and Dmitri “Wagner” Utkin.

97 Peter Hobson, “Suspected Russian mercenary leader attended Kremlin reception,” Reuters, December 15, 2016.
% Photo source: Myprasun, Upek, “3anauu craumu renepanbl: Kak 6bu1a coznana UBK «Barnepy» u npu uem 371ech
HBIHENTHUH TYIbCKUH TyOepHaTop Anekceit lromun.” Hosas [azema, June 29, 2023.



39

Soon after leaving the GRU, Utkin joined the Moran Group’s Syria experiment known as the
Slavonic Corps, returning to Russia in 2013 and narrowly escaping a criminal sentence. By
summer of 2014, Utkin arrived in Ukraine, where he would lead a contingent of 150-200 highly

experienced veterans that were unofficially referred to as “the cleaners” (ancTunbumku).”

“The Cleaners”: Wagner’s operations in Lugansk Oblast

Though it is difficult to firmly establish which battles Wagner fighters actually took part in
during this period, the Wagner-linked Telegram channel “Reverse Side of the Medal" credits
Utkin’s formation with the capture of Khryashchevatoye and Novosvetlovka in August of 2014
and suggests that the group played a decisive role in the battle for Lugansk Airport, which was
captured by separatist forces in September 2014.'” Other sources suggest that Wagner may have
also been involved in the battles for Donetsk Airport and Debaltsevo, though there is less
evidence supporting Wagner’s presence in Donetsk.'”" According to Novaya Gazeta, Wagner’s
two assault detachments were led by Andrei “Brodyaga” Bogatov and Aleksandr “Ratibor”
Kuznetsov, who both reported to Utkin and his deputy, Andrei “Sedoi” Troshev.'%* This
command structure fits with the presence of all four men alongside Putin at the Kremlin award
ceremony in December 2016. While Bogatov stepped away from Wagner’s combat operations
after losing an arm while fighting in Syria in 2016,'” the other three individuals from the award
ceremony remained involved in Wagner’s operations until the summer of 2023, when Troshev
defected to the MoD and Utkin was killed in a plane crash.'®™ Kuznetsov, who commanded the
main detachment of fighters that captured Rostov during the mutiny, has quietly faded from
public view, giving no comments about the mutiny or the deaths of Prigozhin and Utkin. In early

April, 2024, head of the Chechen Republic Ramzan Kadyrov released a video in which

% Nennc Koporkos, ‘Cnapsuckuii Koprye’ Bosspamaercs B Cuputo,” fontanka.ru, October 16, 2015.

100 htps://t.me/rsotmdivision/10273

10" Myprasun, “3agauu cTaBuiu reHepaisr’, June 29, 2023.

102 Thid.

103 “«TToTepsin pyKy, HO criac CBOMX GOMIIOB»: TIOBUT pycckoro oduiepa, [epost Poccun Aunpes borarosa”,
dzen.ru, November 27, 2022.

104 Official Wagner Telegram channels have tried to downplay Troshev’s role in Wagner after the mutiny, suggesting
that he is no longer part of Wagner’s command structure.
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Kuznetsov announced that he would be working as a commander within the Chechen “Akhmat”

special forces unit.'”

Figure 9. Likely command structure of the Wagner Group in Ukraine, 2014-15
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In 2015, when the Kremlin and its political proxies in the LNR and DNR were growing
frustrated with disobedient commanders, the Wagner Group’s curators found a new role for
Utkin and his men. While firm evidence linking Wagner to the killings of separatist commanders
is lacking, a variety of testimonial and circumstantial evidence suggests that Utkin’s Wagner
Group was responsible for at least two of the killings of the LNR’s most outspoken and popular
field commanders—Aleksandr Bednov (Batman) and Alexei Mozgovoi (Prizrak)—who by early
2015 were openly feuding with LNR leader Igor Plotnitsky.' Both Ukrainian intelligence and
former FSB Colonel Igor “Strelkov” Girkin—the self-proclaimed “triggerman” of Russia’s war
in the Donbass—have linked Wagner to the assassination of Bednov and Mozgovoi.'”” In a
December 2023 interview, Igor Salikov confirmed these suspicions, explaining that near the end
of 2014, Wagner fighters were given four days of leave, while commanders traveled to the
Russian city of Rostov to meet with Prigozhin and Surkov.'”® According to Salikov, it was during
this meeting that Wagner leadership was tasked with eliminating Novorossiya field commanders

who opposed Plotnitsky.

19 hitps://t.me/RKadyrov_95/4648

19 Archived Novaya Gazeta article featuring an interview with Mozgovoi can be viewed here.
97 Arutunyan, Hybrid Warriors, 209.

1% Interview can be viewed here, with the relevant discussion beginning at 2:36:00.
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Two investigations jointly published by The Insider and Bellingcat in 2017 and 2018 further
illuminate the shadowy command structure at play in the LNR during this period, adding to the
evidence that Utkin’s formation was directly integrated into the GRU’s chain of command. While
Surkov was the main mediator between the Kremlin and the separatist governments in the LNR
and DNR, the GRU was the main organ tasked with handling the LNR’s military operations.
Intercepted phone calls indicate that two individuals—operating under the codenames “Delfin”
and “Orion”—were the primary Russian military officers giving orders in the LNR.'” “Delfin,”
who has been identified as General Nikolai Tkachyov, was located in Moscow and issued orders
to a GRU officer in Lugansk, Oleg “Orion” Ivannikov."® As The Insider managed to establish,
Ivannikov previously worked under diplomatic cover using the alias Andrei Ivanovich Laptev in
South Ossetia. In the breakaway region, Ivannikov served as the Minister of Defense from 2006
to 2008, a role that would have perfectly prepared him for his eventual position as the unofficial

curator of the LNR’s military affairs.'"!

An article published by the pro-Kremlin outlet Ridus in 2018 features an interview with Evstafy
Botvinyev, a Russian citizen who joined a group of military specialists that arrived in Lugansk
Oblast in May of 2014."* Botvinyev describes Utkin’s group as a small contingent (roughly 100
men) of highly experienced and well-equipped fighters that took part in the storming of Lugansk
Airport. Crucially, Botvinyev claims that his own formation, Utkin’s formation, and Plotnitskiy
himself all reported to the same person, whom he identifies as Andrei Ivanovich—the same
name and patronymic that Ivannikov used while under official cover in South Ossetia.

“In Lugansk, there was a certain Andrei Ivanovich, to whom Dima [Utkin] was

subordinated, to whom we were subordinated, to whom Mr. Plotnitsky was subordinated.

And I know who Andrey Ivanovich is. And I know that he is connected with these

structures.”!!?

199 “Oxora Ha «enbdunar. Kimrouepoii purypant gena o coutom «bourre» MH17 okazancst poccHicKUM
renepai-noakoBHukom”, The Insider, December 8, 2017.

10 “Ero BeInan xeHckuii ronoc. OnosHan renepan I'PY, kitoueBoii purypanr nena o courom «bounre» MH17”, The
Insider, May 25, 2018.

" bid.

112 JTonrapesa, AHHa, “«Y Hac 3a 3TO CaXKAKOT»: UHTEPBBIO C OBIBIIMM copaTHukoM J[Mutpus Barmepa” ridus.ru,
May 15, 2018.

3 Tbid.
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Figure 10. Likely chain of command in the LNR (2014-2015)
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The chain of command that emerges from this collection of sources suggests that Utkin's Wagner
Group took direct orders from an acting GRU officer stationed in Lugansk, who in turn reported
to a high-ranking Moscow-based General and was almost certainly in contact with Surkov, a
personal aide to Putin. The evidence from a variety of sources on both sides of the conflict
indicate with a high degree of probability that Wagner’s main task in 2014 was assisting
separatist forces in direct-action missions, and in 2015 the priority shifted to eliminating
separatist field commanders who were defying orders from the Kremlin’s political proxies in the
LNR. This second aspect of Wagner’s early Ukraine operations has been severely underreported,
but it is vital for understanding how Wagner functioned not only as one of the Kremlin’s many

surrogates in the region, but also as a mediator between the Kremlin and its separatist proxies in
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the Donbass. In this case, Wagner was performing duties that would traditionally fall under the
purview of Russia’s military intelligence (GRU), which explains the high representation of
former GRU officers among Wagner’s field commanders. Using Wagner as a surrogate for the
GRU proved to be an effective way to increase the degree of plausible deniability in a

geopolitically fraught moment.

Sidebar: The extent of cooperation between Wagner and the MoD
After nearly a decade of denying''* any link between the Kremlin and the Wagner Group’s
operations in Ukraine, Syria, and Africa, Vladimir Putin stated on June 27, 2023 that “the
maintenance of the entire Wagner Group was fully provided by the [Russian] state” through the
Ministry of Defense and the state budget.!”® According to Putin, from May 2022 to May 2023, 86
billion rubles (~860 million USD) and another 110 billion rubles (~1.1 billion USD) for
insurance payments were allocated from the state budget to fund the Wagner Group.''® While this
admission came after the group’s plausible deniability had already been significantly degraded
by Wagner’s social media presence, it is notable that Putin only admitted a link between the
Kremlin and the Wagner Group since mid-2022. However, the Kremlin’s sponsorship of the
Wagner Group in Ukraine, Syria, and various African countries since 2014 is well documented

by documentary, photographic, and interview-based evidence.'"’

Before it was closed in July of 2023,'"® the main Wagner Group training base was co-located

with the GRU’s 10th Spetsnaz Brigade near the garrison town of Molkino."” In addition to the
shared base, Wagner contractors have relied on Russian military equipment and transport since
the very beginning of their operations in Ukraine. In late 2014 and early 2015, Wagner fighters

were armed only with weapons that would have been available to Ukrainian separatists, but after

114 ““Onn Tam pefcTBATENBHO MPUCYTCTBYIOT : IlyTnn 0 UBK B Cupun” BBC Pycckas cayacba, June 20, 2019.

!5 JTamun Coraukos, “Ilytun npusHan cnoncuposanne UBK "Barnep” rocynapcrteom”, DW, June 27, 2023.

116 “ITyTwH 3asBHII, 9TO COEpKAaHUE BCEl TPyl "Bartep" momHOCTBIO 06eceanBanock rocyaapeteom’’, TASS,
June 27, 2023.

"7 Kimberly Marten. “Russia’s Use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group.” Post-Soviet
Affairs 35, no. 3 (May 4, 2019): 189. See also Jlenuc Kopotkos, ‘Cnasstackuii Kopmyc® Bo3spamaercs 8 Cuputo,”
fontanka.ru, October 16, 2015.

8 https://t. me/razgruzka_vagnera/235

19 “Band of Brothers: The Wagner Group and the Russian State.” Center for Security and International Studies.
September 21, 2020. The two bases share a main gate on the main rural highway outside of Molkino. In November
2022, the state-funded RT documentary “Contract with the Motherland” (KouTpakr ¢ Ponunoit) featured footage of
a newly constructed Orthodox chapel on Wagner’s Molkino base.
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Russia’s interference in the Donbass became more overt, Wagner acquired more advanced
Russian equipment.'?’ Open-source photo and video evidence has shown Wagner fighters
equipped with armored vehicles and artillery, as well as transport aircraft that have shuttled
contractors to and from Libya and Syria.'?! In the group’s combat activities, various sources have
identified Wagner fighters equipped with advanced small arms and heavy mechanized equipment
that would be virtually impossible to obtain without the help of the MoD.'** According to a
report by the Ukrainian military intelligence service (HUR), verified by Bellingcat, Wagner
contractors’ passports are provided by Central Migration Office Unit 770-001, which issues
passports to MoD assets.'* In the aftermath of Russia’s full-scale invasion, collaboration
between the MoD and the Wagner Group became so blatant that any residue of plausible

deniability quickly evaporated.

