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THE USE OF PRIVATE MILITARY AND SECURITY COMPANIES 

(PMSCs) BY THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION: THE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN THE WAGNER GROUP AND THE RUSSIAN 

GOVERNMENT IN THE RUSSIA-UKRAINE WAR 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Montreux Document, an intergovernmental document that compiles the legal provisions, 

national and international obligations, responsibilities, and best practices for private security 

companies, states, and governments, was adopted by seventeen countries. The legal recognition 

of private military and security companies as other actors in the system, the benefits they can 

provide, and the problems they can cause are open to debate and complexity in the current 

system. Russia is not one of the countries that has officially adopted this document. Indeed, the 

Russian state's internal regulations prohibit the establishment, support, and financing of private 

military and security companies. Nevertheless, the Russian state uses Russian private military 

and security companies abroad, particularly the Wagner Group, for its political, economic, and 

military interests. This research examines the relationship between the Russian state and the 

Wagner Group in Ukraine from 2014 to the present. The Wagner Group provided services to 

Russian interests in the region even before the Russian leader launched the war against Ukraine 

in 2022 under the guise of special operations. 2022 saw the Wagner Group increase the intensity 

of its services in Ukraine, gain autonomy, and expand its operational areas. However, with the 

Wagner Group's march against the Russian Ministry of Defence in 2023, relations between the 

Russian state and the Wagner Group were reshaped. The dynamics of the relationship in the 

region are examined through leaders' statements, decisions, and the benefits of military 

hardware in combat zones. This research reveals that the Wagner Group's activities for Russia 

are driven not only by military interests but also by economic and political ones. 

Key Words: Private Military and Security Companies, Wagner Group, Russian-Ukrainian 

War, Yevgeny Prigozhin, Vladimir Putin. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Background Information  

This study focuses on how Russia has used its constitutionally unrecognized private military 

and security companies (PMSCs) in different conflict areas and what it has achieved through 

these uses. In this research, the Russian-Ukrainian War will be used as a case study because 

Ukrainian territory is where one of PMSC owned by Russia, the Wagner Group, first appeared 

and where there was a dual achievement between the Russian state and the company. The 

Wagner Group has the most reliable information among Russian PMSCs. In 2014, the Wagner 

Group first emerged in Ukraine (Congressional Research Service, 2020) and the group fought 

in Lugansk and Donbas (Marten, 2019). It was financed by businessman Yevgeny Prigozhin's 

‘Concord Management and Consulting company’ (Congressional Research Service, 2020). In 

2023, the Russian President, Vladimir Putin announced that the government also provided fully 

financial support between May 2022 and May 2023 to Wagner Group (Open Society, 2023). 

1.2.Literature Review 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, PMSCs were established for unemployed veteran 

soldiers, intelligence officers, and military personnel in Russia (Congressional Research 

Service, 2020). However, two problems arise regarding Russian-owned PMSCs. The first 

problem is the classification of Russian PMSCs. According to Åse Gilje Østensen and Tor 

Bukkvoll, some companies offer services to a commercial market like RSB Group, some 

companies are exclusively managed by Russian military divisions and therefore offer their 

services as commercial extensions of the military divisions. Other group companies, such as 

Patriot which is proxied to the Russian Ministry of Defence (MoD), and Wagner Company, 

provide services only to Russian government agencies and locations that the agencies have 

identified and deemed friendly (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). It is difficult to categorized 

Russian PMSCs as Østensen and Bukkvoll's article, “Private military companies – Russian 

great power politics on the cheap?”, because Russian companies have emerged as 

interconnected entities, and even if they are not, their services are not shared and fully public. 

In this thesis, this complexity will be demonstrated through the connections among the 

companies, their tasks, and service areas outside of Russia. The second problem is PMSCs are 

not legal in Russia (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022).  
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However, what made it possible for these companies to continue their existence and services 

was the change in the law on military service in 2016 and the decree in 2018 that it was now 

forbidden to provide information about those who cooperate with Russian intelligence services 

abroad (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). It shows that the legal existence of companies depends 

on the Kremlin and it has the control power to existence and improvement of the companies. 

Moreover, guarantees that the ‘approved’ companies share their earnings (Østensen and 

Bukkvoll, 2022). According to Congressional Research Service, establishing such a balance 

between companies and the government allows the Russian government to prevent official 

losses, reduce costs, maintain a scalable fighting force, and deny conflicts (Congressional 

Research Service, 2020). Åse Gilje Østensen and Tor Bukkvoll say that a PMSC has the 

advantage of being able to act as a grey zone operator in a battlefield like Donbas, sometimes 

intervening in a conflict and acting as a state proxy. Østensen and Bukkvoll's article, “Private 

military companies – Russian great power politics on the cheap?”, examines Russia's use of 

private military companies in Ukraine but focuses solely on the Donbas region. This thesis will 

fill the gaps by focusing on the activities of the Wagner Group in different regions in Ukraine. 

Moreover, the war-fighting state proxy role of PMSCs provides both the ability to cover-up 

soldiers and the ability to coordinate other forces on the battlefield (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 

2022). They also argue that the security export role of PMSCs has facilitated bilateral 

agreements with Russian governments. For example, the Wagner Group and the Mozambique 

government agreed to fight together against the uprisings against the Mozambique government. 

Another more general but important of the appearance of the companies in Russia is that 

PMSCs may be alternative income way for Russian political, economic, and military elites 

(Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022).  

The most widely known Russian PMSCs in the literature is the Wagner Group. The Wagner 

Group operated in different conflict regions such as in the Central African Republic (CAR), 

Syria, Sudan, Ukraine, Crimea, Mozambique, and Libya (Marten, 2019). The Wagner Group 

began its activities during the Russian invasion of Ukraine from 2014 to 2015 then resumed its 

activities in 2022 with the Russian invasion of Ukraine (Open Society, 2023). Thanks to these 

invasions, the Wagner Group has proven its ability to conduct military operations in an 

organized manner, provide military training, recruitment capabilities, supply weapons, 

munitions systems, recruit new members, and use communication tools (Open Society, 2023). 

In this source, the Wagner Group's presence in Ukraine is mentioned in two main years; in 

2014-2015 and in 2022.  
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In this thesis, the Wagner Group's presence in Ukraine will be analyzed not by considering the 

base years and core events, but by covering the processes and developments from the first year 

of its existence in Ukraine to the latest developments to see the different attitudes and tactics of 

the Wagner Group over the years in Ukraine.  

The Wagner Group's presence in the Central African Republic appears to be primarily focused 

on protection and training rather than combat. Jeffrey Love claims that the existence of the 

Wagner Group in this country is to exploit natural resources (Love, 2022). Similarly, Østensen 

and Bukkvoll attribute the Wagner Group's presence in the Central African Republic to material 

and mineral extraction interests rather than military ones (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022).  

The Wagner Group's presence in Sudan is also associated with financial and economic interests 

rather than military and political gain (Tucker, 2022). With the Wagner Group's security and 

military activities in Syria, it is not possible to mention just one main target, as in Sudan or the 

Central African Republic. According to Østensen and Bukkvoll, the Wagner Group's role in 

Syria, at times acting as a Russian proxy and at times being part of a political agreement with 

the Syrian regime (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington state 

that the Wagner Group has been involved in both special, combat, and offensive operations in 

Syria (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). In this thesis, Wagner Group's activities in 

war zones and cities will be discussed chronologically between 2015 and 2018 to make the 

Wagner Group's role in Syria clearer. Moreover, it will be shown that the opportunities offered 

by the Wagner Group to its personnel and the Russian government to Wagner, as well as the 

motivation of the Wagner Group to be in Syria, are not dependent on a single dynamic. In more 

detail, the Wagner Group has close ties to the Russian government and Russian leader Vladimir 

Putin. The Wagner Group's use of Russian military equipment and capabilities in its abroad 

operations is shown as evidence of their close relations (Kuszynski and Huntington, 2022).  

On the other side, the Russia-Wagner Group relationship is being explained, with reference to 

the closeness of the Wagner Group's second leader, Yevgeny Prigozhin, and Russian leader 

Vladimir Putin. Prigozhin, a businessman known as Putin's chef, established his own restaurant 

chain and created a network of catering companies that would amass a fortune. His period of 

profit from these catering companies coincided with Vladimir Putin's time in charge of business 

licensing at St. Petersburg City Hall in the 1990s, which allowed him to build relationships with 

the Russian political elite (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). However, the rebellion 

of the Wagner Group in Ukraine against Russian leader Vladimir Putin in 2023 damaged the 

identity that Russia wanted to establish against the West. Due to the rebellion, the opinion that 
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Russia will be the losing side of the Russia-Ukraine war and that the Putin government will not 

be able to survive much longer has increased (Davies, 2023). In addition, the Russian state has 

suffered military equipment damage due to the rebellion (BBC, 2023).  In Sierra, Bodoque, 

Hrytsei and Romeo’s book Wagner Group Unchained in Ukraine and in Kuszynski and 

Huntington’s article “An Overview of Current Major Russian PMCs,” the association between 

the Russian Federation and the Wagner Group is made without considering any other indicators. 

This article will not deny the relationship between the Wagner Group and the Russian 

Federation, but will examine the relationship from a political, military, and economic 

perspective, showing that there are different dynamics and that the relationship itself is 

complex. 

1.3. Research Questions and Thesis Argument 

 

1.3.1. Main research question  

What is the relationship between the Wagner Group and the Russian Federation in Ukraine? 

1.3.2. Research sub-questions 

 

1) How security and militarization terms privatized in the system?  

2) What are the benefits and risks of PMSCs in the international system?  

3) How Russia created and used own PMSCs?  

4)   Do the dynamics of the relationship between the Russian government and the Wagner 

Group vary by region?  

5) What did the Wagner Group and the Russian government contribute and damage to each 

other in the Ukrainian war? 

 

1.3.3. Main Argument 

The Russian government will allow the actions of PMSCs under its control to be carried out 

through legislative amendments without making them constitutionally official because using of 

PMSCs provide benefit to Russia in terms of economically, politically, and militarily. Firstly, 

Russia has opportunity to make new trade agreements and alliances thanks to the PMSCs. It 

also means that PMSCs are the new economic resources for Russian elite and leader inner cycle. 

Secondly, the Russian state utilizes PMSCs to maintain and even increase both its international 

and domestic status quo. While Russia utilizes it to enhance its global prestige, it also employs 
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it domestically to balance relations between oligarchs and the government, as well as to gauge 

loyalty to the leader. Third, with the presence of PMSCs in war zones, the Russian state has the 

opportunity to expand its military alliance, cover up and deny its military actions, and profit 

from the cost of military personnel and military equipment. Although the Wagner Group 

rebelled in 2023, there is no clarity that its ties with the Russian state have been completely 

severed. Therefore, the Wagner Group's overseas military and security services as Russian 

PMSCs will continue all around the world, specifically, in Ukraine. In the case of Ukraine, the 

existence of the Wagner Group in Ukraine has never been interrupted. It continues to provide 

different services in different regions of Ukraine over the years. To measure the efficiency, the 

Wagner Group will be examined from its first year in Ukraine (2014) to the recent past (2024) 

by examining how long it has been in which region of Ukraine, what services it has offered, 

and what equipment and infrastructure it has used while providing these services. 

 

1.4. Methodology and Techniques 

 

The research will be based on the field of private military companies (PMCs) and private 

security companies (PSCs) will further look into the Russian private companies and their statues 

and the dynamics of the relationship between the Wagner Group and the Russian Government 

in Ukraine. The study will use books, articles, reports, and newspaper articles among other 

secondary data. In this study, research will be conducted using historical analysis and case study. 

Data will be collected from secondary sources. The document interrogation will focus on 

secondary data collected from reports, books, articles, and newspapers.  

 

For newspapers, NexisUni database will be used. The search will be conducted for Russia using 

the search terms "Private Forces", "PMSCs", "Wagner Group", "Russian Ukrainian War." The 

range of the research will be from 2014 to 2024. Additionally, subtitles and include words will 

be used to narrow down the results when scanning news with search terms. The first keyword, 

"Private Forces," will be searched with "Russia and Russian." The second keyword, "PMSCs," 

will be searched with "Russia." The third keyword, "Wagner Group," will be searched with the 

subtitle "Russian-Ukraine War." The last keyword, "Russian Ukrainian War," will be searched 

with the words "drone," "attack," "ammo," "artillery," and "tanks." News will be classified and 

correlated to Luhansk region, Donetsk region, and Kharkiv region in Ukraine. Keyword outputs 

are more than ten thousand news from more than two hundred sources. News will be sourced 

from seven different news sources out of more than 200: BBC Monitoring: International 
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Reports, The New York Times, CNN International, The Guardian (London), RBC Ukraine, Al 

Jazeera, and The Independent (United Kingdom).  

 

1.5. Limitations and Scope of the Study 

 

The definitions of PMCs and PSCs are not clearly separate from each other. For the Russian 

case, experts are trying to classify Russian private companies according to their capabilities. 

However, it does not facilitate an explanation of the companies' tasks, specializations, sizes, 

and capacities because the Russian government has not made a clear statement about the 

number of companies. That is why, the exact number of PMCs and PSCs belonging to Russia 

is unknown. In particular, there is no single assessment of the Wagner Group's position. Mostly 

it is seen as part of a PMCs but also some experts consider that it is a PMSC or Private Maritime 

Security Companies. Although the definitions and duties of private companies are not clear, the 

definitions, purposes, risks, and benefits of companies will be examined according to their 

services. The categorization of Russian companies depends on whether companies are in the 

market as subsidiaries or as parent companies. Nevertheless, this study will mainly analyze the 

military activities of the Russian-owned Wagner Group between 2014-2024 in Ukraine. Wagner 

Group has also provided services in different countries such as Syria, Crimea, and the Central 

African Republic. The primary reason why Ukraine was chosen as the main location in this 

study is that the Wagner Group has been providing many services in Ukraine for many years. 

Moreover, while continuing these services, it has also been involved in the Russia-Ukraine 

crisis. 

 

1.6. Order of the Study  

 

This study consists of four chapters including introduction and conclusion chapters. The first 

section describes the definition, types, benefits, and disadvantages of PMSCs; the second part 

examines Russia's legal definition and the services provided by its PMSCs and their locations; 

the third chapter examines the Wagner Group's structure, capabilities, and mission areas; and 

the fourth section evaluates the Wagner Group's presence in the Russia-Ukraine war.  In the 

first chapter, various definitions and legal status of PMSCs will be compared, considering 

definitional criteria such as their activities, main users, areas of operation, services, and 

customers in order to assess their capabilities. Additionally, the effects of PMSCs will be 

compared with examples from past conflict zones. In the second chapter, will explain the 



7 
 

Russian state's definition of PMSC through laws and decrees. It explains why PMSCs are 

preferred by Russia within economic, political, and military frameworks. The structures, 

services, and missions of PMSCs owned by Russia and used both domestically and 

internationally are also presented in this section. In the third chapter, a detailed analysis will be 

made of the Wagner Group, one of the most well-known PMSCs owned by Russia. This analysis 

has two different branches. The first part is an overview of the Wagner Group. It will focus on 

the system within the Wagner Group, its emergence, and its capabilities. The second part is will 

compare how the Wagner Group used its system and structure in the Central African Republic, 

Sudan, Syria, Crimea, and other conflict zones. The fourth chapter, will analyze the relationship 

between the Russian state and the Wagner Group, starting with the Wagner Group's initial 

activities in Ukraine and looking at its positions including the Russian-Ukrainian War. 
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2. CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

There is no clear and single criterion for the definitions, similarities, and differences of PMSCs. 

One reason for this is that PMSCs share similarities even if they are not considered mercenary 

services. Second, their legal status has evolved and been interpreted from a mercenary basis. 

This section examines the definitions of PMSCs, which are currently categorized based on their 

intended use, the services they provide, where they are used, their features, and who they are 

preferred by, their legal status in the international arena, their capacities, their types, and the 

benefits and harms that have or may arise from them. 

 

2.1. Definition of Private Military and Security Companies 

 

In the literature, the definition of the privatization of security and military, and the definition of 

companies that emerged because of privatization are a subject of debate. The common view for 

each definition is that explanations are not easy but the privatization of the military and security 

is not a new action, concept, or market, and it is shaped and changed according to actors, 

developments, wars, ages, ideas, and crises in the international system. Privatization occurs in 

two forms: top-down privatization and bottom-up privatization. The first type is top-down 

privatization which is consciously planned and implemented by the government. The aim is to 

transfer traditional military and government functions to private companies. These companies 

provide services not only to armed forces but also to governments fighting against insurgents, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as humanitarian organizations, and international 

agencies in post-conflict societies (Wulf, 2005). The second is bottom-up privatization. It 

describes the activities of non-state actors, such as militias, warlords, organized criminals, 

rebels, insurgents, separatist movements, and gangs, who act in a manner contrary to the state 

and without its authorization, using violence for their own political or economic goals. In this 

type, sometimes representatives of the state are also complicit (Wulf, 2005). Therefore, it is 

useful to remember according to O'Brien's inference in Singer's article: "By privatizing security 

and the use of violence, removing it from the domain of the state and giving it to private interest, 

the state in these instances is both being strengthened and disassembled." (Singer, 2002).  

  

According to Jeffrey Herbst's reference in Singer's article, "The private provision of violence 

was a routine aspect of international relations before the twentieth century." (Singer, 2002).  

Nevertheless, the 20th century is important period within the framework of this subject because 
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when the concept of the state system and state sovereignty was expanded, military services 

were available on the open market and privatized military companies' activities increased 

worldwide (Singer, 2002). In other words, end of the Cold War can be considered a turning 

point in increasing military privatization.  

 

Firstly, with the disappearance of the superpower(s), many states that were supported by 

superpowers became unsuccessful, inadequate, and unstable regimes, and they had to reshape 

their security priorities. However, their unorganized police forces and local armies did not have 

the capacity to struggle with new security threats. Thus, privatized military companies would 

fill the military gaps that might arise in the fight against new security risks in the system (Singer, 

2002). Moreover, the Cold War was a historic period of hyper-militarization. It means that there 

have been military reductions around the world. From the professional personnel side, it caused 

both soldiers and those with special equipment, such as the Committee for State Security 

(KGB), to become unemployed, and these individuals to establish their own private companies.  

 

From the ammunition side, stocks of tanks, fighter jets, and machine guns have become 

available for those who can afford to buy and use them on the global market. While military 

downsizing also led to the emergence of new threats, military companies increased both supply 

and demand as they created pools of labor and capital (Singer, 2002). After the Cold War period, 

the companies existed in strategic regions, weak, rich, and poor states. For instance, PMCs were 

the main actors in Angola, Croatia, Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone. The US military operation was 

supported by the companies in the Gulf of Basra, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo. The 

companies provided training and consultancy services to the army in Saudi Arabia and Congo-

Brazzaville (Singer, 2002). Secondly, new security threats such as internal conflicts and ethnic 

conflicts began to emerge. The number, status, and power of non-state actors that were terrorist 

networks, local warlords, international criminals, and drug cartels have increased because the 

superpowers lost their authority in the international system and it led to the creation of new 

demands for companies (Singer, 2002).  

 

From the conceptual side, the changing perception of the concept of risk against the concepts 

of crime and punishment has increased the tendency to minimize and prevent risk instead of 

punishing (Abrahamsen and Williams, 2011). An example of this change is the September 11 

terrorist attacks. The United States (U.S.) government aimed to punish and destroy Al-Qaeda 

and its supporters in its war on terror. After 9/11, the government emphasized that it would not 
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tolerate terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, or rogue state formations. It shows that to 

reduce conflicts, political, cultural, and economic programs, and a broader judicial response to 

criminal acts are needed. In this case, the state can prevent crime through military, police, and 

judicial actions (Wulf, 2005). Thus, this tendency has also caused the policies implemented to 

change. In this chain reaction, it has also caused the private security market to expand and 

transform (Abrahamsen and Williams, 2011).  

 

From the development part, globalization is an important factor in military and security 

privatization. With the three steps of globalization, the reshaping of the state takes place, and 

its security becomes externalized. First is disassembly, which transfers public functions to 

private actors. Second is private actors who take over public affairs develop capacities that 

allow them to act at a global level. Third one is reassembly which allow new actors and their 

new capabilities to become part of global communities operating on a global scale. This 

fragmentation leads to the state making decisions in the context of global markets and global 

imperatives rather than its disappearance because it changes the power relations between the 

different apparatuses of the state (Abrahamsen and Williams, 2011). In other words, 

privatization has spread into areas once dominated by the state (Singer, 2002). These 

decentralized functions and decision-making processes have led to non-state actors taking an 

active role in ensuring security. Nation-states have sometimes provided incentives and facilities 

for the transfer of security functions to private actors, and have often accepted the transfer to 

new actors (Abrahamsen and Williams, 2011).  

