
WAGNER’S EXPANSION  
IN AFRICA

Assuring Integrity

This report examines the political, military and economic activities of the Wagner Group  
of Companies as an instrument of Russia’s Africa policy, such as its impact on Western  
companies in Africa.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 � Despite the latest events in Russia, Wagner and 
the group of grey zone network of companies 
built up by Prigozhin, will continue to exist. Putin 
stated that Wagner was financed by the govern-
ment and ongoing operations in Africa are to con-
tinue. Russia will do everything to maintain the 
relationships in Africa built up via Wagner.

 � The prominent brands leadership and structure 
may change. Since Wagner operates under nu-
merous brands and companies, this should not 
impact operations abroad.

 � Despite a temporary decrease in activity due to 
the relocation of assets in Ukraine, the Wagner 
Group will highly likely continue to expand its 
footprint in Africa in the long term, with the aim 
of furthering the Kremlin’s strategic and econom-
ic interests.

 � Wagner will most probably continue to target re-
source-rich, conflict-affected countries in Africa, 
with a focus on Burkina Faso, Niger, Cameroon, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Côte 
d’Ivoire.

 � The possible designation of Wagner as a terrorist 
organisation is likely to hamper the group’s ex-
pansion plans in Africa, acting as a deterrent for 
states eager to contract with the group. 

KREMLIN PROXY

Wagner’s presence in Africa was first reported in 2015 in 
Sudan and in the Central African Republic (CAR). Found-
ed by Russian oligarch Yevgeny Prigozhin in 2014, the  
Private Military Company (PMC) has since then signifi-
cantly expanded its footprint on the African continent, 
with an alleged presence reported in a dozen countries, 
including Libya, Mali and Mozambique. Acting as a proxy, 
Wagner is used by the Russian state to help project power 
and influence and further the Kremlin’s commercial in-
terests abroad. Wagner does not exist per se on paper, 
which allows the group to operate in a grey zone, giv-
ing Moscow a degree of plausible deniability. Wagner’s 
ownership and activities are hidden behind a web of 
shell companies, covertly operated by Prigozhin under 
the large umbrella of his Concord Company Group. This 
intentional lack of transparency complicates attempts 
to hold the group accountable for its actions under in-
ternational law. The war in Ukraine has however forced 
Prigozhin to come out of the shadows, with the latter 
acknowledging officially in September 2022 that he was 
behind Wagner’s foundation and financing, together with 
former GRU commander Dmitry Utkin.  

CONDITIONS FOR EXPANSION

Wagner is involved in three distinct types of activity: 
private military and security services; disinformation 
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and subversion operations; and the extraction of lucra-
tive natural resources. In exchange for private military 
services, weapons or personnel, Wagner is usually paid 
in valuable resources and commodities, such as oil, gas, 
minerals, precious gems and metals, timber, and ivory. 
Therefore, while posing as a counter-terrorism force, the 
group typically targets resource-rich countries affected 
by terrorism or civil conflict, weak governance, an acute 
lack of liquidity, as well as a degree of anti-western and 
particularly anti-French sentiment. Largely driven by 
opportunism, Wagner has also shown interest in other 
sectors such as forestry, logistics, food and beverages. 
In addition to offering its services to official militaries, 
Wagner has also provided training to violent non-state 
actors and rebel groups.  

DESTABILISATION AND VIOLENCE

Wagner’s operational efficiency in counter-insurgency 
remains highly contested, with no clear evidence that it 
has helped reduce insurgent activity. Although in some 
instances the group’s intervention  has proved decisive, 
such as in 2021 in CAR when it prevented the fall of the 
capital Bangui to the rebels, Wagner’s entry has been 
widely associated with a drastic exacerbation of po-
litical instability, conflict dynamics and indiscriminate 
violence, particularly against civilian populations. There 
is growing evidence that Wagner has committed indis-
criminate attacks, acts of torture and predation, pillages, 
massacres and other serious crimes against civilians and 
rebels that almost certainly amount to international war 
crimes. Where it operates, the group has also been re-
sponsible for a significant exodus of populations, raising 
concerns about the risk of increasing migration pressure 
on Europe. However, Wagner remains partly successful 
in achieving its strategic goals in some parts of Africa. 
In addition to currently controlling all of CAR’s mining 
interests and outputs, the group’s active influence cam-

paigns across the continent have likely enabled Moscow 
to secure 15 abstentions from African countries in the 
most recent United Nations’ resolution on the conflict in 
Ukraine. Evidence has also pointed to the role played by 
Wagner in contributing to the rise of fervent anti-French 
sentiment, particularly in Mali and Burkina Faso. French 
authorities recently declared that the group was active-
ly engaged in targeting French interests based on an 
aggressive disinformation agenda, having made France 
‘its number one enemy in Africa’.

WHERE NEXT?

It remains to be seen to what extent Russia’s poor mili-
tary performance in the war with Ukraine will impact the 
group’s brand and ability to expand in Africa. Similarly, 
after June 24, concerns must be addressed that Wagner 
mercenaries might also turn against their local clients in 
Africa. Despite the ongoing conflict, Wagner’s activities 
are continuing, with no indication of any imminent pull-
out. Since the withdrawal of French troops from Burkina 
Faso in January 2023, there have been growing concerns 
that the country, which is the fourth largest gold producer 
in Africa and is struggling to stem jihadi violence, may 
become an attractive target for Wagner’s operatives. 
Despite denying any involvement with Wagner, Oua-
gadougou is said to expect Russian instructors to come 
and train soldiers in the use of weapons and equipment 
recently purchased from Russia. A similar possible pre-
cursor to Wagner’s entry was seen with the signing in 
April 2022 of a strategic military deal between Came-
roon and Russia. There are also signs that Wagner may 
be looking to expand into Nigeria, Ethiopia and Chad, 
allegedly seeking to destabilise pro-Western leaders. 
Wary of straining the relationship between Russia and 
China, Wagner is however unlikely to seek expansion in 
regions where Beijing is already active, such as in South 
Africa, Kenya, Zambia or Angola.
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IMPACT ON WESTERN INTERESTS