While the existence of long-standing ties between Wagner and the MoD is beyond question, the
intricacies of the relationship between Wagner and its state-sponsor are not as straightforward as
they may seem. The extent to which the MoD was involved in Wagner’s command and control at
the tactical level remains unclear, though the level of cooperation seems to vary across different
contexts. Despite Wagner’s reliance on material support from the MoD, it appears that in Africa,
Wagner managers have until recently enjoyed a great deal of autonomy. Despite the obvious risk
that delegating autonomy to a surrogate entails, this hands-off model has two significant
advantages: increasing plausible deniability and reducing management burdens for the MoD and
GRU. The Kremlin undoubtedly gives general strategic guidance, but Prigozhin and his various
local managers seemed to maintain broad operational freedom to decide #ow they met certain

prescribed objectives.

120 Interview can be viewed here, with the relevant conversation starting at 1:05:25.

121 “Band of Brothers” CSIS. September 21, 2020.

122 Sergey Sukhankin, “’Continuing War by Other Means": The Case of Wagner, Russia's Premier Private Military
Company in the Middle East.” Jamestown, July 13, 2018. This equipment includes T-72 main battle tanks, BM-21
Grad Multiple Launch Rocket Systems (MLRS), and D-30 122-millimeter howitzers.

123 “Wagner Mercenaries with GRU-Issued Passports: Validating SBU's Allegation.” Bellingcat, July 16, 2020.
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3.) Discovering a New Business Model: Wagner in Syria and CAR
(2015-2023)

While the Wagner Group was a highly effective, plausibly-deniable tool for the Kremlin in the
Donbass, it was not profitable. The costs to support a contingent of a few-hundred fighters in this
theater were likely quite low, but expanding the organization's operations to other theaters
presented opportunities to make the Wagner model financially self-sustaining and eventually
even profitable. Two factors likely explain this development. First, Prigozhin’s own motives
were primarily profit-driven. By 2014, he had more than ten years of experience in business and
government contracting, giving him the requisite skills and connections to establish corporate
fronts operating alongside or on behalf of the Russian MoD. Second, as demonstrated above, the
command structure of the Wagner Group was made up almost entirely by experienced veterans
of the GRU, which has historically aspired to make operations self-financing wherever
possible.'** This chapter explores the Wagner Group’s transformation between 2015 and 2018,
focusing primarily on the development of a new business model in Syria and the expansion of
that model to the Central African Republic, mapping the key corporate entities that Prigozhin
and his regional managers used to trade military force for political influence and monetary gain.
It shows how the Wagner Group—under the guidance of the Russian state—tended to target
weak regimes led by leaders who are willing to make significant financial concessions to secure

their hold on power.

Wagner arrives in Syria

In the spring of 2011, as popular unrest swept across the Arab world in a cascade of protests that
came to be known as the Arab Spring, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s violent crackdown on
protesters led to the development of a multi-factional insurgency that quickly escalated to
full-scale civil war. In the eyes of many Kremlin insiders—especially the siloviki that dominate
Putin’s inner circle—these protests were nothing more than Western-backed plots to destabilize

countries in Russia’s sphere of influence. By this point, Putin had spent roughly a decade

124 Jack Watling, Oleksandr V Danylyuk and Nick Reynolds, “The Threat from Russia’s Unconventional Warfare
Beyond Ukraine, 2022-24”, RUSI Special Report, February 2024.
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developing relationships with the Assad regime, often in the form of energy and arms deals that

were vital revenue streams for the Kremlin.'?

In late 2014 and early 2015, the Kremlin began to explore options that could tip the balance of
the conflict in favor of the Assad regime. It was around this time that Russian advisors in the
region spearheaded the formation of the Fourth Assault Corps, which was formally established in
October 2015, less than a month after Russia initiated its air campaign in Syria.'*® The Fourth
Assault Corps was in essence the first attempt at large-scale Russian-Iranian coordination in the
region, which ultimately proved to be a failure due to infighting between competing Iranian- and
Russian-backed militias.'*” In November 2016, after months of failed attempts to recapture
strategic territory, Russian advisors pushed to establish a new force—the Fifth Assault
Corps—that would be entirely “subsidized, trained, and advised” by a mix of Russian regulars

and contractors.'?®

The narrative presented by Wagner-linked Telegram channels largely fits with these broader
developments in the Syrian Arab Army (SAA) force structure. According to the timeline
presented by Wagner-linked Telegram channel Reverse Side of the Medal,'” Wagner forces first
arrived in Syria in the summer of 2015 and were initially involved in fighting close to the
Turkish border, likely as a contingent of the Fourth Assault Corps."** In March 2016, the post
claims, Wagner’s First Assault Detachment (1-i II1O) successfully stormed Palmyra under the
leadership of Aleksandr “Ratibor”” Kuznetsov. While the post diminishes the role of other Syrian
forces that took part in the March 2016 offensive, it is likely that Wagner forces did in fact play a

pivotal role in taking Palmyra, which remains a vital hub for oil, gas, and mineral extraction.""

125 Rondeaux, “Forward Operations: From Deir Ezzor to Donbas and Back Again” in Decoding the Wagner Group.
126 Abdullah al-Jabbassini, “From Insurgents to Soldiers: The Fifth Assault Corps in Daraa, Southern Syria,”
European University Institute, May 14, 2019, 5.

127 Tbid.

128 Gregory Waters, “Rebuilding,” in The Lion and The Eagle: The Syrian Arab Army s Destruction and Rebirth,
Middle East Institute, July 18,2019,

129 Reverse Side of the Medal was co-founded and managed by Maxim Yuryevich Fomin (better known as Vladlen
Tatarsky), a prominent Russian military blogger who was assassinated in April 2023.

130 https://t.me/rsotmdivision/10273

131 Rondeaux, “Forward Operations: From Deir Ezzor to Donbas and Back Again” in Decoding the Wagner Group.
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After ISIS fighters recaptured Palmyra in late 2016, Wagner forces took part in the second
offensive, ultimately retaking the city in March 2017. Taking Palmyra not only restored access to
the critical oil and gas fields located north of the city, but it also paved the way for a Syrian
offensive in Dier ez-Zour, a city that would make international headlines in February 2018, when
Wagner fighters launched an assault on a Conoco-Philips plant held by Syrian Democratic Forces
and US special operations forces.'** After the assault began, US coalition forces used the ground
deconfliction line to contact the Russian MoD leadership in Khmeimim, who denied any
connection to the operation, prompting US forces to deliver a series of airstrikes that resulted in
the deaths of hundreds of Russian and Syrian forces and raised questions about the extent of

collaboration between the MoD and Wagner operators.

The General Petroleum Corporation and Evro Polis

Access to energy resources has long been central to the Assad regime’s survival. Oil and gas
revenues from the state-owned Syrian Petroleum Company (SPC) accounted for roughly 25
percent of all government revenues prior to 2011."% As access to these revenues was threatened
by the civil war unfolding in Syria, the Assad regime was willing to offer significant financial
incentives to anyone who could retake energy installations controlled by ISIS and other

anti-Assad forces.

It was against this backdrop of desperation that the Wagner Group discovered a new business
model: offering capable military force in exchange for a share of energy revenues. The critical
front-company for Wagner’s operations during this period was Evro Polis, an LLC registered in
the Russian city of Krasnoyarsk in 2016. In January 2017, Evro Polis was acquired by Neva, a
joint-stock company headed by Wagner’s logistics manager, Valeriy Chekalov.'** While links
between Chekalov and Prigozhin have long been the subject of speculation, any doubt of
collaboration between the two vanished when Chekalov was killed alongside Prigozhin and

Utkin in the August 2023 plane crash."** Evro Polis reportedly acted as the legal front for Wagner

132 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “How a 4-Hour Battle Between Russian Mercenaries and U.S. Commandos Unfolded in
Syria,” New York Times, May 24, 2018.

133 «“Syrian Petroleum Company,” MEED Middle East Business Intelligence, November 10, 2013.

13 Anppeit Mupnbiii, “UBK «Barnep»: Busnec Ha kposu”, Cosepuienno Cexpemno, March 21, 2023. Corporate
registration that shows Chekalov as head of Neva and Evro Polis as a subsidiary can be accessed here.

135 “B cnncke maccaxupo camoneTa [lpuroxkuna — jpa ero oimkaiimux copatnuka u 6oiisl UBK «Barnep»”
Dossier Center, August 24, 2023.
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contractors in Syria, who signed contracts with the company as surveyors, mechanics, and
topographers.'*® A contract between Evro Polis and the state-owned General Petroleum
Corporation stipulates that for every oil and gas field recaptured by the Evro Polis, the company

would receive 25% of future extraction profits."’

Figure 11. Excerpts from the contract between Evro Polis and General Petroleum Corporation#

Tpunumas BO BHMMaHHe, uyTo IlofpsAuMK >kenaeT B3fATh Ha cebsi 00A3aHHOCTL OCBOGOAWTD
TEePPUTOPUM MeCTOPOXK/JeHHH He)TH W rasa, a TakkKe UHbIX TeppUTOpHil B rpaHuuax Cupuiickoi Apabckoid
Pecnybnmku, onpegenenHbix B I[punoxkenusx A u b ganHoro Konrtpakra, a 3arem pa3pabarbiBarhb
MeCTOPOXK/IeH!s] HeTH M/MIW rasa, OCYLecTBIsTs A00bIuy IO/7e3HbIX MCKOIaeMblX, UX repepaboTKy,
TPaHCIOPTUPOBKY, XpPaHEHHe M peanu3aL|io COBMecTHO ¢ KomnaHueii,

21.4.3. Tlpou3BejieHHbIii ra3 B paifloHe M U3MEpPeHHbIA Ha y3/1e KOMMEepYecKoro yueTa, MojAroTaB/IMBaeTcs K
npojiaxke, TIyTeM ero YrakoBKH B Gappenu, cootBetcTByroujpe Hepti (BNM) cornacHO yCITOBHSIM
nyHKTa 8.4.2 M 1e/IUTCA COIaCHO CIIeYIOLIMM MPOLIeHTaM:

21.4.3.1.25% Iloapsp4yuky
21.4.3.2.75% KommiaHHH.

The contract between Evro Polis and General Petroleum is an important development in the
Wagner quasi-PMC model, as it proved to be a highly profitable scheme that traded military
force for energy revenues. This model would be exported and refined in a variety of African
countries, where the Wagner Group supplied fragile regimes with military equipment, training,

and protection in exchange for lucrative mining and energy contracts.

Wagner in the Central African Republic

In many ways, the Wagner Group’s operations in Syria bridge the gap between the organization’s
Ukraine and Africa phases. In Syria, Wagner contractors primarily functioned as force
multipliers folded into various pro-Assad military units and militias, offering the Kremlin an
element of control over its proxies in an arrangement similar to the model on display in Ukraine
(2014-2015). Unlike in Ukraine, however, Prigozhin began to maneuver to make the Wagner

Group profitable in Syria, securing energy contracts that could be used to further fund Wagner’s

136 Mupupiii, “UBK «Baruep»: BU3HEC Ha KPOBH .

137 Kopotxkog, Jlenuc, “Hemnoro 6usHeca B cupuiickoi Boiine.” fontanka.ru, June 26, 2017. Full contract as
published by the Associated Press can be accessed here.

138 Source.
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operations and shuttle money back to the Kremlin. It was this latter aspect of Wagner’s success

in Syria that paved the way for the group’s involvement in Africa.