 

Other significant improvement matter to privatization is technology. In places where great 

power conflicts are intense, military operations have become more technologically advanced 

and therefore more complex, increasing the need for civilian experts to resolve this complexity 

(Singer, 2002). Another driver for privatization is the commoditization of security. This means 

that security is no longer a service provided by the state, but has become a service that can be 

purchased in the market (Abrahamsen and Williams, 2011). Moreover, in irregular militia trying 

to replace battlefield losses, a peacekeeping force seeking deployment support, a failing 

government trying to prevent the capture of its capital, the world's sole remaining superpower 

seeking to limit its military costs and risks, and a regional power planning war all have in 

common that when faced with different security needs these actors all seek external military 

support (Singer, 2002). At this point, Abrahamsen and Williams claims about the position of 

state that the state is just one of the actors that can provide security, like other international 
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interventions in the market. However, Singer states that support comes from PMCs, not from a 

state in the market. The common idea is that the state is no longer the sole provider of military 

and security in the system. This is the crucial point of the emergence of PMSCs in recent times 

(Wulf, 2005). Relatedly, insecurity environment, globalization, military tension, and economic 

restrictions cause privatization, while increasing the need for companies in current times.  

 

The first factor is insecurity, which is a consequence of the loss of the state monopoly on 

providing military and security. Governments and international organizations are increasingly 

turning to PMCs and PSCs to diffuse insecurity. Second, due to globalization, the economy, 

politics, and culture are increasingly denationalized, and the idea of national existence is 

gradually eliminated, allowing for freer financing of wars, liberalization of markets, and freer 

movement of goods and services. Third, although most regular and professional armies have 

been greatly reduced, the internationalization of the armed forces and the existence of national 

armies are causing tensions. In addition, there is a clear tendency in the system to modernize 

weapons, to combat budget constraints, and to resort to external sources of PMSCs to fulfill 

military missions (Wulf, 2005).  

 

2.2. Types and Capabilities of Private Companies  

 

The areas of work of PMSCs are range such as purchasing and stocking of uniforms, running 

of canteens, managing military facilities, organizing living spaces for soldiers and their 

families, management of military bases or airports, training, armed and unarmed protection of 

convoys of humanitarian organizations, logistics, and management of vehicle fleets (Wulf, 

2005). In addition, categorizing PMSCs is a complex issue because their services overlap. Even 

more, they also have a very wide range of customers. International organizations are also 

important customers for private companies, as are states and warlords. Major customers of 

companies in the market include the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the African Union (AU), the United 

Nations (UN), and the European Union (EU). The researchers use all these characteristics as a 

basis when categorizing private companies to make the definition of PMSCs more 

understandable.  

 

Firstly, P.W. Singer divided private companies into three types: type 1, type 2, and type 3. The 

role of companies and the priorities of customers are the major factors for this categorization 
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as seen in Table 1.  Type 1 companies operate in war and conflict areas and focus on the tactical 

environment. The role of companies is in direct command and control of their units in the field. 

Generally, states with relatively low military capabilities and facing high threats tend to 

cooperate with type 1 companies. The services provided by companies are an urgent need for 

states. These companies tend to act like free-standing companies that aim to benefit from 

domestic capital advantages. Airscan, Sandline, and Executive Outcomes (EO) are examples of 

type 1 companies in the market (Singer, 2002).  Type 2 companies have a role in strategic and 

tactical environments. They ensure organizational, strategic, operational analysis, consulting, 

and training services. States that contact these companies are generally those that aim to 

transform their military capabilities. There is no urgency for partnerships with companies. 

These companies tend to act like free-standing companies. The aim of companies is the same 

type 1 companies’ purpose. Type 2 includes the companies Military Professional Resources 

Incorporated (MPRI), Vinnell, and Levdan in the marketplace (Singer, 2002). Type 3 companies 

provide complementary services such as transportation, logistics, and technology. The states 

that cooperate with these companies are mostly those that need long-term emergency 

interventions. These companies tend to act like multinational corporations, meaning they aim 

to maximize their commercial capacity. Examples of this category include Ronco, Brown, and 

Root companies (Singer, 2002).  

 

 

Table 1: Types of Private Companies by P.W. Singer  

 

 

Secondly, Herbert Wulf 's separation of companies is more detailed than Singer's because he 

argues that privatization of companies goes beyond Singer's ‘conflict versus no conflict’ 

limitation. Their frameworks are purpose, form, and scope of privatization. His model includes 

six groups: private security companies, defense producers, service providers, private military 

 TYPE 1 

COMPANIES 

TYPE 2  

COMPANIES 

TYPE 3 

COMPANIES 

CUSTOMERS Those with Low 

Military Capabilities 

Those who will 

Transform Their 

Military Force 

Those Seeking Support to 

Complement Their Military 

Force 

INTERVENTION Direct Indirect Indirect 

SERVICES Command & Control Training & Analyzing Aid & Assistance 

URGENCY  High Low High 
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companies, non-statutory forces, and mercenaries as seen in Table 2. The first one is PSCs, 

which are at the top of the category, are companies that provide services to ensure security for 

society in public areas. In both developed and developing countries, the government and these 

companies have contracts. The second one is defense producers, which provide weapons 

production, development, and export of weapons. They participate directly or indirectly in the 

military's combat operations. Another category is the service providers that ensure the provision 

of uniforms, the management of military bases, and the management of military living quarters. 

Fourth, PMCs that have an active role in pre-warfare, warfare, and post-warfare. Moreover, 

they provide equipment and ammunition to military forces. The fifth group is non-statutory 

forces. The actors of this group are warlords, militia groups, and rebels. They are involved in 

actions that create an atmosphere of insecurity, up to civil wars, violence, and the overthrow of 

the government for their own political and economic interests. The final is mercenaries. The 

main actors of this group are fighters. They are used by both rebels and states. They work to 

deploy in areas where it is difficult to deploy and to destabilize states that are difficult to 

destabilize (Wulf, 2005). 

 

 

Table 2: Categories of Private Companies by Herbert Wulf 

CATEGORIES TYPE OF ACTIVITY MAIN USERS  MAIN AREAS  

Defence 

Producers 

Development 

Export of Weapons  

Military Training 

Production 

Research  

Weapons Production 

Agencies  

Governments  

Rebel Groups 

 

Countries:  

Countries  

Crisis Areas 

Developing Countries 

Industrialized 

Countries 

 

Mercenaries Combat Services  Besieged Governments 

Companies  

Insurgents  

Multinational  

Rebel Groups  

Countries:  

Developing Countries 

War-Torn Societies 

 

Non-Statutory 

Forces 

Criminal Acts  

Combat Services 

Terror 

             Self-Employed  

Employed by 

Governments  

Countries:  

Civil Wars 

Crisis Areas  
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Violence     Failed States 

Private Military 

Companies 

Air Control 

Camps  

Consulting  

Intelligence Gathering 

IT- Services 

Logistics 

Mine Clearing 

Planning 

Protection of Refugees and 

Humanitarians 

Technical Services 

Threat Analysis 

Weapon Repair 

Weapons Destruction 

Armed Forces 

Authorities 

Besieged Governments 

Companies 

Defence Ministries 

Governments 

Insurgents  

Rebel Groups  

Regional Organizations 

 

Many Countries:  

Post-Conflict Areas 

Crisis Areas  

War Areas 

Industrialized 

Countries 

Conflict Areas 

Developing Countries 

Refugee Camps 

War-Torn Society 

 

Private Security 

Companies 

Correctional Services 

Crime Prevention 

Guarding Factories  

Guarding Mines  

Intelligence Gathering  

Management of Prisons 

Property Protection 

Armed Forces 

Companies  

Local Governments 

Private Citizens 

Shop Owners 

 

Many Countries:  

Post-War Societies 

Urban Centers 

 

Service 

Providers 

Construction and 

Management of Military 

Bases 

Management of Canteens 

Management of Car Fleet 

Weapons Procurement 

Armed Forces 

Defence Ministries 

Procurement Agencies 

Countries:  

Industrialized 

Countries          

 

 

Unlike the two categories mentioned above, D. Brook classified privatized companies into two 

fundamentally different groups as PSCs and PMCs based on the activities of private companies 

as seen in Table 3. The point that makes both types possible in the international arena is that the 

companies in each group should provide military services cheaply, more efficiently, and faster 
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than the state armies and non-military companies. These companies provide services in conflict 

areas, retired personnel from national militaries work with both companies, they have 

recognizable company structures, and they struggle for international respectability. On the other 

side, the main difference is that PMCs are companies that contract with international 

organizations and governments, providing active military security to their clients, while PSCs 

include companies that provide passive security to their private clients. The author argues that 

these companies are still intertwined and that it is difficult to distinguish them even if they are 

classified (Brooks, 2000). 

 

Table 3: Categories of Private Companies by Doug Brooks 

ACTIVITY COMPANIES 

Armed Security Services in Unstable States to Private Clients PSC 

Armed Security Services in Unstable States to Public or International Clients, 

Including Law, and Order Operations 

PMC 

Demining PSC 

Hostage Situation Advice and/or Rescue Operations PMC/PSC 

Humanitarian Protection, Operations, and Support PMC/PSC 

Logistics and Supply for Military Operations PSC 

Military and Police Training PMC/PSC 

Military Surveillance, Strategic Advice, and Intelligence PMC 

Offensive Combat Operations (Pulling Triggers) PMC 

 

Fourth, according to Željko Branović, the separation of private companies as PMSs and PSCs 

is not an efficient way to understand them because it creates the impression that companies are 

divided into defensive and offensive. The author refers to the companies as PMSCs because the 

private companies can provide both security and military services. Moreover, they are also 

involved in peacekeeping missions, humanitarian interventions, and state-building projects 

because PMSCs are flexible and can easily adapt to a changing system. The author has limited 

the characteristics of PMSCs to four main features: their organization, actions, recognition, and 

profession as seen in Table 4. In fact, the author also attaches importance to distinguishing 

companies that do not provide private military and security services from those that do. There 

are three criteria to separate companies from each other. The first one is that the contractual 

duties of these companies are equivalent to those provided by the army and police officers. The 

second one is that the contractual duties of these companies are related to the implementation 



16 
 

of internal and external security policy objectives of international organizations and states. The 

third, the use of private human resources in military production, is an important criterion. In 

other words, people working in the production of military products are not like anyone else 

hired in other companies (Branovic, 2011). 

 

 

Table 4: Categories of Private Companies by Željko Branović 

FEATURES COMPANIES 

High Professionalism PMSCs 

Legal Recognition PMSCs 

Market-Oriented Actions PMSCs 

Organization in a Private Law Context PMSCs 

 

  

2.3. Benefits and Harms of PMSCs  

 

One of the most debated topics about PMSCs is the benefits and harms of the outcomes created 

by the companies in crises and wars. The reason why this issue is widely discussed in the 

literature is that military and security privatization is expanding with each passing period, the 

number of PMSCs is increasing, and PMSCs do not have a limited customer portfolio in the 

international system. Thus, their clients can be drug cartels, states, NGOs, rebel groups, etc. 

Examples where the client is the state: in the 1990s, PMSCs entered ongoing conflicts as third 

actors in Angola, Yugoslavia, and Sierra Leone. In the wars of Iraq and Afghanistan, the usage 

of PMSCs peaked (Branovic, 2011). In the 1991 Sierra Leone civil war, a group of army officers 

who overthrew the government recruited the Gurkha Security Guards, which is a UK-owned 

PMSC. The same group signed an agreement with the EO in 1996. EO provided training, 

logistics, and operational support to the Sierra Leonean forces. It is an example of a post-Cold 

War agreement between the government and PMSCs (Avant and Neu, 2019). In the Afghanistan 

war, the Afghan Ministry of Defence has contracts with and services from more than a hundred 

PMSCs. They provided services for the protection of poppy fields, diplomats, and military 

facilities, mine clearance, training, maintenance of armored weapons carriers, logistics, field 

construction, and postal service (Kruck, 2014). In the 2003 invasion of Iraq, two thousand 

employees of PMSCs clashed with British soldiers (Kruck, 2014). Generally, they served repair 

work, transport, training and consultancy, logistics, protection, maintenance of weapons, 

aircraft, ships, and ground military vehicles, and mine clearing (Kruck, 2014). In Kosovo, 
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PMSCs provide air transport, satellite intelligence, and training of military personnel (Kruck, 

2014). Examples where the client is not the states: The US-based company MPRI and the UK-

based company Sadline International include humanitarian operations services in their job 

descriptions (Bures, 2005). PMSCs have provided services such as transportation, intelligence 

information, satellite communications, imaging, logistics, personnel security, training, special 

expertise, mine clearance, and water treatment in support of the UN peacekeeping operations. 

For example, a private company provided security for the UN Kinshasa offices in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo in 1997. Private companies provided weapons inspection 

services to prevent arms smuggling and to ensure peace in Serbia in 1994 and in Kosovo in 

1998 (Bures, 2005). The regions where PMSCs are used are not limited to Africa, the Middle 

East, and the Balkans. Moreover, in the years following their existence, there are increases in 

the presence of PMSCs in events as seen in Figure 1. As an inference rather than a 

generalization, PMSCs provide peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, and project services to 

international organizations in times of crisis, while the services they provide to states mostly 

include military ammunition, combat, and complementary services. Nevertheless, whether the 

use of PMSCs is beneficial or destructive depends not only on their actions. The consequences 

of private companies are related to what they are used for, by whom, and against whom. 

 

 

Figure 1: Private Military and Security Company Events  
 

 
           Source: Avant and Neu, 2019. 

 

 

According to the functionalist explanatory model, states and their militaries do not have the 

expertise, skills, and qualifications to manage effectively in unstable security environments and 

rapidly and profoundly changing technological arenas of war. Thus, states delegate their 
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security responsibilities to PMSCs because these companies possess the military and security 

resources, both tangible and intangible, that are necessary for states to achieve their security 

goals. In this way, the costs of creating and maintaining permanent administrative, personnel, 

and military expertise are reduced, and their capacity to respond quickly and flexibly and their 

ability to adapt to war technologies are increased. In short, states find cost-effective security 

solutions to their security problems by utilizing the resources of PMSCs (Kruck, 2014). The 

functionalist model states that the more complex the operational and technological contexts of 

war, the more the state will outsource tasks to PMSCs. The higher the defense budget savings 

pressures, the higher will be the reliance of states on PMSCs because governments will 

outsource tasks to PMSCs where there is a competitive private market (Kruck, 2014). The 

political-instrumentalist model argues that the aim of governments is to reduce accountability, 

transparency, democratic, and legal control mechanisms in security policy decision-making 

processes via the transfer of security functions from public to private power. This purpose is 

served by the transfer of security from public to private companies. The use of PMSCs obscures 

the roles and responsibilities of governments, increases the power of governments vis-à-vis 

their parliaments, trivializes the roles and responsibilities of governments, and helps 

governments conceal the origins, scope, and consequences of unpopular decisions from other 

state bodies and the broader electorate. In other words, PMSCs enable states to reduce political 

costs (Kruck, 2014). The ideationist model advocates that countries with a laissez-faire liberal 

conception are more inclined to privatize security functions extensively, while countries with a 

state-interventionist conception of the state are opposed to privatization. PMSCs act as 

discursive entrepreneurs and facilitate the legitimization and normalization of security 

privatization (Kruck, 2014). It provides benefits for the countries with a laissez-faire liberal 

conception. 

According to P.W. Singer, the benefits of the usage of PMSCs: 

1. Expansion of the existing military forces and war capabilities of the states 

2. Creation of new forms of aid and new forms of alliance opportunities 

3. Facilitating the paths of non-state actors to power and stabilizing the civil-military 

balance 

4. Ending wars 

5. Providing employment for people interested in mercenary work  

6. Dismissal of unreliable military officers 
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7. Granting states the right of denial: if an operation goes wrong, the government is likely 

to blame the companies as external sources of blame 

8. The balance of power in regional conflicts can be quickly changed and disrupted 

9. Deterrence: causes opposition to reconsider companies’ hiring ads in risky areas before 

acting 

According to P.W. Singer, the risk of the usage of PMSCs:  

 

1. Verifying and tracking information: PMSCs are autonomous 

2. There is no guarantee that they will perform their services and missions  

3. Suspension of contracts 

4. Clash of motivations: the motivation difference between the service provider and the 

service recipient in times of conflict 

5. There is no assurance of the work ethic of the people hired 

According to Wulf Herbert, the benefit of the usage of PMSCs: 

1. Providing protection and defending against unstable and failing states 

2. Working for the re-establishment of order and law  

3. An alternative to avoiding conflict, anarchy, and local security problems  

4. Supporting the possibility to maintaining high-technology 

According to Wulf Herbert, the risk of the usage of PMSCs: 

1. There is no guarantee that companies will be willing to provide security or prevent war 

2. Loss of state monopoly 

3. Deterioration in military flexibility: More likely to occur when the economically driven 

behavior of PMSCs dominates 

Unlike the authors mentioned above, Branovic’s study is based on the narrowed implications 

of PMSCs to their consequences in failed states. The author argues that the use of PMSCs in 

failed states has positive contributions than negative effects. PMSCs in a failing state provide 

the consolidation of state apparatuses, creating certain security areas rather than the creating a 

stable atmosphere in a country, military intervention, changing in the military status quo among 

a weak state and rebel groups, and protection of humanitarian missions, property, and 

investments of transnational companies and NGOs. Additionally, PMSCs serve as a source 

against both external and internal threats in failed states (Branovic, 2011). Furthermore, Brooks' 

article only presents the benefits that PMC/PMS provide to their customers. Private companies 
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are tending to be more flexible, pragmatic, and innovative. They serve more efficient, faster, 

and cheaper services. They support an opportunity for state armies that focus on their own 

missions, and they have an active role in stable regions (Brooks, 2000). 

 

2.4. Legal Status of PMSCs   

 

PMSCs are organizations that have a wide range of services and products, hire employees 

without suspicion, compete for agreements in the global market, and provide services to 

multiple customers simultaneously (Wulf, 2005). The most distinctive features of companies 

are that they are registered, pay taxes, operate with a government license, and avoid violating 

international law (Wulf, 2005). However, these four features do not guarantee that the 

applications of PMSCs are fully compliant with international norms and laws. Some companies' 

services are not legal and some operate in a gray zone (Wulf, 2005). That is why, Wulf claims 

that international norms only concern the activities of companies involved in direct conflict and 

their interference in the internal affairs of a state.  According to Scheimer, for the legal status 

of PMSCs, it is necessary to consult all international definitions of the UN Convention and 

Article 47 of the 1977 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions and its sub-sections. 