Wagner’s operations in Africa act as a destabilising 
force against Western interests on the continent, while 
also harming the rule of law, humanitarian protection 
and state capacity. Pursuing contracts or relationships 
with Wagner is considered a red flag by the vast major-
ity of western countries. In the event of confirmed in-
volvement with Wagner, concerned states will almost 
certainly experience significant difficulties in benefiting 
from multilateral lending, military and other capacity 
building support, likely resulting in a significantly in-

creased risk to business operations. Wagner’s growing 
influence is likely to be accompanied with an instrumen-
talisation of historical anti-colonial grievances through 
sophisticated disinformation campaigns, further con-
tributing to an aggravation of anti-western sentiment 
and loss of western leverage and contacts with local 
partners. Risks to physical infrastructure and staff re-
main a realistic possibility, as outlined by the March 
2023 arson attack on a brewery owned by the French 
drinks giant Castel in Bangui, alleged to be the work of 
Wagner mercenaries.

FROM A TCO TO A DESIGNATED TERRORIST 
ENTITY?

In January 2023, the US Treasury Department’s Office of 
Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) designated Wagner as a 
Transnational Criminal Organisation (TCO). This desig-
nation makes it harder for Wagner to operate, but also 
has its limitations. On 9 May 2023, the French Parliament 
issued a non-binding resolution calling on the 27 Member 
States of the European Union to register Wagner on the 
EU list of designated terrorist organisations. The UK is 
also set, in the next two months, to formally classify the 
mercenary group as a terrorist entity, as a way to increase 
pressure on Russia in the context of the war in Ukraine. If 

designated a terrorist organisation, EU Member States 
will be able to freeze Wagner’s assets, with European 
companies prohibited from doing business with the 
group and its affiliated business entities. Proscription 
will also mean that it will become a terrorist offence to 
belong to, finance or promote the group, organise and 
attend its meetings, or display its logo in public. Any 
online communication officially attributed to the group 
and its members will also become illegal, with online 
platforms having to remove any such content. In addition 
to sending a strong political and symbolic message, it is 
highly likely that this legal measure will impact Wagner’s 
expansion plans in Africa and have a dissuasive effect on 
states tempted to contract with the group.

AKE | SKABE GmbH · Lerchenweg 3 · D-40789 Monheim am Rhein · +49 2173 26 54 235 · www.akegroup.de

Photo: 
Barbara Debout / 
AFP via Getty 
Images

Demonstrators 
carry banners in 
Bangui, on March 
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Russia and China‘s 
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RECOMMENDATIONS: 

As part of their Environmental, Social & Governance 
(ESG) activities, it is every business’ responsibility to 
respect human rights and apply due diligence to the 
entire supply chain. 

As the development of private military and security 
companies in Africa increasingly blurs the lines between 
legal and legitimate providers and mercenaries, this 
raises serious challenges for states and businesses con-
tracting these companies to protect their infrastructure 
and secure their operations.

 � Businesses should thoroughly assess each supply 
chain partner, notably private security contractors, 
and evaluate their recruiting and work practices to 
identify potential human rights abuses. They should 

verify and ensure that the use-of-force mandate 
they confer on private security companies is applied 
with strict respect for human rights and does not 
threaten civilians’ safety and security 

 � Businesses should systematically and proactively 
apply due diligence to their entire supply chain, as-
sessing risks to human rights and taking action to 
decrease these 

 � Failure to do so is likely to lead to significant reputa-
tional, financial and legal damage and loss of trust 
from business partners

 � This applies also to Chinese PSC and other PMC 
operating in Africa like spin-offs from Wagner.

ASSESSMENT:

The recent events have highly likely forced the Wagner Group to momentarily interrupt expansion plans in 
Africa. As in the case of other ousted oligarchs, the Kremlin will continue Wagner’s operations and entre-
preneurial activities abroad, which are geostrategically important for Russia. In what form and under what 
leadership remains to be clarified (Parts of the mercenaries may leave the group and offer independent 
services in Africa, too). 

As recruitment efforts to replenish its ranks are stepped up, it is most probable that Wagner will seek new 
opportunities for expansion in other resource-rich, conflict-affected countries in Africa, with a particular 
focus on Burkina Faso, Niger, Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Côte d’Ivoire. Wagner 
will very probably continue to be used as a powerful strategic tool by the Kremlin to boost Russia’s for-
eign influence in Africa and increase revenue streams, while avoiding sanctions. Building upon strategic 
successes, such as in CAR and Sudan, the group will likely continue to constantly adapt, in line with the 
Kremlin’s agenda, its model of deployment to the governance and resources management features of 
the targeted country. 

On the other hand, if Wagner intends to pull its forces out of Africa, there is a realistic possibility that other 
terrorist and violent extremist groups, such as Al-Qaeda-affiliate JNIM and Islamic State-affiliates will 
seize any opportunities to fill the power vacuum, contributing to further political instability and violence 
in already weak and fragile states. Furthermore, there’s a possibility that due to the damaged reputation, 
the growing number of Chinese PSC will become a serious competitor for Wagner in Africa.

Picture on first page: 
Russian soldiers stand guard at a checkpoint ahead of the presidential elections in Bangui, Central African Republic  
(Photo by Nacer Talel / Anadolu Agency via Getty Images)

4