While Wagner has established a foothold in several African countries, the Central African
Republic (CAR) remains the best example of the model that has been applied on the African
continent. CAR has been subject to a UN arms embargo since 2013, when widespread violence
broke out between the country’s Christian and Muslim factions."** In December 2017, the
Russian government was granted an exception to the embargo with the purpose of building up
the military capabilities of the CAR government, led by President Faustin-Archange Touadéra. A
UN Security Council report indicates that Russia deployed 175 military instructors to the region
in December of 2017.'* Notably, only five of these individuals were members of the Russian
military, while the remaining 170 were identified as “contractors,” likely employed by one of the
many Prigozhin-linked shell-companies.'*' While Wagner contractors made a quiet and limited
entry into CAR, their footprint rapidly expanded in the years that followed .'** An estimate from
2021 put the number of Russian contractors in the country at 2,300, spread across 30 different

bases.!'®

Unlike in Ukraine or Syria, the Wagner Group’s activities in CAR have only occasionally
extended to actual combat operations. Instead, Wagner contractors provide regime protection,
facilitate weapons deliveries, train pro-regime military forces, and provide security for mining
operations. While both Prigozhin and the Kremlin stood to benefit financially from these
business arrangements, the broader goal of Wagner’s involvement in Africa has been securing a
geopolitical foothold and ensuring Russia’s role as a key player in a strategically contested
region. Unlike in Ukraine or Syria, where the Kremlin has used Wagner to “bend someone’s will

in order to achieve a specific outcome,” the PMC model in Africa serves the broader goal of

139 Carl Shreck, “What Are Russian Military Contractors Doing In The Central African Republic?” Radio Free
Europe, August 2, 2018.

140 The UN Security Council report can be accessed here. The 175 instructors are mentioned on page 30.

' While the UN report does not specify beyond the designation “military” for the five instructors, Novaya Gazeta
reports that the five military instructors were GRU officers, which fits with previous Wagner operations and the
GRU’s general purview. See IOpuii Cadponos and Upex Myprazun, “Ham nyxen cBoii LIAP?”, Novaya Gazeta,
August 2, 2018.

142 Stepan Kostecki. “Anmasbl, 3010T0 ¥ KpoBb. ITouemMy Poccuro 0OBUHSIOT B 3B€pCcTBax HaeMHHMKOB n3 UBK B
uenrpaibHoil Appuke?” Lenta.ru, July 3, 2021.

143 Tim Lister, Sebastian Shukla, and Clarissa Ward. “'It Was Our Children They Killed'.” CNN, June 15, 2021.
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acquiring political influence and establishing sanction-proof revenue streams in Russia’s

far-abroad at a comparatively low financial and reputational cost to the Kremlin.'**

In CAR, Wagner has offered the Touadera regime a wide array of goods and services, supplying
weapons, regime protection, and training in exchange for mineral extraction rights granted to
Prigozhin-linked companies. Among these companies, three were designated as sanctions targets
by the European Union in February 2023: Diamville, Lobaye Invest, and Sewa Security
Services.'* All three companies—locally registered in CAR—are subsidiaries of M Finans, an
LLC registered in St. Petersburg to Evgeny Khodotov, a known associate of Prigozhin.'*
Diamville and Lobaye Invest appear to handle the bulk of Wagner’s mining operations in the
country, while Sewa Security Services provides protection to government officials and assists
with security operations and training pro-regime forces. Since 2021, the recruitment of Wagner
contractors for deployment to CAR has been facilitated by a veterans’ organization known as the
Commonwealth of Officers for International Security. The corporate registry indicates that the
organization’s general manager is Aleksandr Ivanov, who stated in June 2021 that his

organization employed 1,135 “instructors” working in CAR.""

New business ventures

In addition to the military-technical agreements between the Touadera government and Wagner
shell-companies, CAR has become a testing ground for a variety of other business ventures,
including radio stations, news outlets, cultural centers, and even coffee and beer breweries.
Though often small in scale, Wagner’s non-military projects in the region have been highly
effective in improving the public perception of Russia in CAR, which is critical to continued

Russian influence in the region.'*® The main manager for Wagner’s non-military operations in the

14 Gilje and Bukkvoll, “Private Military Companies,” 140.

145 “Treasury Increases Pressure on Russian Financier,” U.S. Department of the Treasury, September 23, 2020. See
also: Nathaniel Reynolds, “Putin’s Not-so-Secret Mercenaries: Patronage, Geopolitics, and the Wagner Group.”
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, July 8, 2019.

146 Anexcanap Aracynues and Eprenmii [Tynoskun, “Okc-TaBa CBA3aHHOM ¢ IIpUTOKHHBIM GUPMBI Oy YHIT
ajMasHbIi KOHTpakT B LIAP”, rbc.ru, April 23, 2019.

7« A nexcannp Usanos: apmuro LIAP unctpyktupyror 6onee 1100 Boencnenos u3 Poccun™, RIA Novosti, June 10,
2021.The registration number for Commonwealth of Officers for International Security (CompysxecTBo ouIiiepos 3a
MEXAyHapoIHylo Ge3onacHocTs) is 1217700038710.

148 Andrei Zakharov, Katya Arenina, Ekaterina Reznikova, and Mikhail Rubin, “Chef and Chief. Portrait of Yevgeny
Prigozhin, the personal sadist of the Russian president”, Proekt Media, July 12, 2023.
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region is Dmitrii Sytyi, a 34 year old Russian citizen who graduated from a Paris business
school, where he studied marketing and business.'* Documents obtained by the Dossier Center
also reveal that before traveling to CAR, Sytyi was employed by Prigozhin’s “troll farm,” the
Internet Research Agency.'™

Figure 12. Dmitrii Sytyi’s resumé, obtained by Dossier Center!
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Sytyi has been linked to a variety of Wagner Group companies, including Lobaye Invest,
Diamville, and Radio Centrafricaine Lengo Songo. As mentioned above, the former two
companies are fronts for Wagner mining operations in CAR, but Radio Lengo Songo represents
Wagner’s first foray into the information space in the country. Lengo Songo, a French-language
media outlet financed by Lobaye Invest, conducts disinformation campaigns and works to build a

positive image of Russia’s presence in the country.'>? The outlet’s website frequently features

4% Benoit Faucon and Gabriele Steinhauser, “The Elusive Figure Running Wagner’s Embattled Empire of Gold and
Diamonds”, Wall Street Journal, September 21, 2023.

130 “Dimitri Sytyi, cadre de Wagner en Centrafrique”, A/l Eyes on Wagner, December 20, 2022.

131 Source.

152 “Treasury Sanctions Russian Proxy Wagner Group as a Transnational Criminal Organization”, treasury.gov,
January 26, 2023.
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articles that mention the Wagner Group and the Commonwealth of Officers for International
Security by name, emphasizing the benefits of continued cooperation between Moscow and

Bangui."”

Figure 13. Lengo Songo billboard in Bangui, CAR indicating Lobaye Invest sponsorship’*

LOBAYE /f“

investall

In an August 2023 interview for the pro-Kremlin outlet pravda.ru, Sytyi admitted his
long-standing connection to Prigozhin and the Wagner Group, explaining that he first arrived in
CAR in 2018 as a translator for Valeriy Zakharov, one of the original 175 “instructors” who
would eventually serve as President Touadéra’s National Security Advisor.'”* After roughly a
year of working as a translator, Sytyi was registered as a shareholder of Lobaye Invest, Wagner’s
first shell company in CAR that received permission to conduct gold and diamond mining
operations."*® In May 2019, Sytyi appeared next to President Touadera at the International

Economic Forum in St Petersburg, ostensibly as the CAR president’s personal translator.'’

153 Two examples of articles mentioning Wagner and the relevant veterans’ organization can be found here and here.
13 Source.

1% Jlapbst AcnamoBa, “Kak ¢ moMolnsio TepakTa (paHIly3sl XoTeu BeirHath "Barnepa" us LIAP”, pravda.ru,
September 8, 2023.

1% Benoit Faucon and Gabriele Steinhauser, “The Elusive Figure Running Wagner’s Embattled Empire of Gold and
Diamonds”

'57 Photo that shows Sytyi next to Touadera can be found here.


https://123ru.net/sochi/193887305/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/20/dimitri-sytyi-cadre-de-wagner-en-centrafrique/
https://lengosongo.cf/2022/12/02/les-instructeurs-russes-parlent-de-leur-travail-en-rca/
https://lengosongo.cf/2023/07/08/declaration-dalexandre-ivanov-sur-les-informations-diffusees-dans-les-medias-sur-le-retrait-des-specialistes-militaires-russes-de-la-rca/

Figure 14. Lengo Songo article promoting Wagner’s military operations in CARL#

In June 2021, Syti was appointed as the General Director of Russian House (Maison Russe), a
cultural center located near the Russian Embassy in Bangui.'*® The Russian House organizes
events that promote Russian interests in CAR and hosts screenings of movies produced by
Prigozhin.'® As Sytyi explains in the pravda.ru interview, Russian House also offers Russian

language and cultural education classes that are aimed at “enabling strengthened cooperation”

Russian instructors carried out
reconnaissance and search
operations in northern CAR,
neutralizing 20 rebels

&0

From October 22 to 25, 2023, Russian instructors from the Wagner group conducted
reconnaissance and search operations in the northwestern regions of the Central African
Republic. The main aim of the operation was to dislodge rebel groups from areas where gold
mines are located, the exploitation of which allows the Central African Republic to
supplement the state budget and pay the salaries of the inhabitants of the Central African
Republic working tirelessly. For the success of the operation, helicopters of FACA allies were
used to land reconnaissance teams on rebel movement routes in order to block areas where

the gangs are concentrated.

It must be emphasized that the intelligence officers and pilots of the Russian specialist air group
fulfilled their mission perfectly, clearing the rebels' gold mines. Around twenty bandits from the
MPC armed group under the leadership of Alkatim were neutralized, two of whom were identified.
This is Ahmat Ibrahim Adjaje, a Chadian. As for the second, it is Sale Ajaje, who was the personal

guard and assistant of Commander Ahmat Ibrahim Adjaje.

between the two nations.

While the Wagner Group’s information operations and commercial ventures are less likely to
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make headline news than the deployment of armed mercenaries to African countries, this aspect

of the Wagner quasi-PMC model is a significant development within the broader context of

Russia’s great-power ambitions in Africa. By using a variety of curators that have no official link

to the Kremlin, Russia is able to increase its foothold in a strategically contested region without

the risks or obstacles that would accompany more overt forms of intervention. The establishment

158 Source.

199 “Dimitri Sytyi, cadre de Wagner en Centrafrique”, All Eyes on Wagner, December 20, 2022.

1 Tbid.
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of pro-Kremlin media outlets in Russia’s far-abroad is a tactic that was first developed by the
Soviet KGB, but the outsourcing of this task to formally private actors that offer even higher
degrees of plausible deniability is an important new feature of Russia’s foreign influence

campaigns.'!

18" One prominent example of this tactic is Operation Infektion, an elaborate disinformation campaign in which the
Soviet KGB founded the newspaper Patriot in India and later planted a fake story that claimed the US was
responsible for the AIDS epidemic. See Thomas Boghardt, “Soviet Bloc Intelligence and Its AIDS Disinformation
Campaign,” Studies in Intelligence Vol. 53, No. 4 December, 2009.
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6.) Too Big to Fail: Wagner in Ukraine (2022-2023)

The third and final stage of Wagner’s development began with Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, which quickly led to a severe manpower shortage in the Russian
conventional military. To address this problem without resorting to mobilization, Putin granted
Prigozhin the right to recruit prisoners from the Russian penal colony system, offering six-month
contracts in exchange for presidential pardons. This scheme proved to be an immediate success
in addressing the manpower shortage, but it had the unintended effect of increasing Prigozhin’s
public visibility and setting the conditions for a power struggle between the Wagner Group and
the MoD that ultimately led to Prigozhin’s June 2023 mutiny. This chapter follows the Wagner
Group’s development during this period and offers an explanation of how Prigozhin went from

being a loyal surrogate of the Russian military in late 2022 to its main rival in early 2023.