Because both have definitions that can be applied to PMSCs, but the definitions are limited and 

PMSCs may find definitions that would be exempt (Scheimer, 2009). In this context, whether 

PMSCs are within the law or not depends on the subsection of the article and the attitude of the 

PMSCs. Section (a) Only Applies to Fighting in Armed Conflicts; A PMSC is covered by this 

article if it is recruited for an armed conflict. PMSCs involved in the conflict in Iraq are a 

concrete example. However, PMSCs can escape this section if PMSCs are present in combat 

zones for non-combat duties, such as ensuring facility security (Scheimer, 2009). Section (b) 

Requires a Direct Role in Actual Fighting; this article covers when PMSCs are directly involved 

in an armed conflict. Although the word "direct" in this subsection obscures the situation, in 

modern conflicts, the concept of direct has a broad meaning. Direct damage to the enemy can 

be inflicted with a single button with modern weapons. For this reason, PMSCs are included in 

this definition (Scheimer, 2009). Section (c) Requires Financial Motivation; since PMSCs are 

companies that focus on making money, this article is also suitable for PMSCs (Scheimer, 

2009). Section (d) defines mercenaries as foreign nationals; this section is consistent with 

PMSCs as they recruit staff from all over the world (Scheimer, 2009). Section (e) requires that 

mercenaries operate outside the armed forces; PMSCs comply with this section due to their 

service requirements. However, they are not contractually obligated to provide this section 
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when they are solely engaged in armed conflict (Scheimer, 2009). According to the UN 

Convention, it is stated that a mercenary duty can be a duty in not only an international conflict 

but also an intra-national conflict. Furthermore, the requirement of a salary for mercenary work 

is a condition of the definition of mercenary, beyond the incentive (Scheimer, 2009). Scheimer 

argues that the two comprehensive definitions of the contract could also include PMSCs, but 

there are still two gaps in favour of PMCs. The first gap is that PMSCs may be exempt from 

the UN Convention definition of violence (conflict) as being associated with the aim of 

overthrowing the government (Scheimer, 2009). The second gap is that it is not clear whether 

wages are a personal motivating factor (Scheimer, 2009).  Although it is a difficult subject to 

define in the international system, the Montreux document tries to regulate PMSCs through 

governments in order to have a common and more understandable definition, while 

International Code of Conduct Association (ICoCA) tries to regulate PMSCs directly through 

the principles it sets. Firstly, the Montreux Document is an intergovernmental document that 

compiles legal provisions, national and international obligation, responsibilities, and good 

practices for PMSCs, states and governments. It is the result of an international process, which 

was agreed upon by 17 countries: Afghanistan, Angola, Australia, Austria, Canada, China, 

France, Germany, Iraq, Poland, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Ukraine, and the United States of America in 2008 (the 

ICRC and the FDFA, 2009). Currently, sixty countries, including 17 leading countries, along 

with three international organizations—EU, NATO, and OSCE—support the Montreux 

document (Montreux Document, 2008). Firstly, the Montreux document emphasizes the 

obligation of PMSCs to respect international humanitarian law by stating that "Statements 3, 9, 

14 and 18 emphasize the general obligation that States have under Article 1 common to the four 

1949 Geneva Conventions to ensure respect for international humanitarian law." To ensure this, 

the contracts between the states and PMSCs specify the conditions under which the procedures, 

criteria, requirements for licensing or registration, internal audits of companies, job descriptions 

of company personnel, and accountability are clear and understandable (ICRC and FDFA, 

2009). Secondly, the Montreux document also emphasizes the importance of human rights for 

PMSCs by stating that "Statements 4, 10, 15 and 19 refer to the general obligation to protect 

human rights."  This article can be achieved by having a disciplinary mechanism, selecting 

personnel with no criminal record, requiring companies to provide compensation to victims, 

and ensuring that companies' company and personnel policies are not discriminatory and 

comply with the law (ICRC and FDFA, 2009). Secondly, the ICoCA is a multi-stakeholder 

initiative comprising governments, industry, and civil society organizations to promote, govern, 
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and oversee the implementation of the International Code of Conduct for Private Security 

Service Providers (the Code), respect human rights and international humanitarian law, and 

support the rule of law (ICoCA, 2021). According to ICoCA, Member and Affiliate PMSCs 

must commit to the following: a) to operate in accordance with this Code; b) to operate in 

accordance with applicable laws and regulations, and in accordance with relevant corporate 

standards of business conduct; c) to operate in a manner that recognizes and supports the rule 

of law; respects human rights, and protects the interests of their clients; d) to take steps to 

establish and maintain an effective internal governance framework in order to deter, monitor, 

report, and effectively address adverse impacts on human rights; e) to provide a means for 

responding to and resolving allegations of activity that violates any applicable national or 

international law or this Code; f) to cooperate in good faith with national and international 

authorities exercising proper jurisdiction, in particular with regard to national and international 

investigations of violations of national and international criminal law, of violations of 

international humanitarian law, or of human rights abuses. 

 

In short, post-the Cold War period and after the 9/11 terrorist attack are the periods when the 

privatization of the military increased and accelerated with the emergence of PMSCs actors in 

the international arena, the failure of the superpowers, and the access of military equipment to 

all actors in the system. When defining companies, P.W. Singer defines their service areas and 

customer demands as key indicators. While these companies offer new alliances, balance shifts, 

and capacity development, they are difficult to monitor and control because they are 

autonomous entities. Herbert Wulf's companies are grouped according to their areas of use, 

primary users, and the activities they offer. While maintaining security and technological 

development through the presence of these actors, it is not beneficial to maintain state monopoly 

and military flexibility. D. Brook categorizes companies according to the services they offer, 

while Branovic categorizes companies according to their features. PMSCs in a failed state have 

benefits such as creating stability in a country and contributing to humanitarian aid. While the 

use and definition of PMSCs exist within the international system, their legal status is more 

controversial. The Montreux Document emphasizes companies' obligations to international 

humanitarian law and human rights. While the UN Charter and the Geneva Conventions provide 

definitions of these actors, sub-clauses should also be considered depending on the 

circumstances. ICoCA seeks to directly regulate PMSCs through its own principles. 
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3. THE STRUCTURE AND ROLE OF PMSCs IN RUSSIA 

 

Russia's use of PMSCs, whose existence is constitutionally prohibited, for its own political, 

military, and economic interests both within the country and for its economic and political 

power interests abroad creates specific dilemmas. Amidst this complexity, Russia's use of 

PMSCs is also increasing and their services are intertwined. This section focuses on the 

formation of Russian PMSCs, their status, service areas, services they offer, and benefits they 

provide to the Russian state and government. 

 

3.1. Existence of Private Companies within the Russian Legal Framework 

 

Private military initiatives are not new to the modern Russian Federation. Due to the private 

military tactics that existed during Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union, these initiatives are a 

'good old' and effective strategy for the Russian Federation. The mission of the special military 

forces during the Tsarist Russian era was to prevent and pacify internal unrest. As the Russian 

Empire began to expand, its mission transformed into border security and military defense of 

weak territories (Encheva and Kristinova, 2022). In the late 19th century, foreign military 

resources began to be included in the official Russian army and were used in wars. During the 

Soviet Union period, these military groups organized training programs on the production of 

bombs and niche weapons used in wars. Thus, the presence of trained forces was extended 

beyond Soviet territory and used abroad, serving their main goal of spreading communism 

throughout the world (Encheva and Kristinova, 2022).  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

the KGB / Federal Security Service (FSB) secretly organized high-ranking military personnel 

and personnel to be present in conflict zones (Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). The foundations of 

Russia's private military and security companies in the international system date back to the 

1990s (Encheva and Kristinova, 2022). However, the presence and use of the companies are 

not legal in the Russian state: According to Article 359 of the Russian Criminal Code of 1996, 

a mercenary is "a person who acts to obtain a material reward and is not a citizen of the state in 

which he participated in the armed conflict or hostilities, does not permanently reside in its 

territory, and is also not a person performing official duties." (Marten, 2019). According to 

Article 71 of the Russian Constitution, any actor other than the Russian state from engaging in 

matters of defense, security, or foreign policy (Aellen and Encheva, 2022). According to Article 

13, point 5 of the Russian Constitution, “The creation and activities of public associations 
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whose aims and actions are aimed at a forced change of the fundamental principles of the 

constitutional system and at violating the integrity of the Russian Federation, at undermining 

its security, at setting up armed units, and at instigating social, racial, national and religious 

strife shall be prohibited.” (Marten, 2019). In 2018, the Russian cabinet of ministers argued that 

the responsibility for defense and security should lie solely with the state authorities and that 

actions like mercenary activities are contrary to the Russian Constitution (Marten, 2019). 

Moreover, the Russian cabinet emphasizes that a private army could destabilize Russia (Marten, 

2019). Although the cabinet and the constitution have a clear statement about PMSCs, a new 

Putin decree was issued in 2018. According to this decree, access to information about those 

who cooperate with Russian intelligence abroad is prohibited. This decision was made to 

prevent the spread of services of Russian PMSCs in public opinion (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 

2022).  The paradox in Russia is that PMSCs are both illegal and used by Moscow. The creation 

and financing of private companies, which has been banned since 1992, enables the existence 

of organizations that are illegal under the laws of an authoritarian regime (Potočňák and Mareš, 

2022). According to Marten, rational states and personal cronies are the convincing reasons for 

this Russian attitude toward PMSCs. In the international system, rational states apply the 

method of mercenaries and military entrepreneurs, which states use to control foreign wars. 

Russia, as a state in the system, does not reject this method. Moreover, Russian President 

Vladimir Putin uses these companies to increase the wealth of his supporters (Marten, 2019).  

 

Briefly, PMSCs provide services for international and domestic interests in Russia. Potočňák 

and Mareš say about this service of the Russian PMSCs: PMSCs serve the two lords. One of 

them is the interests of the Russian state, the other is those of an individual Kremlin crony. This 

complexity constitutes the main difference between ‘Russian PMSCs’ and ‘Western-style 

PMSCs.’ Unlike Western-style PMSCs, there is also an informal, mutually beneficial link 

between representatives of Russian-style PMSCs and Russian government officials (Potočňák 

and Mareš, 2022). This way, when there are companies that overstep the limits against the state, 

the government ensures that the PMSCs are quickly removed from the system, citing the law 

(Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). For Østensen and Bukkvoll, the main difference between Russian 

PMSCs and Western PMSCs is that Russian PMSCs is not as hesitant about providing combat 

service as Western PMSCs. In contrast, Russian PMSCs do not provide logistics and support 

services like Western PMSCs. This does not mean that Russian PMSCs do not provide these 

services. They do, but they do so as part of armed contracts signed to increase the capacity of 

their allies (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). 
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3.2. Services and Areas of Russian PMSCs 

 

The strategy of using PMSCs, which is not a new tactic in the Russian state culture, is still used 

but is constitutionally prohibited. This complex situation limits the information about Russia’s 

PMSCs in the literature. Furthermore, the developments and information provided to the public 

by the Russian government are limited. Nonetheless, it is known that there are around 10-15 

PMSCs in the Russian market (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). Østensen and Bukkvoll divided 

these companies into three different groups: The first type of companies is not purely 

commercial, and provide services to Russian government agencies and other government-

affiliated entities. The second group of companies is that provide their services entirely in the 

commercial market. The third category is that are run and organized by specific military 

divisions and have commercial services (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). The basis of Russian 

PMSCs are non-interconnected companies, and interconnected companies as seen in Figure 2. 

The specialization, proficiencies, and service areas of PMSCs is intertwined as seen in Table 5 

and Table 6. 

 

Figure 2: Organizations of PMSCs of Russia (Except Independent PMSCs) 

 

 
                                                   This figure was created by the author  

 

The known information about the interconnected Russian PMSCs is that Antiterror-Orel 

company is the first branch of the interconnected companies. It was founded in 2003 by former 

special forces as a training center and non-governmental training service. It provided protection 

services for the company's commercial operations in Iraq (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018).  
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This company established its own subsidiary, Tiger Top Rent Security, and provided combat 

services in Iraq (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). It also provided protection services in 

Afghanistan (Luk, 2022). Besides its services, this company is important because it is the 

foundation of three different companies.  

The first company is Ferax which is the services and locations of the company are not largely 

shared with the public, but it is known that the company provided security and military 

protection services in Afghanistan (Luk, 2022). The second one is Redut-Antiterror which was 

established in 2008 and it consists of former Russian soldiers. It is alleged that the company 

has particularly close relations with the Russian MoD (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). The 

company's known service areas are Afghanistan and Indonesia. It provided security and data 

support in Afghanistan (Luk, 2022) and conducted training and security activities in Indonesia 

(Kokina, 2022). The third firm is Moran Security Group which was founded by former Navy 

personnel and FSB officers. The company was officially registered in 2011, but its first mission 

was in the United Arab Emirates in 1999. The company's main field of activity is protection 

services in the maritime field (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). Among Russian PMSCs, the one 

with the most information and details is the Wagner Group. It is a subsidiary of Moran Security 

Group. The Wagner Group is run by the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) special forces 

brigade. Ukraine, Crimea, and Syria are its three major areas of operation (Østensen and 

Bukkvoll, 2018). Apart from its activities outside Russia, the Wagner Group is known for its 

close relations with President Vladimir Putin. This company is an example of the first group of 

Russian PMSCs category of Østensen and Bukkvoll. The final branch of interconnected 

companies is Slavonic Corpus. The company was established in 2013 (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 

2018). It provided services to maintain control of oil facilities in Syria (Marten, 2019). 
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Table 5: Interconnected Russian PMSCs 

Name of PMSCs Location  Activity of PMSCs 

Antiterror-Orel Afghanistan 

Central African Republic 

Iraq 

Kenya  

Nigeria 

Protection of Commercial 

Operations 

Protection of Military Bases, 

Convoys, Oil Company Personnel 

and Russian Diplomats 

Ferax Afghanistan Armed Protection 

Security Activities 

Redut-Antiterror Afghanistan 

Indonesia  

Provision of Data  

Security Activities 

Training 

The Moran Security Group  Central African Republic 

Djibouti  

Indian Ocean 

Iraq 

Kenya 

Mauritius 

Nigeria 

Oman 

Sri Lanka  

Syria  

United Arab Emirates 

Yemen 

Border Control 

Intelligence Operations  

Logistics in the Maritime 

Environment  

Protection of Seaports, Offshore 

Platforms, and Pipelines 

Provision of Sophisticated 

Offshore Threat Data and 

Analysis 

 

The Slavonic Corps Syria  Protection of Oil Facilities 

Tiger Top Rent Security Afghanistan  

Iraq 

Combat Services 

Protection of Military Bases, 

Convoys, Oil Company Personnel 

and Russian Diplomats 

Wagner Group  Belarus 

Botswana 

Burkina Faso 

Caucasia (Nagorno-Karabakh) 

Central African Republic 

Chad 

Congo  

Cybersecurity Protection 

Military Training  

Mining Operations 

Political Analyst Service 

Provide Military and Political 

Proxy in a War Zone 

State Apparatus  

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/ND-19/Arnold-Geoeconomic-Dimensions.pdf
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Crimea 

Indonesia 

Madagascar 

Mali 

Nigeria 

Mozambique 

Sri Lanka 

Sudan 

Syria  

Ukraine 

Venezuela 

Zimbabwe 

Surveillance  

Security Services 

Combat Services 

Table was created by author 

 

 

The known information about the non-interconnected Russian PMSCs, the Cossacks can be 

seen as the oldest PMSCs of the Russian state, and the state's relationship with this group has 

never been either entirely positive or entirely negative. The Cossacks were used to catch the 

enemy in the 14th and 15th centuries. In the 18th century, the Cossacks worked to defend the 

Russian lands and the Russification process in the territories and carried out revolutions against 

the Tsar. After these actions were suppressed by the Tsar, they served the expansion of the 

empire into the Caucasus, Siberia, and Central Asia. During World War II, the Cossacks serving 

in the Red Army fought against Nazi Germany. When the Soviet Union collapsed, Cossacks 

participated in conflicts in South Ossetia and Chechnya in exchange for wages. During Yeltsin's 

government, the Cossacks worked as local guards in Russian cities. In 1997, the Cossack PMSC 

worked for the administration of the city of Moscow. During the Putin government, the 

Cossacks were formed into a separate regiment in the army, they served such as defending 

border areas and protecting national forests (Østensen and Bukkvoll 2018). Iraq, Afghanistan 

(Luk, 2022), Crimea, and Ukraine (Kokina and Barber, 2022) are examples of battlefields where 

the Cossacks worked.  

 

The first small independent company is Shchit which is run by the Russian army (Østensen and 

Bukkvoll, 2022). The company provides protection services of oil and gas facilities and Syria 

is the service area of it (Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). It is an example of the third group in 

Østensen and Bukkvoll's category. The second small and local company is Mar.  
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Maintaining public order and protecting facilities and transportation are among its basic 

services (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). Two relatively new independent companies are RSB-

Group and Turan. RSB-Group was allegedly founded in 2011 by former Main Intelligence 

Directorate (GRU) and FSB officers. Protection of sea vessels and mine clearance are their 

basic services. The company is headquartered in Russia but has offices in Sri Lanka, Turkey, 

and Cyprus, (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). It belongs to the second category in the group 

formed by Østensen and Bukkvoll. The first statement about Turan took place in 2017. This 

company was recognized as a Muslim Battalion. It is known to work with Wagner and its 

working locations are in Syria (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018).  

 

Another non-interconnected company is Patriot which consists of military intelligence and 

special forces officers (Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). It serves the Russian state and its 'friends'. 

Patriot is the Russian MoD proxy in Syria (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). It belongs to the first 

type in the group formed by Østensen and Bukkvoll. The final non-interconnected firm is ENOT 

Corp. On this company’s official website, its actions are listed as saving human lives, increasing 

the security of our citizens, and ideological upbringing.” (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2018). 

Moreover, it is known that there are Russian PMSCs whose numbers and services are not 

disclosed to the public. 

 

 

Table 6: Non-Interconnected and Unnamed Russian PMSCs 

Name of PMSCs Location  Activity of PMSCs 

ENOT Corp Serbia  

Syria 

Ukraine  

Clearing Operations 

Combat 

 

MAR Libya  

Ukraine 

Evacuation of Injured Personnel 

Patriot Central African Republic 

Serbia 

Syria 

Military Training 

Mining Operations 

Providing Security  

Proxy in War 

RSB-Group Columbia 

Gulf of Guinea 

Libya 

Combat 

Intelligence Services  

Mine Clearance 
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Sri Lanka  

Sudan  

Ukraine  

Protection of Naval Vessel  

Training and Consulting Services  

 

Shchit Syria Protection of Facilities 

The Cossacks Abkhazia 

Afghanistan 

Chechnya  

Crimea 

Former Yugoslavia 

Georgia  

Iraq 

Moldova (Transnistria)  

Siberia  

South Ossetia 

Ukraine 

Defence Border Regions  

Expansion of Military Campaigns 

Fighting Terrorism   

Military Training  

Patrolling the Streets  

Protection of National Forests and 

Local Government Buildings 

 

Turan  Syria Combat  

Unnamed PMSCs Brunei 

Burundi 

Tajikistan 

Unknown   

Table was created by author 

 

 

The use of Russian PMSCs providing different services in different states has gradually 

increased after 2015, despite the reduction in their usage between 2010 and 2017 as seen in 

Figure 3. In addition to providing logistics, transportation, training, and consulting to Russia, 

PMSCs also offer services to the economic, military, and political interests of Russia (Potočňák 

and Mareš, 2022).  

 

Firstly, the illegality of PMSCs limits competition between companies and opens the way for 

the activities of crony companies (Marten, 2019), and the companies can act as a revenue-

generating means for their supporters during Putin’s government (Marten, 2019). Moreover, 

they provide trade agreements with energy, mining, oil, and gas companies and new economic 

income opportunities between Russia and other countries (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 

2020). In other words, PMSCs are an important sector contributing to the enrichment of the 

Russian military, political, and economic elite (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). Secondly, 

PMSCs are a tool for propaganda of Russian patriotism and Slavic identity in the former Soviet 

states and the Balkans and expanding Russian influence worldwide, they serve Russian foreign 



31 
 

policy goals and partnerships abroad and PMSCs are used by Moscow to strengthen Russia's 

global prestige (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). The Kremlin, they are used to 

further interest (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022), they can be intermediaries to balance competing 

political and financial interests between the Kremlin and the oligarchs (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, 

and Harrington, 2020). For the leadership, PMSCs can be intermediaries to ensure loyalty to 

Leader Putin (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, Harrington, 2020). Thus, PMSCs serve the interests of the 

state, government, and the leader of Russia because they gain and hold political power 

(Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). Third, PMSCs offer site protection, policing, combat, defensive, 

personal security, and assistance-oriented tasks in Russia (Potočňák and Mareš, 2022). In the 

conflict zones, they are grey zone operators for the Russian government. They prevent any 

official attribution to Russia (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). They provide the Kremlin with 

networks for conducting covert activities, classified information, and intelligence operations 

(Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). Moreover, covert, or discredited involvement in 

different countries can be denied through PMSCs (Marten, 2019). Furthermore, PMSCs are a 

cover-up tool for Russian soldiers (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022), soldiers in PMSCs are less 

risky than soldiers in the Russian army, and the loss of life of soldiers in PMSCs is not of vital 

importance to the Russian state (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). Finally, PMSCs 

enable Russia to forge new military partnerships (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3: Number of Countries Where Russian PMSCs Operated, 2010-2021 

 

 

                  Source: Encheva and Kristinova, 2022  
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In a nutshell, militarily, Russian PMSCs cmpanies offer field protection, combat, intelligence 

services, the right to refuse military decisions and cover-up actions, new military collaborations, 

and fewer deaths of military personnel. Economically, companies provide new trade 

agreements, a source of income for the Russian elite, and a financial balance between the 

government and the oligarchs. Politically, companies are important for increasing prestige 

abroad, for propaganda purposes, and for fostering loyalty to the leader. However, there are four 

main reasons that blurring the existence of Russian PMSCs: first, PMSCs are constitutionally 

prohibited, but they are used; second, the owners of the companies have connections to 

government officials; and third, although there are unrelated companies, there are also 

interconnected ones; finally, the tasks, missions, and information of Russian PMSCs are not 

fully shared with the public.  
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4. THE CASE OF RUSSIAN PMSCs: WAGNER GROUP 

 

Wagner Group is a Russian PMSC with a hierarchical and centralized structure. The 

requirements for becoming a staff member of this system have evolved over the years and the 

salaries of warriors vary depending on the hierarchical structure, the intensity of the conflict in 

the countries where the mission is offered, and the job descriptions of the employee. The 

military equipment used by the Wagner Group in various countries includes both the Wagner 

Group's own military ammunition and military equipment belonging to the Russian state. This 

section analyses the system established by the Wagner Group, the changing conditions for the 

continuity of the services it provides over the years, and its duties in the countries it serves. 