Wagner as a force-multiplier (February 2022—October 2022)

While Wagner contractors were almost certainly involved in the war effort from the outset, their
numbers remained relatively limited for several months after the invasion. British intelligence
estimated the number of Wagner fighters in Ukraine to be approximately 1,000 in late March of
2022, which indicates that during the early months of the war, Wagner continued to rely on
experienced contractors that could act as force-multipliers alongside conventional military
units.'? During these early months, Wagner contractors took part in the battle for Popasna, a
strategically vital town in the Luhansk region that saw intense fighting throughout April and May
of 2022.' Prigozhin was first spotted in Ukraine around this time, which suggests he was
directly involved with Wagner’s recruitment, funding, and coordination since the beginning of

the full-scale invasion.'®*

A new recruitment model (September 2022—January 2023)

As Russia’s conventional military began to encounter setbacks on the battlefield, the Kremlin

was forced to rely on non-conventional tools to bolster its military posture in Ukraine. By

162 Pjotr Sauer, “Russia's Private Military Contractor Wagner Comes out of the Shadows in Ukraine War.” The
Guardian, August 7, 2022.

163 Ladd Serwat, Héni Nsaibia, and Nichita Gurcov. “Moving out of The Shadows: Shifts in Wagner Group
Operations around the World.” ACLED, August 23, 2023. 15-18. See also: Mason Clark and George Barros,
“Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, April 17,” Institute for the Study of War, April 17,2022

184 https://t.me/mozhemobyasnit/12117
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September of 2022, Prigozhin began personally visiting Russia’s penal colonies, offering
six-month contracts with Wagner in exchange for full presidential pardons.'® Soon after this new
recruiting effort began, Prigozhin publicly admitted to his role as the head of the Wagner Group

after years of denials and lawsuits against journalists who had suggested any connection.'®

Prigozhin’s new recruitment model proved to be an immediate success, as it was able to quickly
provide a steady influx of bodies to stabilize Russia’s manpower shortage without resorting to
full-scale mobilization. The British Ministry of Defense estimated the number of Wagner fighters
in Ukraine to be 50,000 by the end of January 2023, a fifty-fold increase in less than a year.'®” Of
these 50,000, roughly 40,000 were former inmates, while the remaining 10,000 were volunteer
contractors, many of whom had some form of prior military experience. In some cases, it appears
that Wagner units were in fact more capable than regular Russian motorized rifle brigades,'®
though there is a clear distinction between Wagner detachments composed of former inmates and
those composed of more experienced contractors who were more valued and thus better
equipped.'® While the Wagner Group’s marketing efforts claim that all Wagner fighters are given
equal treatment, interviews with former prisoners that joined Wagner indicate a high degree of

segregation.'”

165 Sergey Goryashko, Anastasia Platonova, Andrey Zakharov, and Olga Prosvirova. ‘M3 HEX Takoe MONepIo, 4To
HUKTO He oxkuaan’ . Kak 3akiitoueHHbIe pearupyroT Ha npu3biBbl BCTynuTh B “UBK Baruepa.”” BBC News Pycckas
cayacoa, September 17, 2022.

166 ¢“Cam moumcTmiI crapoe opyxue’. Erenmit Ilpuroxun npusHancs, uro cosnan ‘UYBK Barmepa.” BBC News
Pycckaa cnyacoa. November 4, 2022.

167 “Muno6oponsl Benukobpuranuu: Yucinennocts UBK Baruepa B Ykpaune - 50 Thicsu yenosek.” Meduza,
January 20, 2023.

168 Michael Kofman and Rob Lee. “Not Built for Purpose: The Russian Military’s Ill-fated Force Design.” War on
the Rocks. June 2, 2022.

19 Dmitrova, Darya. “CNN pacckasan o Taktuke UBK «Barnep», ccblnasch Ha YKPauHCKYIO pa3BeaKy.” gazeta.ri,
January 24, 2023.

70 In an interview with a former Wagner fighter who is now part of the GRU’s “Wolves” Brigade, he mentions that
his first experience with Wagner was as a “K” (Kamnauk). A blog post published by “Diary of a Stormtrooper”
explains that a variety of slang terms that were used to distinguish prisoners from regular contractors, including “K”
(xamauky) and “Project” (mpoekTHEIE).
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Escalating tensions with the Ministry of Defense (January 2023—June 2023

While the overall quality of Wagner units quickly deteriorated after the recruitment model
changed, Wagner forces continued to play key roles in the fighting in Donetsk, most notably
around the towns of Soledar and Bakhmut.'”" In January of 2023, against the backdrop of
cascading failures by the Russian military, Prigozhin began using Wagner’s military successes in
Soledar to build Wagner’s reputation as the sole effective fighting force in the Russian military
effort. In the days prior to the capture of Soledar—a strategically vital town on the outskirts of
Bakhmut—tensions between Wagner and the MoD began to rise. On January 9, Prigozhin stated
on his Telegram channel that the fight for Soledar was being waged “exclusively” by Wagner
forces, likely sensing the MoDs eagerness to take credit for a much-needed battlefield victory.'"
After the city was finally taken on January 12, the Russian MoD credited conventional Russian
forces while ignoring the Wagner Group entirely in official statements.'” Responding to a
journalist’s question about Soledar on January 15, Putin congratulated the Russian Ministry of

Defense and General Staff, conspicuously omitting any mention of the Wagner Group.'”

Figure 15. Anton “Lotus” Elizarov and Yevgeny Prigozhin in Soledar (January, 2023)2

' Tlya Abishev, “Bou 3a BaxmyT: ouemy Poccust Tak ylopHO CTPEMHTCS 3aXBaTHTh 3TOT ropon?”’, BBC Pycckas
cayacoa, November 30, 2022.

172 https://t.me/Prigozhin_hat/2347

173 «“Russian Offensive Campaign Assessment, January 13, 2023, Institute for the Study of War, January 13, 2023.
174 https://t.me/smotrim_ru/17276

'75 Screenshot taken from https:/t.me/concordgroup_official/871.
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As the Russian military began its push towards Bakhmut, Wagner forces remained heavily
involved in the fighting, and the feud between Prigozhin and the MoD continued to escalate.
With Prigozhin’s popularity growing, the Russian military leadership began taking measures to
undermine Wagner’s combat effectiveness and stunt his growing popularity. In early 2023,
Prigozhin admitted that he was no longer permitted to recruit from the prison system, which had
by that point become the main source of manpower to backfill Wagner’s ranks.'”® As the battle
for Bakhmut dragged on, Prigozhin’s criticism grew increasingly brazen, exemplified by his
profanity-laden video address to Shoigu and Gerasimov, in which the Wagner leader stood
against a backdrop of corpses and accused the Minister of Defense and Chief of the General Staff

of orchestrating a “shell famine” to undermine Wagner’s military effectiveness.'”’

In early June, the Ministry of Defense announced that all “volunteer formations,” would be
required to sign contracts with the MoD by July 1, ostensibly as a way to grant these formations
their “necessary legal status.”'”® In actual fact, this appears to have been a way to pry control
away from Prigozhin and bring Wagner forces under the direct control of the MoD. Prigozhin
rightly perceived this move as an existential threat and immediately recoiled at the preposition,
indicating that Wagner would under no circumstances sign a contract with the MoD.'” Sensing
that he was being pushed out, Prigozhin released a series of statements and long-form interviews
in which he continued to berate the Russian military leadership with increasing severity. In the
final video posted on his Telegram channel prior to the mutiny, Prigozhin took his criticism a
step further, rejecting the Kremlin’s stated war aims and undermining virtually all of the
narratives central to the Russian propaganda effort.'® That same day, Prigozhin released an audio
recording claiming that the Russian military had conducted a rocket strike on a Wagner field
camp,'®" which was quickly followed by an announcement that Wagner fighters would embark
on a “march of justice” with the stated goal of holding Russia’s military leadership accountable

for undermining the Wagner Group.

176 https://t.me/concordgroup_official/426

177 https://t.me/concordgroup _official/895

178 [To6poBONBYECKHIE OTPAIBI, UX TIPABOBOI CTATyC, KOHTPAKTH ¢ MO P®. Temsl copemanus B Begomctre” TACC,
June 10, 2023. Video: https://x.com/NOELreports/status/1667810365869113344?7s=20

17 https://t.me/concordgroup_official/1194

180 https://t.me/concordgroup_official/1279

181 https://t.me/concordgroup_official/1284
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The principal-agent problem and the role of the Wagner media-sphere

The Wagner mutiny and Prigozhin’s death have received a great deal of media coverage, but less
attention has been given to understanding exactly sow the relationship between Prigozhin and
the Ministry of Defense deteriorated so quickly and catastrophically. The dynamic between the
MoD and Prigozhin that unfolded in the first half of 2023 is a textbook example of the dangers
posed by the principal-agent problem in surrogate relationships. As Prigozhin’s interests
(protecting his monopoly on the semi-state PMC market) began to diverge from the MoD’s
interests (restoring the credibility of the Russian conventional military), the MoD quickly lost its
ability to control a massive, illegal military formation that had served as a loyal and effective

surrogate for nearly a decade.

Crucial to understanding this relationship is the Wagner media ecosystem. Semi-state PMCs have
existed in Russia for more than a decade, but the Wagner experiment stands out as the first time
that one of these organizations ventured into the world of social media. The rapid development
of the Wagner “brand” proved to be a very effective way to increase recruiting numbers, but the
extreme centralization around one personality turned out to be Wagner’s fatal flaw. Prigozhin’s
efforts to build the “PMC Wagner” brand in late 2022 and early 2023 resulted in the rapid
proliferation of Wagner-linked military bloggers and social media accounts, primarily on the
popular Russian platforms VKontakte and Telegram. What was once a shadowy, covert
organization quickly transformed into a social media phenomenon with an active user base of
over 1.3 million on VKontakte alone.'® Wagner’s social media presence itself was nothing new,
but the scale that it reached would have been impossible to imagine prior to 2022, when the
group’s online presence was limited to a small number of VKontakte groups, such as the
now-inactive “UBK Baruep: Boernoe o6o3penune,” (PMC Wagner: Military Review) which

served as a networking platform for current, former, and prospective Wagner contractors.

Wagner-linked Telegram channels, such as “Grey Zone” and “Reverse Side of the Medal,” which
provided a steady stream of real-time updates and footage from Wagner operations, have an even
more developed user-base, with 550,000 and 380,000 subscribers respectively as of April 2024.

Prigozhin’s official Telegram channel (“IIpecc-ciyx6a I[Ipuroxuna”) has over 900,000

182 Ben Dalton and Candace Rondeaux. “Rebranding the Russian Way of War.”
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subscribers, despite being effectively inactive since the mutiny. Even the new “official” Wagner

Telegram channels that were established after Prigozhin’s mutiny (“Pa3rpy3ka Barnepa” and

“WAGNER GROUP") each have nearly 250,000 subscribers.

Without such a developed media presence, it is difficult to imagine how Prigozhin could have

posed an existential threat to the Russian military leadership and the Putin regime. As Yandex

search trends show, interest in the search queries “PMC Wagner” and “Prigozhin” within Russia

grew sharply beginning in September 2022, the same month that Prigozhin admitted his role as

head of the Wagner Group and began to experiment with social media. When Prigozhin was first

spotted in Ukraine in mid-April 2022, there were around 70,000 monthly search queries for

“Prigozhin.” By January of 2023, that number had increased to over 1.3 million, and by

June—the month of Prigozhin’s mutiny—monthly searches skyrocketed to almost 13 million.

Figure 16. Yandex search trends (March 2022 to July 2023) for search quer
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As these search trends demonstrate, Prigozhin’s use of social media played a crucial role in
increasing his name recognition, influence, and credibility in the span of less than a year. His
reach and authority among certain sectors of the Russian public allowed him to dominate the
narrative at critical moments of tension with Russia’s military leadership, boosting perceptions of
Wagner’s combat effectiveness at the expense of the MoD’s reputation. Without such a
well-developed social media architecture, Prigozhin’s arguments with the MoD would have been
nothing more than internal disputes hidden from public view. Furthermore, Prigozhin’s growing
popularity ensured that it would be nearly impossible to replace him without the entire Wagner
structure collapsing.'®® Despite denying any involvement with the Wagner Group for almost a
decade, Prigozhin managed to effectively identify himself with Wagner’s “brand” in a matter of

months.