 

4.1. Structure of Wagner Group 

 

The Wagner Group was founded in 2014 by Lt. Col. of the Reserves Dmtry Utkin (Marten, 

2019).  In 2022, the new leader of the Wagner Group became oligarch Yevgeny Prigozhin, who 

is also close to the Russian leader (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Wagner Group 

is a PMSCs with a highly hierarchical organization, a centralized command structure, 

combating in small groups, and divided in different rows and units (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, 

and Romeo, 2023). It has an advanced C2 system. This means it systematically has a top 

command and a middle command. The top level consists of the general manager and 

commander-in-chief, while the middle level consists of the control group, the administration 

group, and the general staff (Sukhankin, 2018). Departments of the Wagner Group are divided 

into three different categories. The first unit is the combat unit. It runs military activities in 

different countries. In addition, the personnel have military experience and are well-trained in 

combat units. The second unit is the logistic units. Provides supply, equipment maintenance, 

and transportation to the combat unit. The third unit is the intelligence units. Provides 

surveillance and reconnaissance support to the combat unit (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and 

Romeo, 2023). Although the Wagner Group is systematically organized, both leaders have 

connections to various government officials, ministries, companies, and Russian President 

Vladimir Putin, as seen in Figure 4. This often results in information about the system remaining 

merely rhetoric, speculation, uncertain, and prediction. 
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Figure 4: Wagner Group Organizational Affiliations 

 
             Source: LittleSis  

 

 

 

4.2. Military Base and Military Hardware  

 

The Wagner Group's main base is in Mol'kino, Krasnodar region, along with military facilities, 

airborne training and obstacle courses, barracks, headquarters, and weapons and ammunition 

depot (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). It is known that Prigozhin approved that 

the new two training grounds will open in the Kursk and Belgorod regions of Russia for the 

training of personnel in 2022. It is also alleged that there is another training center in the Rostov 

region of Russia for fighters who joined the Wagner Group from prison (Sierra, Bodoque, 

Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023).  

 

Wagner Group has its own Lancet kamikaze drones, artillery, Schmel-type flamethrowers, 

helicopters, heavy military weapons, AGS96 grenade launchers, reconnaissance drones, 82mm 

and 120mm mortars (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023), anti-aircraft systems, 20,000 

small arms, mobile rocket launchers (News Agencies, July 13, 2023), thermobaric rocket 

launchers, various types of trucks, Sukhoi fighter jets, specialist equipment such as man-

portable air defense systems (MANPADs), Main Battle Tanks (MBTs), and armored vehicles 

(Open Society, 2023). In addition, the Wagner Group also uses Russian air force T-90M tanks, 

Sukhoi Su-24 and Su-25 fighter jets (Open Society, 2023), BM-21 Grad multiple rocket 

launchers, D-30 122-millimeter howitzers, and T-72 main battle tanks (Sukhankin, 2018). 
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4.3. Recruitment, Training and Payment System  

 

For the first eight years of the Wagner Group’s existence, it was a relatively small organization 

with 8,000 employees. The recruitment process was strict and based on four main criteria: 1) 

being physically fit; 2) being relatively young, no older than 40; 3) having no criminal record; 

and 4) having some military background (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). As of 

2022, the year in which the leader of the Wagner Group changed, personnel criteria have been 

expanded. For example, individuals over the age of 50 and with military experience have begun 

to be evaluated and assigned according to needs in military operation zones. Additionally, those 

convicted of murder, robbery, extortion, theft, and organized crime began working as staff at 

the Wagner Group. This brought the total number of personnel to 50,000, but only 10,000 of 

them had no criminal record background (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). In 2023, 

the age limit for hiring was increased, and individuals over the age of 60 are also able to apply 

for jobs. The other two requirements are neither consuming alcohol nor doing drugs, and being 

physically fit. In the same year, Prigozhin announced that the Wagner Group had stopped 

recruiting personnel from prisons (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). For 

recruitment announcements, Wagner Group uses various Russian job search sites such as 

GorodRabot, JobVK, and Avito as well as social media platforms such as Viber, VKontakte, 

Telegram, and WhatsApp to post new job postings (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 

2023). Mainly, Wagner soldiers' incentives are primarily ideological and financial, freedom is 

also an important motivation for criminal soldiers. They also primarily advocate ultra-

nationalist ideology and support white supremacist movements abroad and in Russia (Sierra, 

Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023).  

 

New employees joining the Wagner Group receive two weeks of training. The training includes 

courses in engineering, medicine, topography, firearms use, and tactics. After two weeks of 

training, personnel are sent to different training centers within Wagner, separated according to 

their health status, military experience, and skills (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). 

Even while the Wagner Group pays its personnel in rubles, there are pay differences depending 

on their job description (Marten, 2019). For example, before being deployed to the conflict 

zone, personnel during training receive a salary of 80,000 rubles ($1,300) per month and death 

compensation to fighters' families is between 2,000,000 and 3,000,000 rubles ($32,000 to 

$48,000). Fighters serving in Ukraine receive a salary of 180,000 rubles ($2,900) per month, 

and employees serving in the Luhansk People's Republic (LPR), the occupied separatist part of 
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Ukraine's Luhansk region, receive a salary of 180,000 rubles ($2,900) per month.  The payment 

system in Syria is slightly different from that of the mentioned regions. In 2015-2016, Wagner 

personnel in Syria earned a monthly salary of 240,000 rubles ($3,800). As the conflict in Syria 

intensified in 2017, their monthly wages increased, but the amount is not clear. In addition, it is 

known that 5,000,000 rubles ($80,000) were paid as death compensation to the family of the 

Wagner fighter who died in Syria (Sukhankin, 2018). 

 

4.4. Wagner Group Operations Abroad  

 

The Wagner Group provides cybersecurity protection, oil and gas station protection, political 

analyst services, military and political support, mining operations, training, and exploration 

services in nineteen countries as seen in Table 5. It has carried out security and military 

operations and deployed warriors in each country according to different requirements as seen 

in Figure 4. In addition, Wagner Group personnel used the same methods used by Russian 

special forces in their operations: 1) Anti-aircraft support; 2) Logistical activities; 3) Demining 

work; 4) Driving vehicles or tanks; 5) Participating in direct combat operations; 6) Providing 

protection, escort and evacuation services for important military installations, cargo, personnel, 

convoys, and individuals located; 7) Gathering intelligence; 8) Conducting reconnaissance; 9) 

Planning and executing sabotage operations; 10) Training and equipping of troops; 10) 

Assistance in the use of weapons and weapons systems (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 

2023).  

 

The Wagner Group, which was implicated in the killing of two local pro-Russian militia 

commanders and the arrest of one local militia commander in 2015, is generally acting to 

establish a pro-Kremlin order for the Russian armed forces in eastern Ukraine. In this way, the 

Wagner Group became the main character of the Russian army's ‘plausible deniability’ 

mechanism in the Eastern Ukraine region (Marten, 2019). The Wagner Group's presence in 

Syria and Ukraine is an example that the Russian government has used the Wagner Group to 

provide plausible deniability, mitigate the deaths of military personnel, and reduce costs for its 

operations (Marten, 2019). As in the cases of Syria and Ukraine, the Second Chechen War in 

2001 is an example that by using the Wagner Group, the costs of maintaining a regular army 

and compensating soldiers and their families for injuries and deaths during conflict are reduced 

(Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023).  
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Besides that, according to Russian journalists Andrei Soldatov and Irina Borogan: “for Putin, 

Wagner has […] become a crucial means to rein in the military, which he has long viewed as a 

potential threat to his rule, [as it refused] the usual forms of government and public oversight.” 

(Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Secondly, to make it difficult to distinguish 

between the use of force by oligarchs close to the Russian leader and state-backed military 

operations abroad. This purpose in Russia's use of PMSCs is seen in conflict zones in Syria, 

Sudan, the Central African Republic, and Libya (Marten, 2019).  

 

 

Figure 5: Timeline of Key Events in The Evolution of The Wagner Group Since 2014 

 

 
            Source: Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023 

 

 

 

4.4.1. Wagner Group in the Central African Republic 

 

Russia and the CAR signed a military cooperation agreement in 2018. Under this agreement, 

the number of Russian instructors in the country will be limited to 1,135. A panel of UN experts 

determined that some of the trainers in the CAR are from the Wagner Group and that the training 

is for regular combat rather than purely self-defense use of force (Love, 2022). These trainings 

are provided by Sewa Security Services, a company funded by Lobaye Invest, which is a 

diamond and gold exploration company owned by the Wagner Group leader (Østensen and 
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Bukkvoll, 2022). The agreement between the giants and the connection of the companies also 

provides personal security and protection guarantees to the President of the CAR, Faustin-

Archange Touadera. The President's special security advisor is former KGB officer Valery 

Zakharov (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). It is also alleged that he supported the re-

establishment of the gendarmerie and the CAR army (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). According 

to Jeffrey Love, Wager Group's presence in the CAR is merely a tactic to provide military 

services to exploit natural resources (Love, 2022). Similarly, Østensen and Bukkvoll claim that 

the CAR is a country that offers opportunities for mineral extraction and easy financial and 

monetary flow. It is also highly likely that the Wagner Group's existence ensures and protects 

the money flows of the Russian Leader's inner circle (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022).  

 

4.4.2.   Wagner Group in Sudan 

 

The existence of Wagner Group in Sudan is based primarily on economic and financial interests 

rather than political or military interests (Tucker, 2022). In 2017, gold mining concessions were 

awarded to the company M Invest, owned by the leader of the Wagner Group (Østensen and 

Bukkvoll, 2022). In the same year, Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Sudanese President 

Omar Bashir announced that Wagner agents were present in Sudan and were training military 

personnel and special forces personnel (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). Besides these, Wagner 

Group runs a disinformation campaign about the protesters in Sudan (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and 

Harrington, 2020). However, Wagner is not actually the main actor in providing security. It 

provided financial gains to Russian elites through expensive arms deals signed between Sudan 

and Russia (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). According to Tucker, Wagner Group is exploiting 

the Sudan’s resources (Tucker, 2022). 

 

4.4.3.  Wagner Group in Syria  

 

The Wagner Group has been involved in both special, combat, and offensive operations in Syria 

(Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). The first deployed in Syria with 2.349 personnel, 

including a higher level of the commander-in-chief and a managing director (number not 

specified), a middle level of an administrative group (388 personnel), a general staff (19 

personnel), a control group (36 personnel), and a bottom level of the rest of the fighters (1,904 

men) to fight with al-Assad’s forces. It is estimated that the number of these personnel was 

more than five thousand between 2014 and 2018 (Morsy, 2022). According to Igor Girkin, a 
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Russian mercenary, the primary purpose of the Wagner Group's presence in Syria is to conduct 

tactical offensive military operations (Morsy, 2022). Moreover, the Wagner Group had the role 

of Russian proxy in Syria (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). Respectively, in 2015, the Wagner 

Group had military encounters with anti-Assad forces that did not involve major operations 

(Morsy, 2022). In 2016, 2,000-2,500 fighters of Wagner Group provided support to Syria and 

fought alongside the Russian army to retake Palmyra from the Islamic State (ISIS) (Marten, 

2019). In 2017, in the second capture of Palmyra, the Wagner Group's position changed. Wagner 

this time took part in the mission to retake gas and oil stations under rebel control rather 

providing combat support in battle zone (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). In addition, the 

Wagner Group displayed the same attitude towards gas and oil stations close to Aleppo and 

Latakia in the same year (Morsy, 2022). In 2018, the Battle of al-Hasham, the Wagner Group 

sided directly with the Assad regime for the first time. They fought with gas and oil owned by 

the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and deployed with main battle tanks, light firearms, and 

artillery in the Conoco oil field. The regime and Wagner were defeated in this conflict (Morsy, 

2022). During these years, it is known that the monthly salary of Wagner's personnel was $3,800 

between 2015 and 2016. In 2017 and beyond, their monthly salary increased to $8,000 due to 

the increased intensity of conflicts in Syria (Morsy, 2022). The Wagner Group received both 

logistical and military hardware support from the Russian government during its services in 

Syria. Russia provided support to Wagner fighters who completed their training in Russia-based 

training centers to reach conflict zones in Syria (Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022), and Wagner’s 

large and heavy weapons in battlefields were installed in the warehouse of the Russian MoD 

(Østensen and Bukkvoll, 2022). For instance, Wagner Group was present at the Russian 

Hmeimim Air Base in Latakia with Russian military helicopters in 2015 (Marten, 2019).  

 

4.4.4. Wagner Group in Crimea 

 

The Wagner Group's its first service abroad and first presence in Ukraine was the annexation of 

Crimea in 2014. The Wagner Group operated in conjunction with the Russian army (Foley and 

Kaunert, 2022). They participated as the ‘polite people’ in a special operation by the Russian 

army (Marten, 2019), also known as the ‘little green men’ in Crimea (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, 

and Romeo, 2023). In February 2014, the Ukrainian army was disarmed, and control of Crimea 

was gained (Foley and Kaunert, 2022). The Wagner Group officially annexed Crimea after the 

referendum of 16 March 2014 (Foley and Kaunert, 2022). This led to the Wagner Group's 

involvement in the Russia-Ukraine conflict, moving into the Donbas region. Russia's gains 
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included taking control of towns and local government institutions in Ukraine and destabilizing 

Ukrainian government security forces. Moreover, Russia learned how to use the group quite 

effectively after the annexation of Crimea, and Moscow focused on expanding Russia's prestige 

and mission in the world through the Wagner Group (Foley and Kaunert, 2022). 

 

4.4.5. Wagner Group in Other Conflict Areas 

 

Countries where the Wagner Group serves political interests are Belarus, Venezuela, and 

Madagascar. Firstly, the Wagner Group took part as a protester in actions organized to disrupt 

the presidential elections in 2020 and that is why thirty-three members of the Wagner Group 

were arrested in Belarus (Healey, 2022). Secondly, the Wagner Group provided personal 

protection to Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro, protection of his presidency despite 

protests (Roberts, 2022), cybersecurity protection, and surveillance (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and 

Harrington, 2020). Additionally, the Wagner Group has worked to protect Russian 

infrastructure, such as Rosneft in the country from protesters (Roberts, 2022). Third, the Wagner 

Group served in Madagascar in 2018 to support the reelection campaign of incumbent President 

Hery Rajaonarimampianina. In return, the group facilitated oil, gold, agricultural, and port 

contracts with Russia (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). Russia deployed the Wagner 

Group in the fight against Islamist insurgents in 2019-2020 in exchange for easy access to 

natural gas, but it was unsuccessful (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). Relatedly, 

Wagner Group provides training and consulting services to rebels, local forces, and military 

forces in Chad, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Botswana, Mozambique, and Mali. In 2021, Chad's Foreign 

Minister, Sherif Mahamat Zene, said that the rebels who killed Chad's interim president, 

Mahamat Idriss Déby, received training from the Wagner Group (Victor, 2022). It is alleged 

that the Wagner Group provided not only training but also weapons to the protesters (Victor, 

2022). In Zimbabwe, the Wagner group provided consultancy and political advisory services 

(Claus, 2022). There is not much information about the Wagner Group's presence in Nigeria, 

but it is known that it provides training to Nigerian army personnel (Barber, 2022). Moreover, 

it is known that twenty to thirty Wagner Group personnel worked as trainers and consultants in 

Botswana in 2020 (Claus, 2022). In 2019, the Wagner Group signed a contract with the 

Mozambique government to train local forces and conduct counter-insurgency operations. 

Russia's demand in this agreement was that Russian companies be given the right to extract oil 

and natural gas from Cabo Delgado (Love, 2022). Wagner Group's military equipment in the 

country includes unmanned aerial vehicles, other electronic warfare devices, and numerous 

https://meduza.io/en/feature/2019/07/29/geopolitical-debts
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Russian military helicopters. Additionally, the Russian government has signed a decree with 

Mozambique to facilitate the transportation of weapons and military supplies (Love, 2022). The 

Wagner Group's Mozambique activity failed, and it withdrew from the country (Love, 2022). 

In Mali, Wagner Group's first presence occurred in 2019, following the military cooperation 

agreement between Mali and Russia. Its official deployment occurred in 2021 with Russian 

government support. The Wagner Group's core services include providing protection for high-

ranking officials, training local forces in times of political insecurity, and providing security 

services. In exchange for their services, the Malian state will provide access to natural resources 

and precious metals (gold, uranium, and diamonds). This agreement aligns with Russia's 

geopolitical strategy and economic plan. Geopolitically, the Mali case is an example of Russia 

deploying Russian PMSCs to countries rich in natural resources but weakly governed. 

Economically, this agreement safeguards Russia's economic interests. Furthermore, it fosters 

new economic cooperation between the two countries. Another economic agreement the two 

countries focus on involves Russia building hydroelectric, thermal, and solar power plants in 

Mali, finding solutions to its energy problems, and Mali obtaining fuel from Russia at lower 

prices (Victor, 2022). With the uncertainty in public opinion, the Wagner Group's presence in 

Sri Lanka is reported; no actions taken by them have been disclosed (Kokina, 2022). Similarly, 

the Wagner Group has been providing services in Indonesia since 2014, but the type of service 

it provides has not been shared with the public (Kokina, 2022). 

 

On the other hand, countries where Wagner Group provides combat services include Libya and 

the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict area, where it is alleged to provide combat services. In Libya, 

for the Tripoli offensive in 2019, the Wagner Group assumed direct combat roles (Kuszynski, 

2022). The Wagner Group's personnel consisted of commanders. They used snipers, anti-tank 

guided missiles, electronic warfare, reconnaissance drones, and precision-guided artillery, as 

well as Russian-made equipment such as mortars and Kornet anti-tank missiles, which are under 

the protection of the Russian Army (Kuszynski, 2022). In 2020, for Haftar's offensive, 800-

1,200 personnel of the Wagner Group had a role in key energy and infrastructure facilities, 

several training sites, and forward bases for Haftar's offensive (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and 

Harrington, 2020). Moreover, Al-Jufra Air Base in Libya is crucial because it is both Russia's 

primary deployment location and the launchpad for the Wagner Group. This duality also means 

that Russian air and ground forces are expanding (Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington, 2020). 

The Wagner Group's operations in Libya have secured Russia's interests. For example, after the 

Wagner Group's involvement in the Tripoli offensive in 2021, Russia-based Gazprom resumed 
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its operations in Libya (Kuszynski, 2022). This case also exemplifies the use of private 

companies to wage war in direct violation of international law. Despite the UN arms embargo 

on the country, Russia deployed the Wagner Group to Libya and supplied weapons (Kuszynski, 

2022). For the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, it is claimed that 500 soldiers affiliated with the 

Group served in the conflict zone in 2020 to directly participate in the conflict on the Armenian 

side (Kristinova, 2022).  

 

In brief, Wagner Group, one of the Russian PMSCs that adheres to its own salary payment, 

recruitment criteria, centralized system, and organization, completed its first mission in 2014. 