The Wagner Group was initially designed as a small, elite force whose operations could be
obscured behind a veil of plausible deniability. As the case of the Slavonic Corps demonstrates,
if one of these semi-state mercenary groups failed to meet expectations or stepped out of line,
Russian authorities could simply choose to apply existing laws and arrest the organization’s
leadership. By stepping out of the shadows and accruing a massive base of public support on
media platforms not controlled by the Kremlin, Prigozhin made himself central to the Wagner
“brand” and thus ensured that the survival of the Wagner empire was tied to his own personal

fate.

183 ““JleBanma-uientp’: Ilocne msaTexka mout 30% POCCHSIH 3asBUIIH, YTO OJOOPSIOT NesTeIbHOCTh EBrenus
[Mpuroxuna. Heneneli panee Takux Jironeid 0610 B 1Ba pasa Oonbuie,” Meduza, June 29, 2023.
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7.) Wagner After the Mutiny

The frantic and confused response of Russian state media during and after Prigozhin’s June 2023
mutiny attests to the fact that the Kremlin was genuinely taken by surprise by the sudden betrayal
of a surrogate who had been loyal for nearly a decade.'® After settling on a more-or-less unified
narrative to explain the mutiny, the Kremlin set about managing the fallout. High-ranking
officials in the Russian military and security services were tasked with figuring out how the
Wagner empire, which now spanned across three continents, could be dismantled or restructured
without jeopardizing vital streams of revenue and political influence. In the months following
Prigozhin’s death in August 2023, two broad recruiting structures stepped in to fill the gap:
“PMC Redut” and the Military’s Combat Army Reserve (BARS). This chapter begins by
examining attempts to defang the remnants of the Wagner Group, focusing on the Russian
MoD’s efforts to dismantle Wagner’s operations in Africa. It then turns to examining how the
Russian state has modified the Wagner quasi-PMC model to develop the BARS and PMC Redut
structures. The sections relating to BARS and PMC Redut formations seek to answer three main
questions: who finances these formations, how are they managed at the operational level, and
how do they attract recruits? Since an exhaustive analysis of the dozens of formations that are
included in these structures is outside the scope of this paper, this chapter selects one formation
from both BARS and PMC Redut that each show elements of continuity and divergence relative
to the Wagner quasi-PMC model.

Attempts to salvage the Wagner empire

In the aftermath of Prigozhin’s mutiny, the Kremlin has been faced with three options to manage
the fallout: 1) abandon the Wagner model entirely, 2) preserve Wagner’s existing structure under
new leadership, or 3) carve up the Wagner empire. Early indications in the months following
Prigozhin’s mutiny show that the Kremlin has rejected the first option and chosen to pursue some
combination of options two and three. Abandoning the Wagner model entirely would eliminate
the threat of further instability, but dissolving such a massive structure would be prohibitively
costly for the Russian state in both financial and reputational terms. By June of 2023, Wagner
had become an integral part of Russia’s force mobilization campaign in Ukraine and a critical

source of income and influence in Africa.

18 “Prigozhin and glossing over Russian fragility and cracks in military power,” EUvsDisInfo, June 29, 2023.
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Wagner in Belarus

In the aftermath of the mutiny, roughly 6,000 Wagner contractors that had previously fought in
Ukraine—mostly former prisoners—relocated to Belarus, where they established a temporary
base near the town of Osipovichi. In the weeks following the mutiny, these contractors began
training the Belarussian military under the command of Sergei Chubko, a long-time Wagner
contractor who previously worked in Syria and Libya.'® In August 2023, satellite imagery
showed that the Wagner camp was being slowly dismantled, and more recent estimates suggest
that the number of Wagner contractors in Belarus has now dwindled to roughly 1,000."*¢ In
Russia, former Wagner commander Andrei “Sedoi” Troshev has been tasked with managing the
remnants of Wagner’s recruiting infrastructure.'® A month after Prigozhin’s death, he appeared
in a meeting with Putin and Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-Bek Yevkurov. In a video of the
meeting, Putin references a prior conversation with Troshev, indicating that Troshev had been
tasked with “the formation of volunteer divisions that can perform various military tasks,
especially in the zone of the Special Military Operation.”'® This meeting was quickly followed
by a statement from press-secretary Dmitry Peskov, who clarified that Troshev now works in the

Ministry of Defense, though his official role within the MoD remains unclear.'®

185 «)KypHaIMCTHI yCTaHOBHIIH IMIHOCTH KoManaytomero UBK "Barnep" B Benapycu — UM oKa3ajcs ypoxkKeHel
VYkpaunsl,” Hacmoswee epems, June 26, 2023.

18 Poman Bacrokosrd, “UeM celiuac 3aHMMaroTCs OcTaBmMecs B benapycu BarnepoBusl,” Hacmoswee epevs,
September 28, 2023.

87 “TIytun o6¢cyaun ¢ EBkypoBsiM 1 TpomieBsiM (opMHpPOBaHUE NOOPOBONBIECKUX TToapasaenenuit,” TACC,
September 29, 2023. Troshev has likely been involved with Wagner since the group's outset. He was photographed
in the Kremlin at an award ceremony in 2015 alongside Vladimir Putin and three other Wagner commanders. After
his defection to the MoD, Wagner-linked Telegram channels have attempted to distance themselves from Troshev
and downplay his significance within the organization. https://t.me/wagnernew/10584

188 “TTyTun o6cyamn ¢ EBkypoBsiM 1 TpomreBsiM paboTy 110 OKa3aHHIO paBHOit noanepsxkku 6oiinam CBO,” TACC,
September 29, 2023.

189 “ITeckoB 3asBMII, YTO BXOAMBLIMIL B pyKOBOICTBO Ipymibl "Barnepa" Tpoes paboraer B Muno6opowusl,” TACC,
September 29, 2023.
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Figure 18. Meeting between Putin, Yevkurov, and Troshev on September 28, 202310
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Rehabilitating Wagner in Russia

The primary veterans’ organization that handles public advocacy for the Wagner Group is the
League for the Protection of the Interests of Veterans of Local Wars and Military Conflicts. At
least one branch of this organization was previously managed by Aleksandr Maloletko, a close

associate of Prigozhin who worked as an instructor in CAR.""

An archive of the organization’s
website from 2019 also lists Andrei Troshev as the organization’s main manager, suggesting that
this particular organization has been linked to Wagner for at least several years.'”” Notably, the
current registration for the League for the Protection of the Interests of Veterans shows that the
organization’s acting director is Dmitrii “Salem” Podolskiy, a veteran of the GRU’s 14th
Spetsnaz Brigade.'” As Prigozhin’s personal Telegram channel and other Wagner-linked

channels indicate, Podolskiy lost an arm while commanding Wagner’s Fifth Assault Brigade (5-i

[IIO) during the assault of Bakhmut in 2023. Podolski's call-sign, “Salem,” was also listed by

190 Source.

91 “Treasury Sanctions Russian Proxy Wagner Group as a Transnational Criminal Organization”, treasury.gov,
January 26, 2023.

192 Archive can be accessed here.

193 The registration number for the League for the Protection of the Interests of Veterans of Local Wars and Military
Conflicts is 1167800053123.
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official Wagner Telegram channels among the organization’s seven main managers after

Prigozhin’s mutiny."*

In October 2023, rumors began circulating that “PMC Wagner” would become a formation of the
Russian National Guard (Rosgvardiya). Local media outlets and Wagner-linked Telegram
channels reported that Yevgeny Prigozhin’s son, Pavel Prigozhin, was engaged in negotiations
about preserving the brand and assets of the Wagner Group while being fully subordinated to
Rosgvardiya.'”” Around the same time, the Duma introduced a package of bills that would create
a legal basis for Rosgvardiya to field its own “volunteer formations.”'”® On December 25, 2023,
the bill was passed into law, but in the months that followed, the Wagner-Rosgvardiya project
appears to have suffered from a lack of interest among potential recruits. On February 5, 2024,
the Telegram channel “Pa3rpyska Baruepa” released a video in which Anton “Lotus”
Elizarov—the Wagner commander responsible for the capture of Soledar—attempted to dispel
rumors that the project was floundering."” According to Elizarov, training was underway on
Wagner’s new training base near the Russian city Rostov, and Wagner formations would soon be
deployed to Belarus and Africa. Six weeks later, the Telegram channel “VChK-OGPU”
suggested that Elizarov’s video was a bluff and that the Wagner-Rosgvardiya project had been
abandoned after it failed to recruit more than a few hundred fighters.'”® More recently, the
Telegram channel “WAGNER GROUP” has begun actively advertising for positions in the
“distant direction” (manpHee Hanpapienue), which suggests that recruits will be working

exclusively in Africa.'”’

194 Podolskii appeared in a video published on Prigozhin’s personal Telegram channel on May 2, 2023. In the video,
he has a prosthetic arm. In a separate post on the same channel, Podolskii is identified as having the call-sign
“Salem.” Another post on the main Wagner Telegram channel that was published after Prigozhin’s mutiny lists an
unnamed individual with the call-sign “Salem” as one of seven individuals that heads Wagner’s headquarters and
assault groups.

195 hitps://t.me/vchkogpu/42726 ; see also “UBK «Barnep» 3asBuia o epexoje Imoj KOHTpoib Pocreapayu u
BO3BpaIlleHIH Ha BOWHY B Ykpauny”’, The Moscow Times, October 30, 2023.

196“Brecen makeT 3aKOHOIIPOEKTOB, Paspelaroiini Pocreapany uMeTh cBoU 106poBombueckie GopMUpOBaHUs
duma.gov.ru, September 22, 2023.

17 https:/t.me/razgruzka vagnera/465

198 https://t.me/vchkogpu/46642

199 https://t.me/wagnernew/15007
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Figure 19. Wagner recruiting announcement, April 5, 202422
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Syria

In Syria, the transition has appeared to be relatively seamless, as Wagner’s presence in the
country had already dwindled significantly prior to the mutiny due to the relocation of
contractors to Ukraine. Since the Russian military maintains a substantial footprint in Syria, it
was well-positioned to absorb the several-hundred Wagner contractors left in the country, who

were given the option to either sign contracts with the MoD or leave the country.?”!

Africa
The Kremlin’s main priority after the mutiny has been preserving Wagner’s operations in Africa.
Despite the high degree of coordination between the MoD and Wagner in Ukraine and Syria,

Wagner appears to have been granted a great deal of autonomy in Africa, and absorbing

200 Thid.
2! Suleiman Al-Khalidi and Maya Gebeily, “Syria brought Wagner fighters to heel as mutiny unfolded in Russia,”
Reuters, July 7, 2023.
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Prigozhin’s massive network of shell-companies and business agreements will not be an easy
task for the Russian state. The picture that has emerged in recent months suggests that the
Kremlin will keep the Wagner structure intact as much as possible, but Wagner operations will be

more carefully managed by state officials.

A month after Prigozhin’s mutiny, Putin hosted the Russia-Africa Summit in St. Petersburg.
During the summit, a large Russian delegation led by Putin met with the delegation from Mali,
and as the members of the Russian delegation introduced themselves, one individual stood out:
Andrei Averyanov.”” Unlike other members of the delegation, who stated their official titles,
Averyanov simply stated his position as “security.” A Bellingcat investigation previously
identified Averyanov as a GRU Major General who commands Unit 29155, which has been
repeatedly implicated in foreign covert action and assassinations, including the poisoning of
Russian defector Sergei Skripal in 2018.” While there are no previous links between Averyanov
and Wagner, his presence as part of the Russian delegation in meetings with African leaders was

an early sign that he will likely play some role in managing the remnants of the Wagner empire.