The tactics, military equipment, and strategy of the Wagner Group overlap with those of the 

Russian state. This demonstrates the strong ties between PMSCs and the Russian state, and even 

the Russian President Putin. For state interests, the use of Wagner Group outside of Russia 

serves to reduce personnel deaths, provide plausible deniability, reduce operational costs, and 

create uncertainty about the use of force. For leadership interests, the Wagner Group's foreign 

operations are an important tool for maintaining the status quo, securing financial gain, and 

preserving power. When comparing the role of the Russian PMSCs in the different regions, in 

the Syrian case, it is seen that the role primarily involves direct military combat, proxy, and the 

protection of natural resource facilities and cities. The Sudan case is part of a strategy that 

involves providing non-direct combat military services, training, and logistics in exchange for 

natural resources. In the case of the CAR, the existence of PMSCs is like the Sudan case, but 

also provides an advantage to the protection of money for the Russian leader's inner circle. In 

the Crimea case, Russia saw how the Wagner Group could be used externally as a useful tool 

for its own prestige and as a fertile territory for advances into Eastern Ukraine. On the other 

side, Wagner Group had a role for political issues and the protection of important buildings and 

political leaders in Belarus, Venezuela, and Madagascar. It provided training services in Chad, 

Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Botswana, Mozambique, and Mali. In the case of Mali is also like the case 

of Sudan and the CAR because there is a commitment about natural resources between Russia 

and Mali through the Wagner Group. As in Syria, the Wagner Group took part in direct combat 

operations in Libya and used Russia's heavy military equipment. For the Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict, there are claims that it participated in direct combat on battlefield. However, there is 

no clear knowledge about existing of Wagner Group and their fighters’ role in Sri Lanka and 

Indonesia. 
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5. WAGNER GROUP’S ACTIVITIES IN UKRAINE 

 

Among the fifteen Russian companies operating and providing services in Eastern Ukraine, 

Wagner Group's services are the most notable. Wagner Group's presence in Eastern Ukraine 

dates back to 2014. The company has served various regions of Eastern Ukraine (Luhansk 

Oblast and Donetsk Oblast (known as the Donbas region), as well as various cities in Ukraine. 

This section describes the Wagner Group's position and activities in Ukraine before, during, and 

after the Russo-Ukrainian War. It also shows the volatile relationship between Russian PMSCs 

and the Russian state during the years covered. 

 

5.1. Strategies of Wagner Group in Ukraine  

 

The Wagner Group has special tactics and strategies for Ukraine. The first strategy is structure 

of the Wagner Group. The Wager Group's main group in Ukraine consists of experienced 

commanders, soldiers, and personnel who fought in Syria and the CAR. The second tactic is 

use of assault squads instead of battalion tactical groups in Ukraine. The assault squads are on 

a mission to capture Ukrainian positions, operating with reconnaissance drones and night vision 

lenses. The third strategy is to advance on foot in large numbers of small assault units instead 

of armored vehicles in close combat (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Moreover, 

the Wagner Group's strategies in Ukraine also developed in parallel with the conflicts and wars. 

 

Essentially, the operations carried out by the Wagner Group, regardless of region: 1) 

Participating in direct combat operations; 2) Implementing filtration measures among the 

population in the occupied territories to identify individuals prone to collaboration; 3) Providing 

protection, escort and evacuation services for important military installations, cargo and 

individuals located in the occupied territories of Ukraine; 4) Gathering intelligence in occupied 

territories (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Other tasks undertaken by the Wagner 

Group, regardless of the region, with the intensity of the conflicts: 1) Propaganda and 

disinformation campaigns: development and dissemination of distorted or false messages, 

narratives and information of a political nature aimed at key audiences with the goal of 

polarizing society; 2) Tactical support to state armed forces and non-state armed actors: training 

and equipping of troops, protection of convoys and personnel, demining work, assistance in the 

use of weapons and weapons systems, attacks on infrastructure; 3) Participation in regular and 
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irregular military operations or support for such operations: assistance to forces undertaking 

combat developing surveillance and reconnaissance tasks, providing cover fire, anti-aircraft 

support, etc.; conducting special and clandestine operations, including targeted assassinations 

and bombings; kidnappings, sabotage, subversive activities; direct participation in combat of 

various scales, contributing infantry personnel and gunners, driving vehicles or tanks; 4) 

Logistical activities in support of military and security forces (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and 

Romeo, 2023). In particular, the Wagner Group's main task in 2014-2015 was to conduct 

partisan warfare, sabotage operations, attacks on Ukrainian military outposts, and 

frontal/counterattacks (Sukhankin, 2019). In 2015, the number of Wagner Group soldiers was 

estimated at 2,500-5,000 in the country (Healey, 2022). Compared to the Russian armed forces, 

the Wagner Group has more extensive training, is more resilient in the regions, and utilizes a 

greater number of armored vehicles as military equipment than the Russian armed forces. 

Furthermore, their flexibility and accessibility to adapt to the flow of war are key distinguishing 

features of the Wagner Group in Ukraine (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). The 

Wagner Group conducts military and security operations in several regions and cities of Ukraine 

as seen in Figure 6. Especially during the war period, The Wagner Group's activities were 

concentrated in the cities of Soledar, Bakhmut and Debaltseve in the Donetsk region and in the 

city of Kadiivka in the Luhansk region (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023).  

 

 

Figure 6: Ukraine Map  

 
          Source: UN 
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5.2. Wagner Group Activities before 2022 in the Luhansk Oblast   

 

The Luhansk region became the first operational region of the Wagner Group in 2014 (Foley 

and Kaunert, 2022). Since Utkin is the leader of this operation, it is assumed that the Wagner 

Group also has white supremacist, far-right, and neo-Nazi connections because the Wagner 

Group leader embraces neo-Nazi ideology (Foley and Kaunert, 2022). The Wagner Group was 

at the Battle of Luhansk Airport and shot down Il-76 aircraft in 2014 (Sukhankin, 2019). The 

Security Service of Ukraine (SBU) announced in its official statement that the Wagner Group 

contributed to the downing of the plane at Luhansk International Airport (Foley and Kaunert, 

2022). In 2015, the Wagner Group provided training, organization, and consulting services to 

separatist militias. The training included various equipment systems, combat engineering, and 

logistics. The Wagner Group also assigned expert personnel to the training (Open Society, 

2023). It was also involved in a political mission and was involved in the purge of so-called 

opposition forces and the disarmament of paramilitary structures opposing Igor Plotnytsky, the 

head of the LPR (Sukhankin, 2019).  In 2017, a power struggle began in the Luhansk region 

between the President of the LPR, Igor Plotnitsky, and interior minister of the LPR, Igor Kornet. 

While the President was attempting to dismiss his interior minister, armed members of the 

Wagner Group intervened, altering the balance of power, resulting in the President's resignation 

and subsequent flight from the country. Luhansk's new interim president became LPR Security 

Minister Leonid Pasechnik (Foley and Kaunert, 2022). In 2018, Ukraine's security services 

announced that they had identified Wagner instructors within the Karpaty tactical and 

reconnaissance group in Ukraine. That same year, Wagner recruitment offices were allegedly 

established in the city of Luhansk (Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, 2023).  

 

5.3. Wagner Group Activities before 2022 in the Donetsk Oblast   

As in the Luhansk region, the Wagner Group provided training, organization, and consulting 

services to separatist militias. The training included various equipment systems, combat 

engineering, and logistics. The Wagner Group also assigned its expert personnel to the training 

in 2015 (Open Society, 2023). The critical issue in this region in 2015, in which the Wagner 

Group played an active role, was the Battle of Debaltseve. The city of Debaltseve is 

geopolitically critical, as the city is located between Donetsk Oblast and Luhansk Oblast, as 

seen in Figure 7, and has rail and road access to the two regions (Luhn and Oksana, February 

18, 2015).  
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In the battle, Russian Battalion Tactical Groups (BTGs) equipped with T-80 and T-90 tanks, 

BMP-2s and BM-21 Grads, reconnaissance drones, 9A52-4 rockets, armored vehicles, and 

artillery in the region (Fox, 2017). Although the Wagner Group appears in combat with Russian 

military vehicles (Marten, 2019), its own military arsenal includes armor, rockets, heavy 

artillery, MANPADs, artillery, thermobaric rocket launchers, Main Battle Tanks (MBTs), 

trucks, Sukhoi fighter jets, and transport helicopters (Open Society, 2023). Ukrainian forces 

consisted of the Donbass Volunteer Battalion and the 128th Mechanized Brigade (Fox, 2017). 

In response to the deployment of Ukrainian forces to the region in 2015, Russian reconnaissance 

drones initially conducted overflights. This was followed by ground-based attacks using 

armored vehicles, artillery, rocket attacks, and artillery fire. As the fighting continued, the 

Russians began shelling Debaltseve. Despite the fighting, Ukrainian forces managed to gain 

access to critical command and logistics bases until they finally took control of the city of 

Lohvyne, a Ukrainian supply route. Russian forces intensified their attacks, cutting off 

Ukrainian forces' supply routes and headquarters, isolating Ukraine from the region. They then 

launched rocket attacks on government and army headquarters, leaving Ukrainian forces unable 

to escape the encirclement (Fox, 2017). After this successful offensive, Russia deployed more 

than 100 tanks and two more BTGs to the city. As attacks continued from outside the city, 

deployed BTGs continued to pound Ukrainian defenses. The most devastating attack on the 

city, a rocket attack, was carried out by Russian forces (Fox, 2017). Ukrainian forces, with the 

approval of the Ukrainian government, decided to withdraw from the city. On February 20, 

2015, the city officially fell to Russian forces, the Donetsk People's Republic (DPR) and LPR. 

However, Russian forces launched attacks on the Ukrainian forces' retreat corridor, resulting in 

the capture of Ukrainian soldiers, deaths, injuries, and the destruction of numerous Ukrainian 

combat vehicles (Fox, 2017). The outcome of the war varies for each side. First, it is a case in 

point for the reemergence of siege warfare (Fox, 2017). For the Ukrainian side, there were many 

losses of weapons and equipment in this war (Marten, 2019). This conflict is a significant event 

for Eastern Ukraine because it has caused the war to escalate into an endless war of attrition 

(Marten, 2019). Similarly, Christopher Healey also cites Professor Kimberly Martin of 

Columbia University in his article, stating that the Battle of Debaltseve partially led to the 

conflict turning into a war of attrition and was devastating for Ukraine (Healey, 2022). For the 

Russian side, Wagner fighters killed (Marten, 2019). Critically, this war provided an 

opportunity to coordinate future military operations in the Ukrainian region and to resolve the 

reconnaissance-strike complex at the tactical and operational levels.  
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Figure 7: Debaltseve Map  

 

 
                            Source: CNN World 

 

 

5.4. The Russian-Ukraine War in 2022 

 

At the end of February, Russian President Vladimir Putin delivered his speech declaring war 

against Ukraine, calling the operations ‘special military operations.’ Part of his speech is as 

follows:  

“... As for the military sphere, today, modern Russia, even after the collapse 

of the USSR and the loss of a significant part of its capacity, is one of the 

most powerful nuclear powers in the world and possesses certain advantages 

in some of the newest types of weaponry. In this regard, no one should have 

any doubts that a direct attack on our country will lead to defeat and horrible 

consequences for any potential aggressor... About the situation in the Donbas. 

We see that the forces that carried out a coup in Ukraine in 2014, seized power 

and are holding it through sham electoral procedures, have given up on the 

peaceful settlement of the conflict. For eight years, for eight long years, we 

have done everything possible to resolve the situation by peaceful, political 

means. All was in vain... We have been left no other option to protect Russia 

and our people, but for the one that we will be forced to use today. The 

situation requires us to take decisive and immediate action. The people’s 

republics of Donbas turned to Russia with a request for help... In this regard, 

in accordance with Article 51 of Part 7 of the UN Charter, with the approval 

of the Federation Council of Russia and in pursuance of the treaties of 
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friendship and mutual assistance ratified by the Duma on February 22 with 

the Donetsk People’s Republic and the Luhansk People’s Republic, I decided 

to launch a special military operation. Its goal is to protect people who have 

been subjected to abuse and genocide by the regime in Kyiv for eight years. 

And for this we will pursue the demilitarization and denazification of 

Ukraine, as well as bringing to justice those who committed numerous bloody 

crimes against civilians, including citizens of the Russian Federation... Our 

plans do not include the occupation of Ukrainian territories. We are not going 

to impose anything on anyone by force... What is happening today does not 

come out of a desire to infringe on the interests of Ukraine and the Ukrainian 

people. It is related to the protection of Russia itself from those who took 

Ukraine hostage and are trying to use it against our country and its people... I 

am confident that the soldiers and officers of the Russian Armed Forces 

devoted to their country will professionally and courageously fulfil their duty. 

I have no doubt that all levels of government, the experts responsible for the 

stability of our economy, financial system and social sphere, the heads of our 

companies and all Russian business will act in a coordinated and efficient 

manner. I count on a patriotic consensus position of all parliamentary parties 

and public forces... And this means that the decisions made will be 

implemented, the goals set will be achieved, the security of our Motherland 

will be reliably guaranteed...” (Aljazeera, February 24, 2022). 

At the beginning of the war, Russia had no plans to use the Wagner Group for operations in 

Ukraine. However, the regular army's offensive operations were hampered by heavy losses in 

military equipment and personnel. Russian forces decided to withdraw from the Ukrainian cities 

and change their operational strategy. Russian forces combined deep mechanized maneuvers 

with airstrikes and decided to replace narrow front lines with infantry attacks supported by 

artillery fire. They also began deploying uninvolved military units to Ukraine, and the army 

decided to maintain a presence in the region with the Wagner Group fighters (Ber, 2023). In the 

war zone, the actions fighters consist of three phases. The first attack is carried out by units 

composed of Donbas residents. The second phase is led by the regular army. The Wagner Group 

is the third phase of the attack (Ber, 2023). In fact, the fundamental problem in this system is 

that the insufficient number of troops for the front lines. For this reason, on September 21, 

President Vladimir Putin officially declared mobilization with the following words:  
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“Today our armed forces . . . are fighting on the line of contact that is over 

1,000 kilometers long, fighting not only against neo-Nazi units but actually 

the entire military machine of the collective West… I find it necessary to 

support the proposal of the Defense Ministry and the General Staff on partial 

mobilization in the Russian Federation to defend our Motherland and its 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, and to ensure the safety of our people and 

people in the liberated territories. . . Only military reservists, primarily those 

who served in the armed forces and have specific military occupational 

specialties and corresponding experience, will be called up. Before being sent 

to their units, those called up for active duty will undergo mandatory 

additional military training based on the experience of the special military 

operation.” (Cancian, 2022).  

His statement also included that the mobilization would be limited to veterans only and that 

there would be an industrial surge to increase the production of weapons and ammunition 

(Cancian, 2022). In addition to Putin's statement, Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu stated that 

mobilization is a gradual process, and the training period for reserve soldiers has been extended 

(Cancian, 2022).  

 

According to Mark F. Cancian, this decision not only indicates that the war will expand further 

but also confirms Russia's training and personnel shortages on the battlefield (Cancian, 2022). 

Moreover, it is known that Russia mobilized some reserve soldiers to the conflict zone, 

deployed soldiers from every unit, included ethnic minorities, gave large recruitment bonuses 

to soldiers who would continue their duty or who were newly appointed, and also used the 

Wagner Group in the conflict areas (Cancian, 2022). Relatedly, Russia conducted a 

decentralized and large-scale volunteer recruitment operation. It also had a mixed force in the 

war zone, consisting of reserve battalions, National Guard of Russia, officially known as the 

Rosgvardiya, regular army, the Wagner Group, volunteer units formed under the auspices of 

regional authorities, and two units of the Donetsk and Luhansk people's militias (Ber, 2023).  

 

Furthermore, Dmitry Gorenburg argues that the mobilization has three steps. The first phase of 

the mobilization is initial covert mobilization between February and September 2022. Between 

these dates, Russia focused on mobilizing additional combat units rather than mass mobilization 

of Russian reserve forces on the battlefields (Gorenburg, 2025). This phase also includes 

https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian


50 
 

Russia's efforts to establish volunteer battalions, activate the active reserve units of the Russian 

Combat Army Reserve, recruit additional contract soldiers, mobilize separatist forces in 

Donbas, create new Chechen militia units, and recruit additional private military contractors 

(Gorenburg, 2025). The second phase of the mobilization is partial mobilization between 

September 2022 and January 2023. The Russian leader's partial mobilization declaration is the 

call for 300,000 Russian reserve soldiers (Gorenburg, 2025). In this process, although 300,000 

combat troops and stability on the battlefront were achieved, the process was still hampered by 

inaccurate reserve soldier registration and a lack of bases and training to properly train and 

equip newly mobilized reserve soldiers (Gorenburg, 2025). The third phase of the mobilization 

is a return to covert mobilization. This includes the recruitment of additional volunteers for the 

Russian irregular forces, the recruitment of additional contract soldiers for the Russian regular 

forces, and the recruitment of additional combat personnel from the Wagner Group (Gorenburg, 

2025). There are three main reasons for the significant success achieved in this process. First, 

Russia applied the methods and lessons learned during its initial secret mobilization. Second, 

the Russian government concentrated on three principal lines of effort. First, Russia granted the 

Wagner Group full authority to take prisoners. This enabled the deployment of tens of thousands 

of combat troops to the conflict zones. Second, Russia provided tens of thousands of additional 

volunteers for irregular combat units and irregular combat units. Third, Russia provided high 

salaries, benefits, and bonuses to more than tens of thousands of additional contract soldiers 

(Gorenburg, 2025). Thanks to this mobilization, Russia was able to stabilize the front lines in 

the winter of 2022-23, neutralize Ukraine’s counter-offensive in the summer of 2023, and 

achieve gains across eastern Ukraine (Gorenburg, 2025).  

 

Margarete Klein also divides the solution to Russia's inadequate military personnel in the 

conflict zone into three separate branches. In the first step, Russia decided to apply the principle 

of volunteerism to increase the use of other forces and to increase the number of contract 

soldiers. That is why, it used the Chechnya-based National Guard and Russian PMSCs in the 

conflict region. Regional volunteer battalions also emerged in the regions (Klein, 2025). In the 

second stage, the Russian leader declared military mobilization and called 300,000 people to 

military duty (Klein, 2025). The third phase was shaped by three main events. First, 

administrative and legal capacities were strengthened to address a potential new mandatory 

mobilization. Second, agreements were made with other countries' regular armies to provide 

reinforcements and deploy troops. Third, the number of contract soldiers and new volunteer 

formations, referred to as covert mobilization, has increased (Klein, 2025). In particular, the 
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author argues that covert mobilization had both positive and negative consequences for Russia. 

The advantages of a covert mobilization decision for the Russian state are as follows: First, it 

avoids the need for a new and forced mobilization call. Second, it conceals the true number of 

battlefield deaths (Klein, 2025). The disadvantages of a covert mobilization decision for the 

Russian state are as follows: First, soldiers wounded or veterans in combat zones will be a 

significant cost to the regime. Second, it makes it difficult to use other actors in the conflict 

with Russian forces through proxy. An example of this is the Wagner Group's presence in the 

region. The Wagner Group has the right to recruit independently from prisons, has its own 

financial resources, and has direct control and autonomous command of front-line operations 

(Klein, 2025).  

 

Contrary to Gorenburg and Klein, Yuri Fedorov states that Russia's mobilization consisted of 

more than three stages. Firstly, the recruitment and training of potential soldiers, secondly, the 

transformation of unorganized soldiers into combat-ready units, thirdly, the establishment of 

command units for these units, fourthly, the provision of weapons and military equipment to 

the units, and finally, the training of uniformed soldiers with professional military institutional 

motivation (Fedorov, 2025). In addition to the shortage of military personnel in Ukraine, 

logistics was another issue that became a problem during the war and was later resolved. As 

evidenced of demonstrating the improved logistics system that there were several vehicles 

abandoned due to inadequate logistics at the beginning of the war, and then the Russians were 

firing thousands of artillery shells daily later in the war (Cancian, 2022). Russia has not 

experienced serious equipment shortages in conflict zones. However, the main problem on the 

Russian side is that Russia possesses a full complement of military equipment but has limited 

personnel trained to operate it (Cancian, 2022). Besides, it is known that Wagner Group soldiers 

are well-trained, they have better quality equipment, and they also have privileges rather than 

the Russian army soldiers. For example, they made efficient and extensive use of drones in the 

war zone (Ber, 2023). The Russian government provided military equipment to the Wagner 

Group, during combat periods and granted powers to its leader. For example, Prigozhin had the 

authority to take more prisoners from prisons and to recruit more volunteers than the military 

branches could offer (Ber, 2023).  

 

 

 

https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
https://www.csis.org/people/mark-f-cancian
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Chronologically, in February intense fighting broke out in Northern Ukraine, the Russian army 

advanced on the capital to conquer the country (Askew, December 30, 2022). In March, in the 

city of Bucha, close to the capital Kyiv, Russian forces targeted civilians, carrying out torture 

and attacks. In terms of military losses, Russian forces struggled to advance into the capital and 

experienced logistical and communication problems (Askew, December 30, 2022). In April, 

Wagner Group soldiers began deploying to the Ukraine (Ber, 2023). The new leader of the 

Wagner Group stated that the Wagner Group participated in a successful military operation 

alongside Russian forces to capture the rebel-occupied Ukrainian stronghold of Popasna. This 

operation allowed Russian forces to capture nearly the entire region (Armed Conflict Location 

& Event Data Project, 2023). In addition, Russian forces and the Wagner Group carried out 

heavy attacks and destruction on the city of Bucha and its civilians (Nordstrom, February 22, 

2023). The city's significance lies in its position as the epicenter of Russia's plan to seize all of 

Ukraine (Murray, April 3, 2024). In contrast to airstrikes, the city was subjected to heavy ground 

attacks and bullet attacks (Nordstrom, February 22, 2023). Torture, mass murder, mass rape, 

and summary execution were also used as tactics against civilians (Murray, April 3, 2024). 

Another important city is Izyum, part of Ukraine's former coal and steel producing region 

(Williams and Pona, May 10, 2022). It is known that Russian forces fired artillery at the city 

and occupied the city (Williams and Pona, May 10, 2022). For Russia, the city is a logistics 

center. Russia supplies its troops stationed in the eastern Donbas region from this city 

(Aljazeera, September 14, 2022). Russia lost its control of the city five months later, when 

Ukrainian forces retook the city (Aljazeera, September 14, 2022). In May, the Russian army 

and the Wagner Group achieved victory by capturing the city of Rubizhne (Armed Conflict 

Location & Event Data Project, 2023). In June, the governor of Luhansk shared a video showing 

the area used by the Wagner Group at the local stadium in the city of Kadiivka on fire and said 

that the Wagner Group's military base had been hit (Browning, June 10, 2022). There are 

allegations that the Wagner Group operated a prisoner of war camp in the city Kadiivka (Armed 

Conflict Location & Event Data Project, 2023). Russian army and the Wagner Group achieved 

victory by capturing the city of Severodonetsk (Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, 

2023). The city was captured using a massive artillery barrage, a devastating assault, and missile 

attacks. The capture of the city was a great victory for Russia, as it brought them closer to the 

city of Lysychansk (Aljazeera, June 25, 2022). Additionally, the mayor of Mykolaiv city and 

the governors of Lviv Oblast and Zhytomyr Oblast announced that missile attacks had occurred. 

Only the attack on the city caused damage, the attacks on the other two regions were destroyed 

(Aljazeera, June 25, 2022). Russia has launched attacks on Kramatorsk and Sloviansk, two 

https://www.euronews.com/profiles/2442
https://www.euronews.com/profiles/2442
https://www.independent.co.uk/author/oliver-browning
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cities in Ukraine that supply electricity in Donetsk oblast (Hatuqa, June 11, 2022). In July, the 

city of Lysychansk was captured (Ber, 2023). In August, Russian forces struck the Odessa 

region with three missile strikes. A Russian Su-35 aircraft was seen in the airspace (BBC 

Monitoring, October 3, 2022). In September Russian forces carried out a rocket attack on a 

civilian convoy in the city of Zaporizhia (Murphy, September 30, 2022). The city of Lyman, a 

strategically important location for Russian forces, serves as their logistics and supply hub. It 

was besieged by Ukrainian forces, who were determined to retake it (Murphy, September 30, 

2022). In late September and early October, the Wagner Group established the bases of Russian 

assault forces near Bakhmut and Soledar, with some personnel appointed as special equipment 

commanders and granted access to heavy infantry weapons, Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV), 

army artillery, and air support (Ber, 2023). The Wagner Group also attacked the cities of 

Bakhmut and Soledar, which were recorded as important and critical battles (Sierra, Bodoque, 

Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Additionally, the Wagner Group took part in offensives against the 

Kharkiv and Luhansk oblasts and the areas near Kherson (Ber, 2023). On the other side, the 

Russian military attacked Kupiansk, Lyman, Sumy, Zaporizhzhia, Avdiivka, and the city of 

Kryvyi Rih in the same month. Among these cities, the Russian army is known to have attacked 

Kryvyi Rih with drones and missiles. It also conducted bombardments of the Kherson region 

(Zakir-Hussain and Cobham, October 22, 2023). The periods when Wagner Group's activities 

in Ukraine increased the most were November and December (Ber, 2023). In November, there 

was a development on the Russian side and the Wagnerenok youth club and the Wagner Group 

Centre were established in Saint Petersburg (Bryjka, 2024). Prigozhin said the Wagner Center 

will serve as a military technology center and is aimed at developing Russia's information and 

defense capabilities (Higgins and Bigg, November 6, 2022). In December, the governor of the 

Luhansk region announced that the military headquarters of the Wagner Group and the hotel 

where it met in the city of Kadiivka were hit (Chatterjee and Hancock, December 12, 2022).  

Regarding the Wagner Group and their activities in the cities of Bakhmut and Soledar, when 

the artillery ammunition of the Russian army began to become insufficient, a change of tactics 

took place again in the war zone. The Wagner Group command implemented a 24-hour, 

uninterrupted attack tactic by small infantry groups in certain sections of the front. There are 

two key points to this plan: casualties were ignored, and no equipment was lost. In terms of 

military hardware, armored vehicles, artillery units, specialized weapons, and drone operators 

were left behind in the operation. In other words, no costly military equipment was lost on the 

battlefield. In terms of military casualties, any military losses within the Wagner Group were 
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easy to replace because most of the fighters came from prisons and the leader had the authority 

to take prisoners from prison (Ber, 2023). Firstly, the case in the city of Bakhmut, Prigozhin 

announced in early October that the Wagner Group's attacks on the city had begun (Aljazeera, 

May 20, 2023). The city is a major transportation hub through which military equipment, 

weapons and ammunition are supplied to Ukrainian troops (Teslova, January 11, 2023). 

Participation in direct combat operations, one of the Wagner Group's strategies, was 

implemented in this city (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Ukrainian soldiers 

confirm that the Wagner Group fighting in Bakhmut city consisted of four different groups: The 

first group consists of individuals less prepared for combat. Combatants include those with 

limited military experience, those with health problems, and those recruited from prisons. The 

second group is the team that provides supplies, equipment, and support, but not their specialty. 

They primarily use armored vehicles to defend positions and conduct foot attacks. The third 

group is consists of individuals with combat experience or a history of military service. Their 

task is to manage the first and second groups. The fourth group is the core cadre, comprised of 

commanders, experienced soldiers, and professionals. They have decision-making authority in 

war zones (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Ukrainian military analyst Oleksandr 

Kovalenko says the power the Kremlin wields over the Wagner Group is reflected in the ‘three 

monopolies’ granted to Prigozhin. The three monopolies are as follows: the military monopoly 

in Bakhmut, the monopoly on purchasing heavy weapons, and the monopoly on recruiting 

prisoners (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). In contrast, the Santa Clara Business 

Law Chronicle reported that it is difficult to determine whether the Wagner Group is an 

autonomous entity or solely run by Putin because its hierarchy is opaque (Sierra, Bodoque, 

Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). As a result of the Bakhmut attack is Wagner Group’s military 

capabilities, activities, and operations increased, 10,000 Wagner professional contractors and at 

least 10,000 Wagner employees died (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). The front-

line south of Bakhmut was captured. The Wagner Group advanced into the western part of the 

city (Ber, 2023). An unsuccessful attack took place on the village of Ivanivske and the 

Kostiantynivka road (Ber, 2023), and Wagner Group terrorized the local population in the 

surrounding (Healey, 2022). Moreover, even if there are different opinions about the system 

owned by the Wagner Group, it is known that Russia's proxy war strategy has been strengthened 

thanks to these struggles (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, & Romeo, 2023). Secondly, the case in the 

city of Soledar, as in Bakhmut, the tactic of direct participation in combat operations was 

applied by the Wagner Group (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). Allegedly, the 

Russian government and the leader of the Wagner Group want to capture the territory for its 
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gypsum resources. It is also known that there are salt mines in the city (Rob Picheta, January 

13, 2023). Rob Picheta claims that the military operations in the city are symbolic (Rob Picheta, 

January 13, 2023) but Elena Teslova states that still Soledar has strategical role because it is 

near to the city of Bakhmut (Teslova, January 11, 2023). 

Except for military conflicts, President Vladimir Putin announced the annexation of the four 

regions by signing accession agreements with the leaders of the Kherson, Zaporizhia, Luhansk, 

and Donetsk regions (Murphy, September 30, 2022). Apart from these four regions, the situation 

and position of Vuhledar is also important in the annexation issue. Russia also annexed but did 

not have full control of the city of Vuhledar (Aljazeera, October 02, 2024). It has an important 

and strategical role because it is the location where the east and south facades intersect. The 

city is also close to a railway line connecting Crimea with the region of Donbas (Aljazeera, 

October 02, 2024). It is a supply hub for Ukraine and Russia in the war (Aljazeera, October 02, 

2024), and there is coal mining in the city (Osborn, October 02, 2024).  

 

5.5. The Russian-Ukrainian War in 2023  

 

Chronologically, in January, the Wagner Group declared victory in Soledar (Armed Conflict 

Location & Event Data Project). The Russian MoD mentioned that “the capture of the city of 

Soledar was conducted by a mixed grouping of Russian troops under a common plan, which 

envisaged the resolution of a range of combat tasks.” The Minister also added that “for the 

storming of Soledar’s quarters occupied by Ukrainian troops, this combat task was successfully 

attained thanks to the courageous and selfless actions of the volunteers from Wagner PMC 

units.” (Open Society, 2023). On the other side, Russian forces launched an intense missile 

attack on the city of Dnipro, inflicting devastating damage on the city (BBC Monitoring, 

February 11, 2023). In March, Russia attacked the city of Kryvyi Rih (The Independent, June 

13, 2023). In April, Prigozhin reported that the Bakhmut city hall was captured and the Russian 

flag was flying, meaning the city was occupied legally. This was denied by Ukraine. 

Furthermore, the leader of the Wagner Group claims the city is 80% under control. Ukraine 

denies this, claiming it controls more than 20% of the city (Aljazeera, May 20, 2023). In May, 

the Wagner Group again announced that it is advancing towards the city of Bakhmut (Regan, 

Kesaieva, Knight, Krebs, Nechyporenko, and Halasz, May 8, 2023). In fact, Ukraine publicly 

announced the withdrawal and expulsion of Russian forces. In response, Prigozhin says that the 

https://www.cnn.com/profiles/rob-picheta
https://www.cnn.com/profiles/rob-picheta
https://www.cnn.com/profiles/rob-picheta
https://www.reuters.com/authors/andrew-osborn/
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Wagner Group declared that it had completely taken over the entire city. This statement was not 

accepted by Ukraine, but it was announced that the defense continued and the situation was 

critical (Aljazeera, May 20, 2023). In late May, the Russian MoD stated that “the capture of the 

city of Bakhmut was achieved thanks to assault teams of the Wagner private military company 

with the support of artillery and aviation of the southern battlegroup.” (Open Society, 2023). 

On the other hand, Russian forces continued to attack various cities in Ukraine. For instance, 

Russia attacked the city of Kiev with a drone (Regan, Kesaieva, Knight, Krebs, Nechyporenko, 

and Halasz, May 8, 2023) and attacked the city of Kursk (Aljazeera, October 2, 2024). Russian 

missile attacks also occurred on the cities of Odessa, Kharkiv, Kherson, Mykolaiv (Regan, 

Kesaieva, Knight, Krebs, Nechyporenko, and Halasz, May 8, 2023), and a public building in 

the city of Dnipro was hit by a Russian missile attack (Rai and Zakir-Hussain, May 26, 2023). 

In August, the Kyiv Air Force announced that Russia carried out airstrikes with Iranian-made 

drones, cruise missiles, and hypersonic missiles to regions of Kharkiv, Kherson, and 

Khmelnytskiy (Rai and Zakir-Hussain, August 6, 2023). In September, a Ukrainian military 

spokesman said hundreds of members of the Wagner Group had returned to eastern Ukraine to 

fight but had not made a significant impact on the battlefield (France 24, 2023). In October, the 

Russians launched an offensive operation at Avdiivka. Russia’s military hardware includes 

soldiers, armored vehicles, UAVs, artillery, tanks (Markina, Coren, and Regan, November 28, 

2023), intense artillery fire, rocket systems, and phosphorus shells (Ber, Żochowski, Graca, and 

Maślanka, 2023). Russian forces conducted operations in the combat zone with infantry forces. 

The city was subjected to intense aerial bombardments and artillery fire (Ber, Żochowski, 

Graca, and Maślanka, 2023). Russia also launched attacks on the nearby Pisky, 

Staromykhailivka, Marinka, Novomykhailivka, and Vuhledar districts of the city (Ber, 

Żochowski, Graca, and Maślanka, 2023). In the case of Vuhledar, the city has been under attack 

since 2022, and two years later it was subjected to intense attacks and bombings by Russian 

force (Aljazeera, October 02, 2024). Moreover, clashes with Ukrainian forces took place in the 

cities of Kurdiumivka and Klishchiivka (Ber, Żochowski, Graca, and Maślanka, 2023). 

November is a month that Russian offensive operations were peak. These operations have 

allowed Russia to easily determine the resources Ukraine will allocate to the war (Bailey and 

Kagan, 2024). In December, a shortage of artillery ammunition among Ukrainian forces 

hampered their defensive capabilities. Taking advantage of this, Russia reconsidered the scope 

of its localized offensive operations, reasoning that the shortage would facilitate Russian 

advances (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). Moreover, Russian forces have taken control of the western 

province of Donetsk, specifically the town of Marinka (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). In February, 
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the cities of Kupyansk and Chuhuyiv were bombed by Russia and deployed 25 battalion tactical 

groups to three different regions: Bryansk, Kursk, and Belgorod regions. Among the regions, it 

deployed anti-tank barriers in addition to the battalion in the Belgorod Region and then 

launched missile attacks on the Kharkiv region (BBC Monitoring March 14, 2023). Especially, 

Russia increased its military equipment and personnel for Avdiivka, carrying out operations 

against the city and gaining ground. This forced Ukrainian forces to withdraw from the city, 

and Russia captured the city (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). Taking control of this city has more 

political implications for the Russian state than economic or military interests: it is to convince 

the West that Russian forces can advance on the battlefield, to demoralize Ukrainians, and to 

destabilize Ukrainian defensive positions (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). In the Avdiivka battle, the 

loss of Russian forces is claimed to be 364 tanks, more than 47,000 personnel, 5 aircraft, 248 

artillery systems, 748 armored combat vehicles, while the Ukrainian forces are claimed to have 

lost 199 tanks, 20,018 personnel, and 481 armored combat vehicles (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). 

In March, Russia deployed the LNR, 2nd Army Corps (AC), several airborne, divisions and 

brigades, the 3rd AC, the 8th Combined Arms Army (CAA), and Southern Military District 

(SMD) to the Chasiv Yar conflict zone and began attacks (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). Russia also 

simultaneously struck the cities of Chuhuyiv, Kharkiv, Kupyansk, and Bohodukhiv with 

mortars, artillery, and rocket launchers (BBC Monitoring March 14, 2023).  

Apart from military operations, the Wagner Group is registered in Russia as an enterprise 

providing consulting services in January (Bryjka, 2024) and under the auspices of the Russian 

MoD, a commission was established to issue veteran certificates to Wagner fighters in October 

(BBC Monitoring, October 4, 2023). In the same month, Ukrainian local authorities announced 

that Russia is carrying out drone repair and assembly at technical training facilities in the 

Russian-occupied the city of Melitopol (Ber, Żochowski, Graca, and Maślanka, 2023). In the 

summer of 2023, tensions began to rise between the Wagner Group and the Russian state. In 

June, the Wagner Group started a rebellion (Bryjka, 2024), in August the Wagner Group leaders 

and upper command teams lost their lives (Bryjka, 2024), and the Russian leader signed a 

mobilization decree calling up 130,000 citizens for compulsory military service in August 

(Reuters, September 29, 2023).  
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5.5.1. Wagner Group Mutiny  

 

On June 10, Defense Minister Sergey Shoigu announced that, starting July 1, all irregular armed 

formations fighting in Ukraine, including PMSCs and volunteer battalions in the combat zone, 

will be under the direct control of the ministry (Bryjka, 2024). The Wagner leader's statement 

against the decision:  

"...Shoigu's orders are mandatory for Ministry of Defense personnel and 

service members. The Wagner Group will not sign any contracts with Shoigu. 

His drafting of orders applies only to the Ministry of Defense and all 

ministries within it... The Wagner Group is organically integrated into the 

overall system, coordinates its actions with generals and unit commanders on 

both wings, possesses a wealth of experience, and represents a highly efficient 

structure. Unfortunately, most military units do not have the same efficiency 

because Shoigu is unable to properly manage army detachments. Therefore, 

his orders apply only to the Ministry of Defense and those within its 

purview..." (Aleksandrov, June 13, 2023). 

 

He added that "his private military company is fully in the interests of Russia and the 

Commander-in-Chief and coordinates all its actions with Army General [Sergey] Surovikin and 

completes his assigned tasks." (Aleksandrov, June 13, 2023). The leader of the Wagner Group 

requested negotiations for the continuation of some operational autonomy, but his request was 

not accepted by Russia (Bryjka, 2024). On the night of June 23, the leader of the Wagner Group, 

rebelled against the MoD. The rebellion officially began with the leader announcing that he was 

crossing the Ukraine-Russia border in the Rostov region and advancing towards Moscow, so 

called ‘March of Justice.’ (Bryjka, 2024). The Wagner Group's military equipment for the 

operation consists of T-80 and T-90 tanks, BM-21 Grad rocket launchers, infantry fighting 

vehicles, Tigr armored vehicles, and Pancyr S-1 surface-to-air systems. Additionally, 5,000–

10,000 Wagner personnel participated in the mutiny (Bryjka, 2024). On June 27, President Putin 

announced that Russia fully finances the Wagner Group (Open Society, 2023).  

On June 29, President Putin held a meeting with the Wagner leader and his commanders. While 

Russia presented three options to Wagner: 1) signing a contract with the Russian MoD and 

continuing to fight in Ukraine; 2) following their leader to Belarus; 3) terminating the contract 
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and returning to Russia without legal consequences for participation in the mutiny, Wagner's 

leader emphasized loyalty to Putin and said the rebellion was against the defense ministry 

(Bryjka, 2024). In July, the Wagner Group moved to Belarus. Prigozhin and Utkin emphasized 

that a new era has begun for Wagner. The mission of the Wagner Group is to provide training 

services to soldiers and units affiliated with the Ministry of Internal Affairs. A veteran of 

operations in Syria, CAR, Sudan, Mali, and Libya became commander of the Wagner Group in 

Belarus. Within a month, 4,000-5,000 Wagner fighters were transported to Belarus. 2,500 tons 

of ammunition, approximately 20,000 small arms, tanks, armored vehicles, artillery, and missile 

systems belonging to the Wagner Group were not taken to Belarus but were seized by the 

Russian army (Bryjka, 2024). According to Nigel Gould-Davies, Belarusian ruler Alexander 

Lukashenko played a key role in defusing the crisis (Davies, 2023).  

The apparent reason for the Wagner revolt is that the leader believes a missile attack on Wagner 

positions in eastern Ukraine was orchestrated by the Russian Defense Minister (Bryjka, 2024). 

However, there are other reasons behind it. The first of these is the disagreement between 

Wagner Group leader Prigozhin and Defense Minister Shoigu. The Wagner leader criticized the 

MoD about its inadequately trained and poorly equipped troops, and the command's errors in 

conducting combat operations during the war. He also occasionally mentioned the ministry's 

military failures in Ukraine (Bryjka, 2024). In fact, the dispute between the two sides did not 

begin with Russia's declaration of a special operation in Ukraine in 2022. That year was simply 

the peak of the conflict. Their disagreement stems from Russia's intervention in Syria between 

2015 and 2019. The main issues are competition for oil production profits, supply, and a 

reluctance to cooperate. Moreover, Prigozhin thought that his performances in Syria were not 

sufficiently rewarded by Russia (Bryjka, 2024). According to, Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei and 

Romeo, the Russian leader has not intervened in this dispute because it is not a direct threat to 

his authority. The authors even cite Russian journalists to emphasize that President Putin sees 

the Wagner Group as a tool to rein in the military, which the Russian leader sees as a potential 

threat to his rule, regardless of the Wagner Group's rejection of conventional forms of 

governance and public oversight (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). The authors 

also cite political analyst Davydiuk, noting that this is a tool used by the Wagner Group to 

threaten disloyal oligarchs against Putin (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). 