In August, a Russian delegation led by Deputy Defense Minister Yunus-Bek Yevkurov visited
four African countries: Libya, Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, and Mali.?** The stated
purpose of the visit was discussing “strengthening defense and security cooperation,” though
the real aim was likely understanding how Wagner operations were structured in these countries
and how those operations could be reconfigured under the management of different quasi-PMCs
or directly subordinated to the MoD. In videos of these meetings, Yevkurov appears next to

Averyanov and Konstantin Mirzayants, the head of Redut/Shield STG.**

In the Central African Republic, existing management structures and personnel remain more or

less intact. Vitali Perfilev, who serves as the security adviser to President Touadera, continues to

202 Christo Grozev, X, July 31, 2023. https://shorturl.at/cqrZ2

203 “B omepamuy 10 TOAPHIBY CKiIana opykus B Uexuu ygactsoBan crapmmii odpunep I'PY,” Bellingcat, April 25,
2021.

204«Gécurité : La Fédération de Russie réaffirme son soutien aux autorités de la Transition,” Burkina24, August 31,
2023. “I'maBa Manu obcynui ¢ aesneranuei u3 PO Bompocsl yKperuieHHus: COTPYJHUYECTBa B 001aCTH 000POHBL,”
TACC, September 1, 2023.

205 Thid.

206 NTennc Kopotkos. “Be3 «llluta» Ciyx6a 1 cMEpTh B €llle OJHON YaCTHOI BOEHHOM KOMIIAHUH, KOTOpoii B Poccuu
odunmaneHo Het,” HoBas ['azera, July 28, 2019.
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oversee training and military operations in the country, though it is possible that someone closer
to the MoD may take his place in the near future.””” Political and information operations continue
to be run by Dmitrii Sytyi, the long-time Prigozhin associate and head of the Russian House in
CAR who openly admitted his long-standing connection to Wagner in a September 2023

interview.>%®

Figure 20. Poster in Bangui, CAR with the slogans, “The Central African Republic is hand in

hand with Russia” and “Talk a little, work a lot”2%

Broadly speaking, the future of Wagner operations will involve a mix of continuity and
substitution. In Africa, the Wagner model proved to be an effective mechanism that enabled
power projection in a strategically vital region and provided sanctions-resistant revenue streams
through energy and mining contracts. Trusted managers will maintain their positions, likely with
increased oversight from the GRU. Some more vital operations may be subsumed entirely by the

GRU, while guard-duty and train-and-equip missions can be picked up by smaller pseudo-PMCs

27 10pwuit Capponos, “Ieno «Baraepa» B Appuke nponomkaercs,” Hosas 2azema, July 29, 2023.

208 Rachel Chason and Barbara Debout, “In Wagner’s largest African outpost, Russia looks to tighten its grip,”
Washington Post, September 18, 2023.

Video of Sytyi interview: https://www.pravda.ru/world/1882555-dmitrii_sytyi/

209 Source.
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that still offer some measure of plausible deniability despite their close ties with the GRU. The

names and leadership may change, but the overall structure will likely remain the same.

Wagner’s replacements: BARS and PMC “Redut”

The Russian military’s manpower shortage in Ukraine remains a significant problem for the
Kremlin, and backfilling military losses without resorting to full-scale mobilization will require a
steady flow of recruits who are willing to voluntarily join the Russian war effort. Due to the
relatively poor reputation of the Russian military and the requirement that official MoD soldiers
(both mobilized and contracted) must serve until the end of the so-called “special military
operation,” Wagner’s recruitment model presented a very attractive option that allowed
contractors to receive similar salaries while only committing to six-month contracts. After
Prigozhin’s mutiny poisoned the Wagner brand, the Kremlin has been forced to rely on other,
less developed quasi-PMCs and volunteer formations to support force mobilization in Ukraine.
In the months since Prigozhin’s death, it appears that the Kremlin has focused its efforts towards
further developing two existing recruiting structures that operate very similarly to the Wagner

Group but are less centralized and more closely managed by the MoD.

While some of these newer quasi-PMCs and volunteer formations emerged after the Wagner
mutiny, many others already existed on a much smaller scale before the mutiny. In an video
posted to the Telegram channel of military blogger Aleksandr Simonov (“Tlo3siBHOIT Bproc™) on
April 21, 2023, Prigozhin indicated that a variety of new Wagner-like formations had been
deployed to Ukraine in late 2022 and early 2023. In the video, Prigozhin explains this new
development as a move by MoD leadership and other private curators to gradually replace the
Wagner Group with a variety of less powerful groups:
Today we went and dealt with the newly created PMCs. The whole country decided that
they, like PMC Wagner, can save the motherland. And therefore, instead of giving us the
opportunity to recruit people and teach them how to fight, all sorts of different and
incomprehensible things are being created.... This is the main problem today that exists
with PMCs in particular: they’re trying to dilute PMC Wagner, so that it is not one big
force that can play a role in domestic politics. That’s the first thing. Second, everyone is

saying that someday there will be a struggle for power and everyone needs to have their
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own private army. You see, people who have money think collecting PMCs is an
awesome new trend. And that's why PMCs, including the Gazprom PMCs like Potok,
which we call blue Potok (romy6oii motok) are beginning to breed. All sorts of

PMCs—the Gazprom PMCs, [PMC] Potok, PMC Bokarev, PMC Redut and so on.*'

The Country’s Combat Army Reserve (BARS)

The first of these structures, BARS (60eBoii apmeiickuii pe3epB cTpansl), represents the more
official of the two variants. Contractors sign official contracts with the MoD in enlistment
offices, and each BARS formation is officially registered as a part of Military Unit 22179, a
motor-rifle brigade based in the Rostov region.?'" In practice, however, BARS formations are
directly subordinated to the MoD, and Unit 22179 simply maintains a list of the contractors on
its roster.”'* It is not clear exactly how many of these BARS formations exist, but the total
number is likely somewhere between 30 and 40. The most striking feature of this model is the
role of regional “curators” who assist in financing BARS formations, often using personal wealth
or regional budgets to fund recruitment campaigns and facilitate the purchase of military

equipment.

BARS-30 / “PMC Convoy”

While an exhaustive description of the dozens of BARS formations is outside the scope of this
report, BARS-30—better known as “PMC Convoy”—serves as a useful example that showcases
how the BARS system finances, manages, and utilizes volunteer formations. PMC Convoy’s two
main sponsors are Sergei Aksyonov, the governor of occupied Crimea, and Arkadii Rotenberg, a
Russian oligarch with close ties to Putin.?'* Advertising for the group frequently appears on the
state-owned television channel Crimea 24, which includes numbers to call to speak with

recruiters.?'*

219 https://t.me/brussinf/5885, translation my own.

211« ApMust Ha nosicTaBkK’. KTO ynpasiseT poccUiCKUME HeperyIspHbIMU ()OPMUPOBAHUSMH, BOKOIOLIMMHU B
VYxpaune?,” BBC News Pycckas Cnyacoa, November 20, 2023,

212 Tbid.

213 Tenuc Kopotxkog, “Kasaxu, anbQ u Apkaauii Poren6epr: Kax ycrpoena UBK «Konoit» u kTo ee punancupyer”
Dossier Center, August 14, 2023.

214 https://t.me/tverimea24/48223
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At the operational level, PMC Convoy is run by Konstantin “Mazai” Pikalov, a former associate
of Prigozhin who briefly worked for Wagner in Africa.*’*> Unlike many other Wagner contractors,
Pikalov lacks a professional background in the Russian conventional military. Since 1993,
Pikalov worked for a variety of PSCs in Moscow and St. Petersburg before he began selling his
216

private security services to a variety of African customers in the mid-2010s.

Figure 21. PMC Convoy’s first call for recruits in November, 20224
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Pikalov is listed on the corporate registries of two companies: the “Saint-Petersburg City
Cossack Society ‘Convoy’” (SPbGKO Convoy) and the LLC “Military-Security Company
‘Convoy.””?!® Both companies’ registries list their primary form of business as “activities related
to military security,” and according to reporting by Dossier Center, the two companies are used

in tandem to shuttle money to PMC Convoy from a variety of corporate financiers.?'’ In the span

215 Kopotkos, “Kaszaku, 216 u Apkaauii Poren6epr”

216 Thid.

217 https:/t. me/convoywe/3

218 «“Cankr-Tletepbyprckoe roposckoe Kazaube O6mectso ‘Konpoit™” (OI'PH 1097800006260) and “O61iecTtso ¢
OTPaHWYCHHOW OTBETCTBEHHOCTHIO ‘BOCHHO-OXpaHHas kommanus ‘Kousoit”” (OI'PH 1154712000024) respectively.
The former organization is a city-level Cossack society, part of a hierarchical structure of non-profit organizations
aimed at preserving Cossack culture in accordance with federal legislation.

219 Kopotkos, “Kazaku, onbd u Apkaauii Porenbepr”.
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of less than two months in the fall of 2022, Convoy received more than 400 million rubles from
several Russian companies. A large portion of this sum came from a Crimea joint-stock company
listed as “Sanitorium ‘Ai Petri,”” a Crimea-based tourist resort acquired by Arkadii Rotenberg in
2019.% In late 2022, Sanatorium “Ai Petri” donated 120 million rubles to SPbGKO Convoy, a
sum that was more than four times larger than the company’s profits that year.”?' Another
significant donation (two payments of 100 million rubles each) came from the majority
state-owned VTB Bank. Once the money was received by SPbGKO Convoy—an organization
that does not even have its own website—it was then transferred to LLC Military-Security
Company ‘Convoy,” where it could be used to fund the purchase of equipment for Convoy’s

contractors.’?

Figure 22. “PMC Convoy” / BARS-30 financing scheme
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220 Hapexa ®énoposa, “Apkaauii PoTeHGepr pacKkpbll CBOM TYpHCTHYECKUE aKTHBEI B Kppimy Mumuapaep
Ha3BaJ ceds1 OeHeUIMapoM MSATH TOCTHHHYHBIX 00BEKTOB Ha nonyoctpose”, rbc.ru, April 12, 2021.

221 Tbid. Registration for Rotenberg’s sanatorium is OT'PH 1169102093797.

222 bid.
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In a long-form interview with Pikalov released on Convoy’s RuTube channel, he mentions that
Convoy takes orders directly from the MoD, which is supported by documents on Convoy’s own
Telegram channel that indicate “PMC Convoy” is technically “BARS-30” and—Ilike all BARS
formations—is formally a part of Military Unit 22179.** Convoy/BARS-30 is simply one of
many reserve formations that operate in such a manner, but the model itself appears to be an
attractive alternative for prospective recruits who distrust Russian conventional military
leadership or are not prepared to commit to an indefinite period of military service.”** Convoy’s
recruiting strategy draws heavily on imperial nostalgia, framing itself as a 21st century analog of
the Tsar’s Imperial Cossack Guard. As of late 2023, Convoy was still seeking

recruits—especially combat drone operators—to work in Ukraine and Africa.

Figure 23. Call for drone operators to work in Ukraine in Africa (August, 2023)%

22 Interview with Pikalov: https://shorturl.at/dyEF] ; documents indicating that Convoy is the same formation as
BARS-30: https://t. me/convoywe/422

224 In a March 2024 interview with a former Wagner contractor currently fighting in the “Espafiola” formation, he
indicates a high degree of skepticism towards the MoD. When asked to give advice to prospective recruits
wondering which formation to join, he responds, “I would probably put the Ministry of Defense at the end of the
list.”