However, the Wagner Group's rebellion caused President Putin to change his ideas and the issue 

was included in the leader's agenda. The Russian leadership began to perceive the Wagner 

leader as a threat because the rebellion undermined Putin's legitimacy and authority in Russia 
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and abroad (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). He also assessed the Wagner leader 

a liar who damaged the reputation of the Wagner Group (Bryjka, 2024). Apart from the mutiny, 

other reasons for the shifting bond between the two leaders include Prigozhin's political 

ambitions, popularity, media power, and military power (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 

2023). For example, Wagner's leader launched an attack on St. Petersburg Mayor, accusing him 

of insufficient patriotism and corruption in 2022. This demonstrates both the leader's political 

ambitions and his desire to seize control of the city. Both demands violate the rules of the 

Russian political system (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo, 2023). This rebellion reveals 

that divisions within Russia's power structures run deep, it is the negative reflection on the 

regime of the internal control and pressure methods that Russia has increased due to the 

increasing costs of its occupation of Ukraine (Bryjka, 2024). Moreover, support for proxy forces 

directly impacts domestic politics and the danger of such support (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, 

and Romeo, 2023). The Wagner Group was both funded and supported by the Russian state. 

Despite this, the rebellion represents a crisis for Russia and undermines its stability (Davies, 

2023). In other words, it shows that the Russian leader misinterpreted domestic relations 

(Davies, 2023).  

Consequences of the revolt, firstly, a cleansing operation was launched in the Russian army. 

For example, many generals were arrested, and former Deputy Minister of Defense for 

Logistics, General Mikhail Mizintsev, was imprisoned. Upon his release, the former deputy 

minister signed a contract with the Wagner Group (Bryjka, 2024). Secondly, it tarnishes the 

image of the Russian leader and the system he has established. In particular, Putin's decision to 

offer Wagner options despite the rebellion has tarnished his image as a ‘strong leader.’ (Bryjka, 

2024). Third, autonomy and capacity of Wagner Group diminished (Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, 

and Romeo, 2023). After the rebellion, some Wagner personnel transferred to Redut, another 

Russian PMSCs (Kemal, 25 August 2023). 

On July 12, a spokesperson for the Russian MoD announced that the Wagner Group had 

delivered 2.5 tons of ammunition, 20,000 small arms, and 2,000 units of military equipment. 

The remaining items were anti-tank systems, rocket systems, various artillery pieces, tanks, and 

transport vehicles. It was also stated that the received military equipment would be used for the 

purposes of the Russian armed forces' repair and restoration units (Teslova, July 13, 2023). The 

disarmament of the Wagner Group indicates that the Wagner Group will no longer be effective 

in the war zone in Ukraine, and that the possibility of a threat to Russian authorities has been 

reduced (The Independent, July 12, 2023). 
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5.5.2. The Death of the Wagner Group’s Leaders and the Future of Russian PMSCs 

 

On August 23, seven Wagner Group executives, including Wagner leader Prigozhin, former 

Wagner leader and military commander-in-chief Utkin, and security chief Valery Chekalov, 

were killed in a plane crash in the Tver region. Following the plane crash, the Wagner camp in 

Belarus began to be evacuated, with personnel returning to Russia (Bryjka, 2024). Nevertheless, 

uncertainty and speculation about the fate of the Wagner Group continued for months. In 

October, President Putin proposed that Wagner personnel be placed under the control of the 

Russian MoD and provide their services as volunteer units (Volzhsky, 7 October 2023). With 

the presentation of this proposal, the Wagner Group officially fell into disagreement with itself 

and was divided into two groups. The first, designated “pro-Kremlin,” was led by Andrey 

Troshev, a former powerful figure in the Wagner Group, and agreed to continue its operations 

in Ukraine under the MoD (Volzhsky, 7 October 2023). The second group, designated 

“disloyal,” consisted of fighters who refused to operate under the auspices of the MoD and who 

would continue their operations in Ukraine under the command of senior commander Anton 

Yelizarov (Volzhsky, 7 October 2023). However, even this does not demonstrate that the 

hierarchical and well-organized system established by the Wagner Group is functioning (Kemal, 

25 August 2023). In November, Andrei Kartapolov, Chairman of the Russian State Duma 

Committee on Defense Affairs, announced the complete dissolution of the Wagner Group 

(Bryjka, 2024).  

 

5.6. Russian-Ukrainian War in 2024  

 

In the second year of the war, Russian forces began military, strategical, and tactical 

preparations for a full-scale offensive. Militarily, the Russian leader signed Decree No. 792 on 

September 16, 2024, which was based on the military mobilization announced in 2022. With 

this decree, the Russian leader determined the military capacity of Russian forces at 1.5 million 

military personnel (Fedorov, 2025). The Kremlin recruited 450,000 contract soldiers in 2024 

(Gorenburg, 2025). Strategically, the Russian force formed two distinct groups of forces in the 

conflict zone. The Central Grouping of Forces was tasked with capturing Avdiivka, while the 

Western Grouping of Forces was tasked with repelling Ukrainian forces from Kharkiv Oblast 

and northern Donetsk Oblast (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). Tactically, Russian forces redeployed 

https://novayagazeta.eu/authors/437
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to the Avdiivka region and established areas of responsibility for the Kupyansk-Svatove-

Kreminna line in Ukraine (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). According to Western intelligence 

officials, Russia has more than 320,000 military casualties, wounded soldiers, approximately 

40,000 injured Wagner Group soldiers, 20,000 Wagner Group fighter casualties, approximately 

2,700 tank lost, and more than 8,000 armored vehicle lost, while Ukraine has 200,000 military 

casualties, 740 lost tanks, and approximately 3,000 lost armored vehicles, two years into the 

war (Ray, 2025).  

 

Chronologically, offensive operations began west of the city of Svatove, around Kharkiv-

Luhansk. Operations also intensified along the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line, but were 

unsuccessful in January. At the same time, Russian forces entered the city of Avdiivka and 

continued their advance (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). In February, Russia launched a missile 

attack on Kyiv (Ambrose and Belam, February 7, 2024). In March, Russia struck energy 

facilities and agricultural companies in the Odessa region with drones and ballistic missiles 

(BBC Monitoring, April 2, 2024). In June, Russian forces launched offensives and struck 

Kharkiv city with missiles (Robinson and Tanno, June 1, 2024). Russia also carried out 

bombardments to take control of the cities of Vovchansk and Lypst (Robinson and Tanno, June 

1, 2024). In August, Russia attacked the Kursk Region with artillery, kamikaze aircraft, and 

glide bombs (BBC Monitoring, August 31, 2024). In October, Russia carried out 250 glider 

bomb attack on Avdiivka (Bailey and Kagan, 2024). Russian forces also took control of the city 

of Vuhledar, surrounding it and trapping Ukrainian forces (Osborn, October 2, 2024). The 

Ukrainian army declared its withdrawal from the region to protect military personnel and 

equipment (Aljazeera, October 2, 2024). In November, the attack on Kharkiv city center and 

the drone attack on Mykolaiv region were carried out by Russia (Lowe, November 25, 2024). 

In December, drone strikes and large-scale missile occurred in Ukraine (Bailey and Kagan, 

2024).  

 

Although it did not directly affect the nature of the war, the Wagner Group and Rosgvardiya 

have merged in February (Ambrose and Belam, February 7, 2024). Wagner Group also 

announced the construction of a new headquarters for the Rosgvardiya volunteer unit in in 

Russia’s southern city of Rostov (Ambrose and Belam, February 7, 2024). 

 

 

 

https://www.britannica.com/editor/Michael-Ray/6392
https://www.reuters.com/authors/andrew-osborn/
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5.7. Russian-Ukrainian War in 2025 

 

In January Ukrainian air force announced that Russia had launched airstrikes on Ukraine with 

two Kh-59 cruise missiles and 128 drones, and that the strikes had been intercepted and had 

caused no destruction or casualties. Simultaneously, the Russian MoD declared control of the 

city of Kurakhove in January. The city's location is crucial because it provides logistical and 

technical support to Ukrainian troops, and its capture disrupted this support (Rai and Watling, 

January 7, 2025). In March, the mayor of Kharkiv said Russia had struck with Iranian-made 

Shahed drones. The Ukrainian Air Force also announced that this was not a single attack, adding 

that Russia had launched one ballistic missile and 111 drone strikes, and that the territories of 

Sumy, Odessa, and Donetsk were damaged (Aljazeera, March 30, 2025). Russia also attacked 

the city of Dobropillia with ballistic missiles, rockets, and drones (Evans, Mishra and Cobham, 

March 8, 2025). In the same month, Pokrovsk is another city that Russia targeted and hit civilian 

(Shkarlat, March 17, 2025). In May, private residences and public buildings in the city of 

Zaporizhzhia were attacked by Russian drones, and airstrikes on the city continued with a total 

of 150 drone strikes (Eruygur, May 2, 2025). In June, Russia launched more than 315 drone 

strikes on Kyiv over five hours (Rai and Croft, June 11, 2025). In October, Russia carried out a 

drone attack on Kharkiv (Velhan, October 25, 2025). Russian infantry also entered the city of 

Pokrovsk and airstrikes were carried out using UAVs (BBC Monitoring October 26, 2025). In 

November, drone attacks, artillery strikes, and missile attacks were carried out by Russian 

forces on the cities of Pavlohrad and Synelnykove, as well as the Nikopol region (Babaiev, 

November 2, 2025).  

Regarding the war, President Putin signed a new decree increase military personnel in Ukraine 

(The Moscow Times, November 4, 2025) and to reservists to be sent to special training 

(Tenisheva, November 7, 2025) at the end of October. Under the new decree, the military will 

implement a year-round conscription model, and military branches will be able to conduct 

recruitment steps, medical examinations, and psychological screening tests at their discretion 

(The Moscow Times, November 4, 2025). According to some military officials, these decisions 

will reduce the administrative workload in military registration offices and increase the quality 

of military service (The Moscow Times, November 4, 2025). On the other side, some experts 

do not think that this decision will cause any changes for the Russian army (Tenisheva, 

November 7, 2025). 

 

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/anastasia-tenisheva
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/anastasia-tenisheva
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6. ANALYSIS 

 

There is no common definition of PMSCs, third actors in the international system, and different 

criteria apply to each definition. Furthermore, Wagner Group, one of Russia's PMSCs, does not 

provide a single role or service in battlefields and conflict zones. Wagner Group provides 

cybersecurity protection, military training, mining operations, political analyst services, 

security services, surveillance, proxy roles, and combat services. Its locations are as follows: 

Belarus, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Caucasia (Nagorno-Karabakh), Central African Republic, 

Chad, Congo, Crimea, Indonesia, Madagascar, Mali, Nigeria, Mozambique, Sri Lanka, Sudan, 

Syria, Ukraine, Venezuela, Zimbabwe. 

 

6.1.  Comparison of the Definition of PMSCs within the Wagner Group Framework 

 

Firstly, P.W. Singer categorizes PMSCs based on the key criteria they employ: their customers, 

response style, services, and urgency. In this context, he categorizes PMSCs as Type 1, Type 2, 

and Type 3. Type 1 PMSCs have a direct command and control role for units in the field in 

conflict and combat zones. They also focus on tactical environments. These groups' clients are 

states with relatively weak military capabilities facing high threats. Therefore, the need for 

PMSCs in this category is urgent. Type 2 PMSCs provide operational analysis, consulting, and 

training services to states. These services are typically needed for military transformation and 

are not urgent. Type 3 PMSCs provide transportation, logistics, and technology services. 

Governments often partner with these companies when they need long-term emergency 

responses. When comparing Singer's grouping with the Wagner Group, it is seen that the 

characteristics of companies in the two Singer categories coincide with the Wagner Group. 

Specifically, Wagner Group's service is regular combat training in the CAR. Wagner Group also 

provided training and consulting services to rebels, local forces, special forces, and military 

forces in Chad, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Botswana, Mozambique, Mali, and Sudan. Among these 

countries, the Wagner Group also provided consultancy services in Botswana and Zimbabwe. 

Moreover, in 2015, Wagner Group provided equipment systems, combat engineering and 

logistics training, and consulting services to separatist militias in the Luhansk region and 

Donetsk region of Ukraine. According to these cases, Wagner Group services are suitable for 

Type 2 definitions.  In 2014, the Wagner Group took an active role in the annexation of Crimea 

and participated in operations with Russian forces. In 2015, Wagner Group took an active part 
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in the fighting in the city of Debaltseve, Ukraine. Furthermore, between 2015 and 2018, the 

Wagner Group participated in combat, offensive, and special operations in Syria. It engaged in 

combat and deployed troops to retake cities and oil facilities. It also served as a Russian proxy 

in this war zone. Furthermore, a Russian soldier claims their presence is for tactical offensive 

military operations. In 2019, during the Tripoli offensive, the Wagner Group took direct combat 

roles in Libya. In 2022, the Wagner Group took part in the Russian-Ukrainian war because 

Russia lacked sufficient troops. In 2022, the Wagner Group launched attacks on the cities of 

Buch, Bakhmut, and Soledar. That same year, it carried out missile attacks alongside Russian 

forces on the city of Severodonetsk. In 2023, the Wagner Group again launched a military 

operation against the cities of Soledar, but this time they operated in conjunction with the 

Russian army. As in the previous year, the Wagner Group attacked the city of Bakhmut alone 

and led the operations alone. Based on these cases, the Wagner Group fits Singer's definition of 

a Type 1.  

Secondly, Herbert Wulf categorized PMSCs into six distinct groups: Defense Industry 

Manufacturers, Mercenaries, Non-statutory forces, Private Military Companies, Private 

Security Companies, and Service Providers. The author has categorized the groups according 

to their type of activity, main users, and main service areas. Notably, defense industry 

manufacturers provide weapons production, development, and export services to agencies, 

governments, and rebel groups in developing countries, crisis zones, and industrialized nations. 

PSCs are responsible for ensuring the safety of public spaces, guarding factories and mines, 

intelligence gathering, and property protection to armed forces companies and local 

governments in post-war societies and urban centers. The different activities of the Wagner 

Group in different years, both in Syria and Belarus, fit this description. In Syria, Wagner Group's 

3-year services include the protection of cities of Aleppo, Latakia, and Palmyra and natural 

resources facilities in cities. In 2020, Wagner Group's role in Belarus was the protection of 

important buildings. PMCs provide equipment and ammunition to military forces, they deal 

with weapon repair consulting, logistics, mine clearing, planning, and protection of refugees in 

post-conflict areas, crisis areas, war areas, industrialized countries, conflict areas, developing 

countries, refugee camps, and war-torn society. They also have an active and direct role during 

the war and after the war in the country. Their main customers might be armed forces, 

authorities, besieged governments, companies, defense ministries, governments, rebel groups, 

and regional organizations. The Wagner Group's establishment of a military base for Russian 

offensive forces near Bakhmut and Soledar in Ukraine in 2022 is an example of this group. 
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Service providers offer services such as uniform supply, military base and canteens 

management, and military living quarters management to armed forces, defense ministries, and 

procurement agencies in industrialized countries. For the non-statutory forces, the main actors 

are warlords, militia groups, and rebels. They engage in actions that create insecurity, leading 

to civil wars, violence, and government overthrow, all for their own political and economic 

gain. These companies provide their services in civil wars, crisis areas, and failed states. For 

mercenaries, the main actors of this group are fighters. They are used by both rebels and states 

to destabilize states in developing countries and war-torn societies. Besieged governments and 

rebel groups prefer these companies. In 2020, the Wagner Group took part in protests in Belarus. 

Their personnel participated in demonstrations designed to disrupt the presidential elections. In 

2018, the Wagner Group supported the campaigns for the re-election of the president of 

Madagascar. These cases are examples of this category.  

Third, Doug Brooks divides companies into two basic groups: PSCs and PMCs. He does not 

differentiate between their characteristics, but groups them solely based on their activities. 

Characteristics of PMCs: They contract with international organizations and governments. They 

provide active military security, armed security services in unstable states to public or 

international clients, including law and order operations, military surveillance, strategic advice, 

and intelligence, and offensive combat operations (pulling triggers). Characteristics of PSCs: 

They contract with private clients. They provide passive security, armed security services in 

unstable states to private clients, demining, and logistics and supply for military operations. 

Commonly, they provide military and police training, humanitarian protection, operations, and 

support, and hostage situation advice and/or rescue operations. In addition, the author argues 

that it is still difficult to separate companies and state their characteristics clearly despite his 

grouping. In terms of the future of PMCs, which are providing of surveillance, strategical 

advice, and combat and offensive operations, are ensured by Wagner Group services in some 

conflict zones. Firstly, the Wagner Group offered surveillance services in Venezuela. Secondly, 

the Wagner Group participated in the Ukraine-Russia war in 2022 alongside Russian forces. 

Nonetheless, the Wagner Group has its own tactics and strategies for its attacks in Ukraine. The 

strategies are as follows: to advance on foot in large numbers of small assault units instead of 

armored vehicles in close combat, use of assault squads instead of battalion tactical groups, and 

the main group consists of experienced commanders, soldiers, and personnel. This system of 

the Wagner Group was adopted during the war and developed according to the needs that arose 

as the war progressed. Third, it has carried out combat and offensive operations in Syria 
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between 2015-2018 to retake cities and Ukraine in 2014 to annexation of Crimea and in 2022-

2023 to capture Ukrainian territories. Wagner Group also had a role in 2019 Tripoli offensive 

and in 2020 Haftar's offensive in Libya. On the other side, the military and police training 

criteria for the same activity of PMSs and PSCs are provided by the Wagner Group. Especially 

before the 2022 war, the Wagner Group was in Ukraine with its training activities. Apart from 

Ukraine, the Wagner Group has carried out training activities in eight other countries, namely 

Botswana, Chad, Mali, Mozambique, Nigeria, Sudan, the CAR, and Zimbabwe. 

Fourth, Željko Branović calls them PMSCs rather than categorizing companies by specific 

characteristics. According to the author, companies can participate in peacekeeping missions, 

humanitarian interventions, and state-building projects. PMSCs can also provide both military 

and security services. PMSCs differ from other companies in the system in that their services 

are equivalent to those of the police and military; their contractual duties relate to the 

implementation of the internal and external security policy objectives of international 

organizations and states; and their use of specialized human resources in military production. 

Furthermore, PMSCs have four key differences: their professionalism, their market-oriented 

actions, their legal recognition, and their organization in a private law context. In terms of 

military and security activities, the Wagner Group's first year of operation, fighting in the 

Crimea conflict zone in 2014, its active role in the Battle of Debaltseve in its second year, its 

entry into Syria in the same year, providing military and security services in the war zones there 

until 2018, its participation in offensive operations on the front lines in Libya in 2019 and 2020, 

and its participation in the Ukraine-Russia war alongside the Russian army in 2022, gaining 

authority and victories in its mission, and its conduct of ground attacks on Ukrainian regions 

and cities until 2023 are strong examples of first criteria. However, the other three criteria do 

not coincide with the Wagner Group. In particular, their legal recognition and organization in 

the context of private law are incompatible with the Russian PMSC, because the existence of 

PMSCs is not legal according to Russian law. 
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6.2. Comparison of Advantages and Disadvantages of PMSCs within the Wagner 

Group Framework 

 

As with the definitions, there are different conclusions about the benefits and harms that PMSCs 

offer to states. The functionalist explanatory model argues that states collaborate with PMSCs 

to provide cost-effective security solutions to security challenges. States and their militaries 

lack the expertise, skills, and competencies needed to effectively manage unstable security 

environments and rapidly and radically changing technological battlespaces, but PMSCs 

possess both tangible and intangible military and security resources suited to this change. The 

functionalist model argues that states will partner with PMSCs as the operational, technological, 

and budgetary contexts of war become more complex. The political-instrumentalist model 

posits that PMSCs allow states to reduce their political costs. Their use obscures the roles and 

responsibilities of governments, reduces accountability, transparency, and democratic and legal 

control mechanisms in security policy decision-making, and increases the power of 

governments vis-à-vis their parliaments. According to the ideationist model, countries with an 

interventionist state mentality are cautious about privatization, but countries with a free market 

liberal mentality are inclined to privatization. According to P.W. Singer, PMSCs enable the 

creation of new forms of assistance and new alliance opportunities, the expansion of states' 

existing military forces and warfighting capabilities, employment for those interested in 

mercenary services, and the creation of the right of state deniability. Wulf Herbert argues that 

PMSCs foster the possibility of sustaining high technology, provide protection and defence 

against unstable and failing states, and encourage efforts to restore order and law. Branović 

argues that the provision of services by PMSCs in failed states supports the change of the 

military status quo between a weak state and rebel groups, the creation of security zones, and 

the protection of humanitarian missions, property, and investments of transnational 

corporations and NGOs. Brooks argues that PMSCs allow states to allow their militaries to 

focus on their own missions because they provide services more efficiently, faster, and cheaper. 