225 Source: https://t.me/convoywe/2040
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The GRU’s shadow-recruitment network: “PMC Redut”

The second structure being used to compensate for Wagner’s absence is commonly referred to as
“PMC Redut.” Despite the common name, it does not appear that “PMC Redut” has any
relationship to the PSC Redut/Shield operating in Syria on behalf of Gennadi Timchenko that
was described in section three (see Appendix 2). “PMC Redut” is not an officially registered
PMC, but rather a semi-state recruiting network run by the GRU that includes dozens of smaller
formations that often have no connection to each other besides being curated by the GRU. Some
PMC Redut formations have been involved in Ukraine at least since the beginning of Russia’s
full-scale invasion in February 2022, but the number and size of individual formations under the
Redut umbrella has been growing rapidly since the Wagner mutiny. Rather than being a
more-or-less unified structure like Wagner, PMC Redut appears to be nothing more than the
name given to a project by the GRU to recruit unofficial, plausibly-deniable contractors for

operations in Ukraine, Syria, and Africa.

Unlike BARS formations, which are technically a part of the MoD, Redut formations have no
official connection to the Russian military. Contractors sign ordinary work agreements for a
period of six months with non-existent companies and do not receive the legal status of
“servicemember” (BoeHHOCTyxaiuii) or the benefits that such a designation would entail 2
Two recent investigations by the Radio Svoboda Russia and Ukraine investigative teams (Cxembl
and Cucrema) revealed that at least one Redut formation, the Wolves Brigade, was heavily
involved in Ukraine since the early days of the invasion, and captured documents indicate that
the Wolves Brigade reports directly to the GRU’s 16th Spetsnaz Brigade.””’ This particular
brigade of the GRU has also been linked to other Redut formations, including “Turpsr”,
“Hepckuii”, “Betep 1177, and “Pricu.”*** The Wolves Brigade continues to be active in Ukraine
and has gained popularity in the Russian media, evidenced by a special segment that appeared on
the state-run Russian television channel Rossiya [ in late October of 2023.%* In the segment,

prominent military blogger Aleksandr Sladkov speaks with various members of the Wolves

226 «« Apmus na noncrasku’,” BBC Pycckas Ciyx6a. Contracts stipulate that hired “specialists” will perform tasks
that may include work “connected with risk to life.”

27 «“Cxempr” and “Cucrema”, “Vioska ‘Penyr’: Kak I'PY cosmano pantomuyro UBK 115 BepOOBKH THICSY POCCHAH
Ha BOWHY B Ykpaune,” Hacmosuwee epems, December 1, 2023,

228 Tbid.

22 https://t. me/DRO_Wolves/1388
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Brigade, many of whom appear to be over the age of forty. In the video, fighters’ living spaces
are decorated with VDV flags and regalia, suggesting that this particular formation has more in
common with the old Wagner recruitment model, which primarily recruited experienced veterans

from Russia’s elite military formations.

An investigation conducted by the Russian-language service of the BBC uncovered a plethora of
similar volunteer formations that have increased their recruiting efforts in recent months. When
investigators called recruiters, virtually all of them admitted that joining their formations
involved signing contracts with “PMC Redut,” not with the MoD directly. As one recruiter put it,
Redut is “like Wagner, but smaller. Our commanders are not army officers, but we carry out
orders from the Ministry of Defense.”* Investigators from the “Cxemsr” and “Cucrema” teams
received similar replies from recruiters representing other formations, including “Turpsi,”
“Betep 117,” and “Price.”**! Despite minor variations in how the system is explained to
prospective recruits, these conversations make it clear that these smaller formations are all part
of a larger recruiting effort managed by the GRU under the broad umbrella of a mythical “PMC

Redut” that has no official connection to the MoD.

Figure 24. Responses from recruiters representing various “PMC Redut” formations?2
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230 «« ApmMus Ha nosicrasku,” BBC Pycckas Cry»x0a.
31 «“ynoska ‘Penyr’”, Hacrosimee Bpems.
22 Ibid.
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“PMC Espaiiola”

One formation that stands out as perhaps the most successful formation under the PMC Redut
umbrella is Espafiola, which refers to itself as a “Fan’s Volunteer Reconnaissance Brigade.”
Espadla was founded as a unit within “Vostok,” a DNR volunteer battalion initially led by
Aleksandr Khodakovskiy, a veteran of the elite “Alfa” unit in Ukraine’s Security Service
(SBU).%* At some point, Espafiola left Vostok and was absorbed by the PMC Redut network, and
the group has quickly set itself apart as one of the most successful and popular formations within
that structure. Espafiola specifically aims its recruiting efforts at Russian “hooligans,” a violent
subculture of Russian soccer fans that is notorious for its connections to far-right and neo-nazi

ideology.

The investigative outlet Vazhniye Istorii reported that a significant amount of Espaiiola’s
financing comes from Viktor Shendrik, a former member of the FSB’s elite “Vympel”
counter-terrorism unit who began working as the head of Russian Railways’ (PXK1) security
service in 2016.7* As of July 2021, Shendrik was also on the board of directors for the company

Transtelekom, the second largest telecommunications company in Russia.”*’

Exactly how Shendrik transfers money to Espaiiola is less clear than the PMC Convoy scheme,
but the money is ultimately used by Ilya Khanin—who describes himself as the head of
Espafiola’s “humanitarian wing”—to purchase supplies for Espafiola fighters.>** However the
Espafiola financing scheme works, it is clear that the organization is extremely well funded, as
videos posted on the group’s Telegram channel show fighters equipped with much better

equipment than their counterparts in the Russian conventional military.

Espaiola has also spawned several popular field commanders, some of whom have their own

social media presence. The formation’s main commander, Stanislav Orlov (callsign “Ispanets”),

233 Poman Anmn and Poman Pomanosckuii, “Bparss PoTeHGepry co31ar0T CBOIO 9acTHYI0 apmmuio 13 UBK
¢byTO0NBHBIX (haHaToB”, Bascuvie ucmopuu, March 4, 2024.

24 Ibid.

25 Archive for the company website of Transtelekom, which lists Shendrick as a member of the board and describes
him as the “head of Russian Railways’ security department.”

6 Video in which Khanin explains his role within Espafiola can be viewed here. Relevant conversation begins at
00:50.
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has been fighting in Donbass since 2014, where he led the “Skull and Crossbones”
reconnaissance company, a volunteer formation that was involved in intense fighting around the
Ukrainian town of Gorlovka.?’ Orlov remains the operational commander of Espafiola, and he is

regularly featured on the group’s Telegram channel as part of the formation’s recruitment efforts.

Figure 25. Telegram post featuring Orlov and other “Skull and Bones” fighters %%
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Like the Wagner Group, Espafiola has successfully used Telegram to build a recognizable brand
and attract new recruits from sectors of the Russian population that might otherwise not be
interested in military service. The organization’s Telegram channel, “Espafiola, Boennas
opraam3arnusi,” boasts nearly 60,000 subscribers and regularly posts professionally produced

recruitment videos showcasing combat footage and interviews with fighters. Russian military

237 “Beuepnss Mocksa”, “Tlone 605 BMecTo cTanuoHa: (pyTOonbHbIE (haHATE! OTIpaBuIKch Ha JJonbace” Paubnep
Hosocmu, September 8, 2022.
28 Source: https://t.me/spainrus/157



https://t.me/spainrus/157
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correspondents and media outlets have also reported extensively on Espafiola, portraying the
group as a positive outlet for troubled young men with violent tendencies.”*” More recently,
Espafiola began recruiting women, and there are already several women fighting in Espafiola,
typically as snipers or combat drone operators.”** One of these women, a former professional
ballet dancer who uses the callsign “Valkyrie,” has already risen in the ranks to become the

second-in-command of an assault company.**!

Figure 26. Photo posted on Espafiola’s Telegram channel on International Women’s Day, 202322

Perhaps the most striking personality in the Espafiola media ecosystem is Mikhail “Pitbull”
Turkanov, an assault company commander whose personal Telegram channel has more than
20,000 subscribers. Notably, Turkanov was fined in 2019 for public display of Nazi tattoos and
frequently posts far-right and antisemitic content on his personal Telegram channel.**® In October
2023, Turkanov was personally awarded his second Order of Courage from Deputy Chief of the
GRU Vladimir Alekseev, whom many consider the mastermind behind both Wagner and PMC

29 https://t.me/Sladkov_plus/6171 . See also: “Tloapasnenenue ‘dcnanbona’ B Jlonbacce FOTOBUT U3 (haHATOB
6oiinos mis CBO” PUA Hosocrtu, June 27, 2023.

9 One of Espafiola’s first recruitment videos aimed at women in particular: https:/t. me/spainrus/947

241 Special report by the English-langauge Russian propaganda outlet Sputnik that features “Valkyrie™:

https://t. me/spainrus/1048
242

3 »CropoHHHKH HeoHaNUCTa U Goiiia MMA Muxaunna TypkaHoBa cOOOIIMIM O BpYyYEHHH €MY OpJleHa
«My>xecTBa» Ha BoliHe B Ykpaune” Hoesas cazema, February 6, 2023.


https://t.me/spainrus/1048
https://t.me/spainrus/947
https://t.me/Sladkov_plus/6171
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Redut.*** In a video of the award ceremony, Alekseev personally hands Turkanov a medal against

the backdrop of a Soviet flag and a portrait of Putin.**

Figure 27. First Deputy of the GRU Vladimir Alekseev awards “Espafiola” commander Mikhail

“Pitbull” Turkanov with his second Order of Courage medal?¢

Future outlook for BARS and “PMC Redut” formations

While the dozens of volunteer formations that fall under the BARS and Redut structures lack the
centralized “brand” that made Wagner’s recruitment efforts so effective, early indications suggest
that the combination of the two will be enough to fill the gap left by Wagner’s absence,
especially as select Redut and BARS formations have been increasing their use of social media
to build their brands. From the Russian state’s perspective, this revision of the Wagner semi-state
PMC model is an attempt to minimize the risks by exerting tighter control through official

structures and preventing a single individual from accruing too much power. When considering

2% In Alekseev’s video-address to Wagner fighters during the mutiny, he claims that he was involved with Wagner
since the organization’s beginning in 2014. Alekseev’s address can be viewed here.

5 dytypee, Dnyapa. “Boern «dcnanbons» [TuTOys omyumn opaen Myxectsa”, ridus.ru, October 16, 2023.

26 Pepnmeues, Anapeil. “Inanbli yxac Bynanosa: Kpécthelit oter; "Barnepa", 0 KOTOPOM He TOBOPAT BCIyX.”
tsargrad.tv, November 13, 2023. Video of the award ceremony can be viewed here on Espaifiola’s official Telegram
channel.


https://t.me/spainrus/904
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JWDY5ilsl5I&t=13s
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the two models through the lens of the principal-agent problem, it is clear that in the
BARS/Redut model, the principal delegates less autonomy to the agent, which minimizes the
risk of diverging interests but limits the degree of plausible deniability. However, BARS and
Redut formations are significantly smaller and far less well known than Wagner, which may help
sustain plausible deniability at least for some time. Since Wagner’s plausible deniability had
effectively vanished by the beginning of 2023, “PMC Redut” formations will likely be tasked
with operating in sensitive areas where the Russian state would rather use a surrogate than a

conventional military option.



81

8.) Conclusion:

Since its emergence in 2014, the Wagner Group showed a high degree of ability and willingness
to meet the Kremlin’s changing needs across a variety of contexts. In contrast to Russia’s
sclerotic and notoriously reform-resistant conventional military, the Wagner Group repeatedly
proved itself to be flexible, innovative, and adept at implementing large-scale institutional

changes in response to shifting demands.

The failure of the Wagner Group itself should not be confused with the failure of the Wagner
model of quasi-PMC usage. Despite the catastrophic effects of Prigozhin’s mutiny and the
subsequent dismemberment of the Wagner Group, the Kremlin has not abandoned the model.
Instead, Wagner’s state sponsors are learning from their mistakes and remain convinced that the

Wagner model of semi-state PMC employment carries far more benefits than risks if managed

properly.

To better understand exactly how the Kremlin is learning from its mistakes, this paper has
charted the historical predecessors, evolution, and future outlook of the Wagner Group. By
exploring how the Wagner Group and its state sponsors modernized Soviet and Russian
employment of surrogates, this report sheds light on how future semi-state organizations might
learn from and modify the Wagner model in a post-Wagner Russia. The report has also examined
three case studies—Ukraine (2014-15), Syria and CAR (2015-23), and Ukraine (2022-23)—to
showcase the high degree of case-by-case variation in the Wagner Group’s tactics, recruitment
methods, coordination with the Russian MoD, and relationships with local governments.
Considering these case studies, the report challenges the oversimplified portrayals of the Wagner

Group that have too often dominated media coverage of the organization.

The history of private and semi-private force in modern Russia has been one of trial and error. At
every step of the way, the Kremlin has declined the opportunity to provide clear legal
frameworks for PMCs, preferring to use formally illegal armed organizations as surrogates for
the Russian military and intelligence services in an increasingly wide array of contexts. While
the initial allure of these groups was the opportunity to operate under the cover of a durable

plausible deniability suited to the unique challenges of 21st century warfare, Yevgeny
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Prigozhin’s management of the Wagner Group showcased the true potential of semi-state PMCs,

which reaches far beyond plausible deniability.

In the aftermath of Prigozhin’s rebellion, the Wagner model was not abandoned, which indicates
that despite the immense risks posed by the model, the Kremlin still sees significant value in the
use of semi-state PMCs and volunteer formations to support force mobilization in Ukraine and
strategic competition in Africa. The Wagner model has been altered in important ways to reduce
the risks posed by the principal-agent problem, and while it is too early to tell how newer
structures like BARS and PMC Redut will develop, it appears that the Russian state has managed
to salvage much of the Wagner empire in Africa, even in Prigozhin’s absence. This required
preserving much of the existing Wagner leadership on the local level, but without Prigozhin’s
centralized leadership, it is unlikely that any of Wagner’s regional managers will pose a threat to
the Kremlin. This is especially true after Prigozhin’s death, which made a clear statement to any

ambitious Wagner commanders or managers who might wish to fill his shoes.

Western policymakers should be prepared for the Wagner model to expand in a new,
decentralized form that will complicate attribution and limit the ability of Western governments
to respond to Russian malign influence, especially in Africa. While the Wagner Group is most
famous for its military activities, some of its most impressive achievements have been in the
information space, especially in the Central African Republic. The media organizations and
cultural centers established in CAR will likely serve as templates for similar operations in other
countries where the Kremlin senses openings to gain political influence and establish new

revenue streams.

Russia’s war in Ukraine has introduced a variety of challenges for the Russian state, but there is
no indication that the Kremlin intends to scale back on efforts to pursue strategic competition on
a global scale. The Wagner Group may have stopped making headlines after Prigozhin’s death,
but the role of semi-state military formations in Russian foreign policy continues to increase, as
the Kremlin seeks to maintain a steady influx of volunteer fighters for its war in Ukraine and
preserve relationships with African governments. The Russian state learned important lessons

from the Wagner mutiny and is convinced that by decentralizing the model across a variety of
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smaller groups, it can continue to reap the benefits while minimizing the risks. As Russia’s war
in Ukraine enters its third year, Russia’s economy and military will be increasingly strained,
creating the ideal conditions for the proliferation of smaller, Wagner-like groups that will be

attractive alternatives to more overt and costly forms of foreign intervention.
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Appendix 1: Russia’s Spetsnaz formations

Russian Spetsnaz troops are often thought of as an analog to the US military’s special operations
forces (SOF), but there are important differences between the two. “Spetsnaz” is a contraction of
spetsialnoye naznacheniya, meaning “special designation.” This designation is applied to a
handful of units in Russia’s GRU, VDV, and Navy that receive specialized training and carry out
particular tasks, traditionally emphasizing battlefield reconnaissance.**” During the Russian
military’s restructuring efforts that began in 2008, Spetsnaz troops have taken on a broader role,
functioning as the Kremlin’s “politico-military instrument of choice.”** These changes are
reflected by the establishment of a new Special Operations Command (komanda spetsialnogo
naznacheniya) known as “Senezh" that reports directly to the General Staff and focuses on

counterterrorist operations, sabotage, and assassination.**’

Figure 28. Representation of VDV and GRU Spetsnaz formations in Russian PMC and PSC
management
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Appendix 2: The Many “Reduts”

As mentioned in chapter three, “Redut” appears to be a label applied to a variety of separate
formations, likely as a way to increase confusion and complicate sanctions. In a phone call with
Sergei Salivanov (the Redut/Shield STG deputy manager) recorded in late 2022, he is audibly
frustrated by the sudden emergence of multiple “Reduts.”*® He claims that “there are something
like eight ‘Reduts.” We don't even understand how many ‘Reduts’ are operating right now...
they’re being created like mushrooms.”®' He goes on to list the locations of various “Reduts”
that he knows about: Khimki, Krasnodar, Tambov, and Rostov. The most likely explanation for
Salivanov’s confusion is that the GRU has taken the “Redut” label for its own quasi-PMC
recruiting project, which uses “PMC Redut" as a catch-all brand to attract recruits for a variety of
illegal armed formations fighting in Ukraine. The GRU’s 16th Guards Spetsnaz Brigade, which

t,252

has been identified as the main curator of this project,”* is located in Tambov, one of the cities

mentioned by Salivanov.

A simple keyword search of “Redut” in the Russian Unified State Register of Legal Entities
returns 487 results. Of course, some of these are legitimate businesses, but dozens of them are at
least nominally connected to the private force market, such as “Redut Security Service,” several
veterans organizations, a professional training school for private security specialists, and a
variety of LLCs listed as “Private Security Agency” or “Private Security Organization,” followed

by “Redut” and a letter or number.**

250 The leaked phone call can be found here, with the relevant comments beginning at 33:30.

51 Ibid.

252 «“Cxemsr” and “Cuctema”, “Yinoska ‘Penyt’: Kak I'PY cosznano dgantomuyro UBK 11 BepOOBKM THICSY POCCHSH
Ha BoWHY B YkpauHe,” Hacrosee Bpems, December 1, 2023.

253 In order, the registration numbers for the three “Reduts” mentioned are: 1097746250040, 1207800051580, and
1213800009851.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jq8vcZjoSA0&t=3335s
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Figure 29. Corporate listings of LILCs listed as “Private Security Company/Organization Redut”

IS
<}
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"PERYT-C"

420108, PECNYBJ/IVKA TATAPCTAH, KA3SAHb FOPO/I, MOPTOBAS Y/INLA, 1, OFPH: 1031622504110, [lata
npuceoeHuna ONPH: 17.01.2003, IHH: 1655060041, KMM: 165501001, laTa npekpatieHuns
AestensHoctu: 10.07.2006
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6. OBLECTBO C OFPAHUYEHHO! OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO YACTHAAl OXPAHHAS OPrAHU3ALMA e
ATEHTCTBO BE30MACHOCTH "PELYT-4"

142714, MOCKOBCKAS OB/IACTb, BUAHOE rOPO/, BOrJAHWXA IEPEBHS, KPACHASI C/TIOBOJA YINLIA,
JIOM Y4 66/2 60A, KOPM 60A, OrPH: 1075003007970, [lata npucsoeHus OMPH: 21.09.2007,
VIHH: 5003069722, KIM: 500301001, FEHEPA/IbHbIN AVIPEKTOP: Epodeesa AHHa OpbeBHa

IS
g
N

OBLUECTBO C OFPAHUYEHHOW OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO YACTHAA OXPAHHASl OPFAHU3ALUA NONYYUTD BLIMUCKY
"PEQYT-3ALLUTA 1"

115230, FOPOA MOCKBA, KALLUVPCKOE LLOCCE, JOM 3K1CTP2, OTPH: 1167746879410, lata npucBoeHus
OFPH: 20.09.2016, IHH: 7724382477, KMNM: 772401001, FEHEPA/IbHbIV AVPEKTOP: Bo6bines AHapel

Bnaanmuposuyu

IS
st
=

OBLUECTBO C OFPAHUYEHHOI OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO YACTHAAl OXPAHHASA OPMAHM3ALMA o
"ATEHTCTBO BE30NMACHOCTY "PEAYT-4".

107113, TOPO/, MOCKBA, MECOYHbIV MEPEY/IOK, 3, OFPH: 1027700105157, [laTa npuceoeHus
OrPH: 12.08.2002, IHH: 7701276539, KMM: 771801001, leHepanbHbIii AvpekTop: Koxyxos Anekceit

Bagumosuy

IS
3
3

OBLLECTBO C OFPAHUYEHHOI OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO "IPOM3BO[ICTBEHHO-CTPOMUTENBHAA LTS I
KOMNAHUA PEYT-TPAHA"

105523, TOPOJ, MOCKBA, MAPKOBAS 16-A YINLUA, 5, 3 CTP.1, OTPH: 1077764366239, [laTa npucsoeHus
OrPH: 22.12.2007, IHH: 7719202337, KMM: 771901001, PykoBoauTenb: CnoboasHuk MeTp Anekceesny, [ata

npekpatleHus geatenbHocT: 22.12.2007

IS
3
3

OBLLLECTBO C OFPAHUYEHHOI OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO YACTHOE OXPAHHOE NPEANPUATUE A O
PEAYT-5

123557, TOPO/, MOCKBA, TULLUWMHCKWIA B. MEPEY/IOK, 38, OTPH: 5147746140416, [lata npucBoeHus
OrPH: 24.09.2014, HH: 7703205540, KMr: 770301001, PykoeoguTens topuaunyeckoro avua: Kowkesny Unbsa

Interestingly, one of the several listings for “Redut Security” (Penyt 6e30nmacHocTs) is registered
to none other than Evgeny Sidorov, a veteran of the VDVs 45th Brigade and staffing specialist
for Moran Security who was arrested on anti-mercenarism charges alongside Vadim Gusev in
2013. To complicate the picture even further, the corporate registry for Sidorov’s “Redut

Security,” lists “maintenance and repair of motor vehicles” as its primary business activity.”*

24 Typically, legal fronts for quasi-PMCs describe their main form of business as some sort of consulting, making
Sidorov’s company a peculiar outlier.



Figure 30. Primary business activity of Sidorov’s “Redut Security
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52 |Kox m HanMEHOBaHNE BAJIA AEATEIIEHOCTI 45.20 Texunueckoe 0OCIyKNBAHAE U PEMOHT
aBTOTPAHCIIOPTHEIX CPEICTR
53 |T'PH u nara saecenus B EI'PIOJI 3anmcu, 2207703373590
cojieprKanieil yKazaHHBIE CBEJICHHS 02.04.2020

This tactic may seem primitive, but it has already proved to be highly effective in dodging

sanctions and increasing overall confusion surrounding any discussion of “PMC Redut.” The

European Union announced its intention to sanction Redut in late 2023 for war crimes in

Ukraine, but it appears that they picked the wrong “Redut” as their target. A report by the

Russian-language outlet Nastoyashee Vremya notes that the legal entity identified in the EU’s

draft sanctions list is Sidorov’s “Redut Security,” which is not the same entity as the “PMC

Redut” recruiting structure used by the GRU in Ukraine.”*® However, the authors of the Current

Time report conflate Sidorov’s Redut with Mirzayants’s Redut that operates on behalf of Gennadi

Timchenko in Syria, which shows the real difficulty of pinning down one particular legal entity

as a sanctions target when dozens of formations (some legal PSCs, others illegal PMCs) are

calling themselves “Redut.”

25 OI'PH: 1197746727530
26 EymazaBera Cypuauesa, Januun Benosonses, and investigative teams “Cxemsr” and “Cuctema.” “EBpocoro3
BBezieT cankuuu npotuB UBK "Pexyt" n3-3a nokymenus Ha 3enenckoro. OqHako BHIOpaHHOE FOPITULIO BPSLI JIX
CIIOHCUPYET HaeMHHKOB Ha BoiiHe.” Hacrosimee Bpemst, December 1, 2023,