On the other hand, according to P.W. Singer, the use of PMSCs poses challenges in verifying 

and monitoring information, the motivation for service may differ, and there is no guarantee 

that services will be provided. According to Wulf Herbert, the use of PMSCs risks losing state 

monopoly power, and there is no guarantee that companies will be willing to provide security 

or prevent war. 
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Considering the advantages and disadvantages of using PMSCs in the case of the Wagner 

Group, the functionalist explanatory model describes PMSCs as states and their militaries 

lacking the expertise, skills, and competencies needed to effectively manage unstable security 

environments and rapidly and radically changing technological battlefields, but possessing both 

tangible and intangible military and security resources suited to this change. Therefore, states 

are inclined to enter into agreements with PMSCs. The Wagner Group's involvement in 2022, 

following the declaration of the Russia-Ukraine war due to insufficient military personnel, is a 

significant example of this point. The Russian regular army's offensive operations in the region 

at the beginning of the war, coupled with heavy losses in military equipment and personnel, 

created an urgent need for military personnel, hardware, and equipment. According to Russia's 

wartime tactics, Group Wagner was deployed to the region with Russian troops and was tasked 

with offensive operations and combat in the territory. On the contrary, the risks mentioned by 

Singer and Wulf – there is no guarantee that services will be provided and that companies will 

be willing to ensure security or prevent war – are evident in the Wagner Group’s presence in 

Ukraine in 2023. In 2023, the Russian army and the Wagner Group conducted joint operations 

in the Ukrainian city of Soledar, and the Wagner Group conducted operations with its own 

system in the Ukrainian city of Bakhmut, and the Wagner Group achieved victory in both cities. 

This process covers from January to April. In June, after the Minister of Defense announced 

that PMSCs in the conflict zone would come under the direct control of the ministry, Wagner 

Group leader Prigozhin launched a rebellion against Russia under the name of the March for 

Justice. The Wagner leader also criticized the Ministry of Defense for inadequately trained and 

equipped troops and the command's errors in conducting combat operations during the war, 

highlighted the ministry's failures in Ukraine, and claimed that a missile attack on Wagner 

positions in Ukraine was orchestrated by the ministry. The uprising began with the goal of 

marching from the Ukrainian-Russian border to Moscow. The movement involved 5,000-

10,000 Wagner personnel and included military hardware, including T-80 and T-90 tanks, BM-

21 Grad rocket launchers, infantry fighting vehicles, Tigr armored vehicles, and Pancyr S-1 

surface-to-air systems. The results of this rebellion actually confirm the harms of using PMSCs. 

According to Sierra, Bodoque, Hrytsei, and Romeo also claim that this rebellion has 

undermined Russia's legitimacy and authority abroad. Similarly, Bryjka argues that this 

rebellion has damaged the Russian leader and his image as a strong leader. Finally, according 

to Davies, this rebellion has also undermined Russia's stability. 
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6.3.  Comparison of the Benefits of PMSCs to Russian State Interests 

In the overview, the use of PMSCs serves the interests of the Russian state, the Russian leader, 

and the Moscow government's cronies. As an economic benefit, Marten argues that Russian 

PMSCs provide an additional revenue benefit for the Russian leader and his supporters. 

Similarly, Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington claim that they also provide a new economic 

partnership and revenue resources for the Russian state. At this point, among the advantages of 

using PMSCs mentioned by Singer, the article that PMSCs enable the creation of new forms of 

assistance and new alliance opportunities, and the creation of the right of state denial, coincide 

with the economic benefits provided to Russia.  As a political benefit, Potočňák and Mareš say 

that if any Russian PMSCs were to overstep the state's bounds, the government would ensure 

that the PMSCs were quickly removed from the system, citing the law. Katz, Jones, Doxsee, 

and Harrington also argue that Russian PMSCs serve Russian foreign policy objectives and 

partnerships abroad. For example, PMSCs are a tool for expanding Russian influence globally 

and strengthening Russia's global prestige. Additionally, PMSCs serve as a means of balancing 

competing political and financial interests between the Kremlin and the oligarchs. This allows 

the Kremlin to further its interests over the long term. Finally, those who want to maintain their 

place in the system demonstrate their loyalty to the Russian leader through PMSCs. These 

benefits are consistent with the article about increasing the power of governments vis-à-vis their 

parliaments mentioned, and reducing their political costs by the political-instrumental model. 

As a military benefit, Katz, Jones, Doxsee, and Harrington argue that PMSCs provide the 

Kremlin with networks for conducting covert activities, classified information, and intelligence 

operations. Østensen and Bukkvoll also argue that they are grey-zone operators in conflict 

zones, preventing any official attribution to Russia. Furthermore, according to Marten, PMSCs 

can be used to defy covert intelligence operations conducted outside Russia. In terms of military 

resources, according to Katz, Jones, Doxsee and Harrington, the use of PMSCs in the military 

field allows the Russian state to establish new military partnerships and prevents heavy loss of 

life in the Russian army. This point aligns with Singer's point that PMSCs enable the creation 

of new forms of assistance and new alliance opportunities, and the right to deny. The 

functionalist explanatory model can also be associated with states using PMSCs to provide cost-

effective security solutions to security problems. 
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6.4.  Comparison of Wagner Group's Services Abroad with Russian Interests 

 

From a narrower but deeper perspective, Russia's cooperation with the Wagner Group in the 

Ukrainian region, despite the 2023 crisis, serves the country's military, economic, and political 

interests. Militarily, the Wagner Group's fighters are more extensively trained than Russian 

soldiers, more resilient, and more flexible in adapting to the flow of battle. They used more 

armored vehicles as military equipment than the Russian armed forces, in terms of military 

equipment. For example, T-90M tanks, Sukhoi Su-24 and Su-25 fighter jets, BM-21 Grad 

multiple rocket launchers, D-30 122-millimeter howitzers, and T-72 main battle tanks belonging 

to Russian forces were used by the Wagner Group. Moreover, it has its own Lancet kamikaze 

drones, artillery, Schmel-type flamethrowers, helicopters, heavy military weapons, AGS96 

grenade launchers, reconnaissance drones, 82mm and 120mm mortars, anti-aircraft systems, 

20,000 small arms, mobile rocket launchers, thermobaric rocket launchers, various types of 

trucks, Sukhoi fighter jets, specialist equipment such as MANPADs, MBTs, and armored 

vehicles. The Wagner Group's possession of its own soldiers and military equipment increased 

the number of Russian military equipment and soldiers in conflict and war zones. In the Battle 

of Debaltseve, Russia and the Wagner Group conducted common operations in 2015. Russia's 

military equipment includes T-80 and T-90 tanks, BMP-2s and BM-21 Grads, reconnaissance 

drones, 9A52-4 rockets, armored vehicles, and artillery, while the Wagner Group has armor, 

rockets, heavy artillery, MANPADS, artillery, thermobaric rocket launchers, MBTs, trucks, 

Sukhoi fighter jets, and transport helicopters. Likewise, in the capture of the Ukrainian capital 

in 2022, the Russian state carried out front-line attacks with the Wagner Group due to 

insufficient military personnel and equipment. The Wagner Group established the bases of 

Russian assault forces near the cities of Bakhmut and Soledar, with some personnel appointed 

as special equipment commanders and granted access to heavy infantry weapons, UAVs, army 

artillery, and air support. The Wagner Group participated in a successful military operation 

alongside Russian forces to capture the Popasna fortress, the cities of Rubizhne and 

Severodonetsk in Ukraine. This operation enabled Russian forces to capture almost the entire 

region. Russian forces and the Wagner Group also carried out heavy attacks and destruction on 

the cities of Bucha, Bakhmut, and Soledar. In addition, the Wagner Group carried out attacks 

on the Kharkiv and Luhansk regions. The operations of the Russian forces and the Wagner 

Group in the cities of Bakhmut and Soledar are of critical importance because, as the attacks 

continued, the Russian army began to run out of artillery ammunition and changed tactics. The 
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Wagner Group command employed a continuous 24-hour offensive strategy with small infantry 

groups in certain sectors of the front. The Wagner Group fought in four distinct groups: the first 

group, consisting of fighters with limited military experience and those coming from prison; 

the second group, providing supplies, equipment, and support; the third group, soldiers with 

combat experience or military background; and the final group, a cadre of commanders, 

experienced soldiers, and professionals. As a result of this strategy, the front-line south of 

Bakhmut was captured. The Wagner Group advanced towards the western part of the city. 

Similarly, the city of Soledar was entered with a direct assault tactic. Victory was achieved in 

both cities in 2023.  

Economically, in the Bakhmut and Soledar cases, the change of tactics avoided the loss of heavy 

military equipment, and the presence of groups within the Wagner Group prevented military 

losses for the Russian army in the war zone. The Wagner Group's own salary system essentially 

reduces costs for the Russian state. The Wagner Group's own pay system varies according to 

job description. The highest-paid personnel in the Wagner Group during the wars in Ukraine 

and Syria are among those who receive salaries ranging from 180,000 rubles to 240,000 rubles 

per month. Personnel still in training receive a monthly salary of 80,000 rubles. In addition to 

salaries, the Wagner Group pays between 2,000,000 and 5,000,000 rubles in death 

compensation to the families of combatants. It is also known that soldiers in conflict zones 

receive increases in their salaries during the conflict. A clear example of this is the Wagner 

soldiers fighting in Syria, but the amount of their salary increases is not publicly disclosed.  

In 2023, the Russian MoD announced the takeover of the cities of Bakhmut and Soledar in 

Ukraine. A commission has been established under the auspices of the Russian MoD to issue 

veteran certificates to Wagner fighters. Furthermore, the Wagner Group has been registered as 

a consulting company in Russia. These show that military operations also provide political 

benefits because the presence of PMSCs in Russia is directly proportional to their loyalty to the 

Russian leader. At this point, both the Wagner Group and the Russian leader appear to share 

common ground. 
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6.5. Comparison of the Wagner Group's Status in Different Conflict Zones 

  

As an overview, the Wagner Group's foreign services can be categorized as providing security 

services, military services, consulting and training services, and services for which it is 

unknown. The Wagner Group has provided security services in Belarus, Venezuela, 

Madagascar, and the Central African Republic. It has provided military services in Syria, Libya, 

Ukraine, and allegedly in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. It has also provided training and 

consulting in Chad, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Botswana, Mozambique, Sudan, and Mali. Finally, in 

Sri Lanka and Indonesia, the Wagner Group's presence is known, but its services are unknown. 

Based on publicly available information, it is known that the Wagner Group's presence in Libya, 

Syria, and Ukraine, where it provides its military services, has been around for two to three 

years. Despite its active role in operations in all three regions, the Wagner Group's presence in 

Ukraine is not the same as in Libya and Syria. This is primarily due to the presence in other 

conflict zones prior to the Ukraine war, where the Wagner Group has operated, allowing it to 

develop and learn new tactics. As evidenced by the presence of senior military personnel within 

the Wagner Group's hierarchy. While the Wagner Group acted as a support force for the Russian 

army in Syria and Libya, it acted as a military extension of the army in Ukraine. Furthermore, 

due to the demands of war, the Wagner Group had the opportunity to operate autonomously, 

according to its own system and strategies. At the same time, its tactics were monitored by the 

Russian army in critical conflict zones. The Wagner Group achieved direct control and 

autonomous command over front-line operations, the right to recruit soldiers independently of 

the prisons, and the ability to operate according to its own financial resources. 

Although the Wagner Group was actively involved in the Russia-Ukraine war in 2022-2023, it 

announced its merger with Rosgvardiya in 2024. However, it did not take part in the ongoing 

Russian attacks. Russia's military operations in 2024-2025 are divided into airstrikes and 

ground attacks. Airstrikes were conducted using missiles, drones, glide bombs, and drones 

against the cities of Kharkiv, Avdiivka, Svatove, Vovchansk, Lypst, Kyiv, Sumy, Odessa, 

Donetsk, Kurakhove, Pavlohrad, Synelnykove, Dobropillia, and Zaporizhzhia, and region of 

Nikopol, Mykolaiv, and Kursk.  Ground attacks, primarily artillery attacks, targeted the cities 

of Vuhledar and Pokrovsk, the Kupyansk-Svatove-Kreminna line, Kharkiv region, and areas 

near the Kharkiv-Luhansk region. In the last two years of the war, the Russian state's air attacks 

on Ukraine have been more frequent and intense than ground attacks. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

 

The entry of PMSCs into the international system as actors is not a new situation. But what is 

different for the system is that PMSCs have gradually increased their presence in the system 

after the Cold War period. After the Cold War, tanks, warplanes, and machine guns became 

easily accessible to all actors in the global market. Unrelated to this, new security threats such 

as internal conflicts and ethnic clashes began to emerge. From a conceptual perspective, the 

perception of the concept of risk has changed compared to the concepts of crime and 

punishment, with an increased tendency to minimize and prevent risk rather than punish it. The 

impact of globalization and technology has rapidly begun to affect and reshape the system and 

states. For example, the US operations in the Persian Gulf, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo 

were supported by PMSCs. Second, PMSCs provided training services in Saudi Arabia and 

Congo-Brazzaville. Third, the countries where PMSCs were the primary actors were Angola, 

Croatia, Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone.  PMSCs have played an active role in international crises, 

such as the Russian-Ukrainian War, Syria, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, and the annexation 

of Crimea. Therefore, there is a need for a common definition, a common legal obligation, and 

a generalization of interests and benefits.  

The Montreux Document is an intergovernmental document that compiles legal provisions, 

national and international obligations, responsibilities, and good practices for PMSCs, states, 

and governments. The document emphasizes the obligation to respect international 

humanitarian law and the general obligation to protect human rights. To fulfill the first 

obligation, agreements between states and private humanitarian law organizations should 

establish clear and understandable licensing or registration procedures, criteria, requirements, 

internal audits of companies, job descriptions of company personnel, and accountability 

requirements. To fulfill the second obligation, disciplinary mechanisms should be established, 

personnel with no criminal record should be selected, companies should be required to pay 

compensation to victims, and companies should ensure that their corporate and personnel 

policies are non-discriminatory and comply with the law. Another entity is ICoCA, a multi-

stakeholder initiative comprising governments, industry and civil society organizations to 

promote, manage and oversee the implementation of the International Code of Conduct for 

Private Security Service Providers (the Code), respect human rights and international 

humanitarian law, and support the rule of law. Unlike the Montreux document, ICoCA aims to 

directly regulate PMSCs through its own principles. 
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A. The main research question for this study was: 

What is the relationship between the Wagner Group and the Russian Federation in Ukraine? 

In 2015, the Wagner Group provided training services to private militants in Luhansk Oblast 

and Donetsk Oblast. That same year, the Wagner Group clashed with Ukrainian forces alongside 

the Russian army in the Debaltseve battle. In 2017, the Wagner Group interfered in the LPR's 

internal elections, influencing their results. In 2018, the Wagner Group again provided training 

services to the LPR. In the 2022-2023 Ukraine-Russia war, it participated both in combat 

alongside the Russian army and, in some conflict zones, conducted military operations and 

clashes independently of the army, still on behalf of the Russian state. The Wagner Group's 

rebellion against the Russian Ministry of Defense in mid-2023 negatively impacted relations 

between the Russian state and the Wagner Group. That same year, following the deaths of 

Wagner leaders and senior commanders in a plane crash, the Wagner Group moved its 

headquarters from Russia to Belarus. By 2024-2025, there will be no cooperation with the 

Wagner Group in Russian army operations in the Ukrainian war zone. 

 

B. The research Sub-questions were as follows: 

 

a. How security and militarization terms privatized in the system?  

Privatization of the military and security in the system is not a new concept, but the 20th century 

was a critical period for privatization because the state system and the concept of state 

sovereignty expanded, military services became available on the open market, and the activities 

of privatized military companies began to increase worldwide. Still, privatization occurs in two 

ways: top-down privatization and bottom-up privatization. Top-down privatization is 

privatization deliberately planned and implemented by governments to hand over military and 

government functions to private companies. Bottom-up privatization is the use of private 

companies by non-state actors to use violence to further their own political or economic ends, 

acting in defiance of the state and without its consent. 
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b. What are the benefits and risks of PMSCs in the international system?  

PMSCs enable the formation of new alliances in the international arena, shifting the balance of 

power, building capacity, maintaining security and technological advancements, creating 

stability within a country, granting states the right of deniability, and contributing to 

humanitarian aid. On the other hand, PMSCs are difficult to monitor and control within the 

international system. Their stability is not guaranteed in war zones. Furthermore, they pose a 

risk to the state monopoly. 

 

c. How Russia created and used own PMSCs?  

The foundations of Russian PMSCs in the international system date back to the 1990s, but 

according to Article 359 of the Russian Criminal Code of 1996, Article 13, Paragraph 5 of the 

Constitution, and Article 71 of the Constitution, the existence of PMSCs is illegal. In 2018, a 

new decree by the Russian leader banned access to information about those collaborating with 

Russian intelligence abroad. This decree aimed to prevent the public from accessing 

information about Russian PMSC services. Although being constitutionally prohibited in the 

international system, there are 15 companies used by the Russian state. These companies are 

divided into two main groups. The first group consists of Russian PMSCs, which are affiliated 

with each other. This group includes seven companies. Each of these companies entered the 

market as a subsidiary of the previous company. The second group consists of non-

interconnected and unnamed Russian PMSCs. This group also includes eight companies, all of 

which are unrelated. 

 

d. Do the dynamics of the relationship between the Russian government and the Wagner 

Group vary by region?  

The primary purpose of the Wagner Group's services in Sudan and the CAR is for the economic 

gain of the Russian elite, the Russian leader, and the Russian state. The Wagner Group's 

presence in conflict zones in Libya and Syria also serves Russia's military objectives. Finally, 

the services offered by the Wagner Group in Ukraine are compatible with the military, 

economic, and political interests of the Russian state.  
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e. What did the Wagner Group and the Russian government contribute and damage to 

each other in the Ukrainian war? 

Wagner Group and Russian forces provided military personnel and military equipment support 

in war zones. In 2023, the Wagner Group was registered as a consulting company. A commission 

was established under the auspices of the Russian MoD to issue veteran certificates to Wagner 

fighters. In the same year, with the Wagner rebellion, the reputation and stability of the Russian 

state abroad were damaged, and the Wagner Group's presence and maneuvers gradually 

diminished. 

 

7.1. Contribution of the Study to the Field and Practice 

 

This study is important because it examines the Wagner Group's role in operations in different 

conflict zones and its relationship with the Russian state. For example, Wagner Group has 

provided military services in Ukraine, Libya, Syria, and Nagorno-Karabakh; security services 

in Belarus, Venezuela, and Madagascar; training and consulting services in the CAR, Chad, 

Zimbabwe, Sudan, Nigeria, Botswana, Mozambique, Ukraine, and Mali. In addition, during the 

Russian-Ukrainian war, the Wagner Group provided logistics and military support, 

commanding operations by region. On the other hand, the period when the Wagner Group and 

the Russian state experienced a crisis, and the agreements were damaged, was the Russia-

Ukraine war. This study responds to the view that the existence of Russian PMSCs and their 

identification in the case of the Wagner Group are complex: it supports these claims and argues 

that the complexity will continue. Thus, this study can serve as a basis for other researchers 

studying the military operations of the Russian state within the Wagner Group's organizational, 

legal, and military structures. 

 

7.2. Areas for Future Research 

 

The Wagner Group’s presence in the Russia–Ukraine war was not stable, and the group did not 

conduct long-term operations. The Wagner Group's revolt has led to disagreements and crises 

with the Russian government. Due to these problems, even though the Wagner Group relocated 

its headquarters to Belarus, some Wagner Group fighters reportedly returned to Ukraine after 

settling in Belarus. However, available sources do not list the Wagner Group's contributions to 
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Russian military operations in 2024-2025. This uncertainty may be clarified by future studies 

detailing the Wagner Group's location, equipment, and capabilities in Belarus. Furthermore, 

following the deaths of the Wagner Group's leaders and commanders, the Wagner Group, which 

maintains close contact with the Russian President, has disagreed on whose auspices its 

Ukrainian operations should continue. Meanwhile, the Russian government continues its 

military operations in Ukraine. Further studies can assess this ongoing uncertainty by 

monitoring statements from the Russian President and the Russian Ministry of Defense. 

However, the Russian government's failure to publicly disclose all information regarding 

Russian PMSCs may create obstacles and limitations for future work. 
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