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ANALYSIS

The Russian Siloviki: Twenty Years of Scholarship
Brian D. Taylor (Moynihan Institute of Global Affairs, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, Syracuse

University)

DOI: 10.3929/ethz-b-000715606

Abstract

This analysis presents a brief introduction to the academic literature on the Russian siloviki. It provides an over-
view of the origins of this literature and some of the central concepts, findings, and debates. The 2022 Rus-
sian full-scale invasion of Ukraine demonstrated both the political influence of the siloviki and the organi-

zational shortcomings of key power ministries.

The Birth of a Research Agenda

Twenty years ago, Russian sociologist Olga Kryshta-
novskaya (2002) launched a new research agenda in the
study of Russian politics with her article describing the
new regime of President Vladimir Putin as a “militoc-
racy.” The Russian and English (Kryshtanovskaya and
White 2003) versions of this foundational piece have
been cited collectively more than 400 times. In these
articles, Kryshtanovskaya (and White) called attention
to the growing importance of officials with military,
security, and law enforcement backgrounds (the now-
famous siloviki) in key positions in Russian politics.
Curiously, the term “siloviki” does not appear in the
English-language version, presumably because it was
determined to be too obscure a neologism to introduce
into the English language. Not anymore.!

Siloviki studies started at the beginning of the Putin
era. This makes sense. Putin is the first leader in Russian
history to have begun his career by becoming an offi-
cer in security or military structures. One could argue
that the tsars were all military officers, but that was
an avocation they were born into, not a profession that
they chose. As Kryshtanovskaya and others documented,
the number of siloviki in important positions increased
significantly after Putin came to power, although she
also noted that the trend toward appointing officers to
civilian positions began in Boris Yeltsin’s second term
(1996-1999). Of course, scholars wrote about Russian
military, security, and law enforcement bodies in the
1990s, but not as part of a general argument about the
nature of the regime.

Who exactly are the siloviki? The word comes from
the Russian word for “power” or “force” and specifi-
cally the term “force structures” (silovye struktury). In
her 2002 article, Kryshtanovskaya defines this group
as “people in uniforms of all types: army and navy, the
border service, internal troops, security services, MChS

[Ministry of Emergency Situations], and so on.” Krysh-
tanovskaya and White (2005) defined the siloviki as
officials “who had served or were currently serving in
the armed forces, state security, law enforcement or
one of the other ‘force ministries’.” Some of the key
power ministries include the Ministry of Defense, the
Federal Security Service (FSB, the main domestic suc-
cessor agency to the Soviet KGB), the Foreign Intelli-
gence Service (SVR), the Federal Guards Service (FSO,
responsible for leadership security), the National Guard
(Rosgvardiya), the Ministry of Emergency Situations
(MChS), and the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD,
responsible for the police). The Procuracy and the
Investigative Committee, two important law enforce-
ment agencies, are also often considered force struc-
tures. Other scholars who use similar definitions include
Renz (2006), Rivera and Rivera (2014), and Soldatov
and Rochlitz (2018).

Although the concept and definition seem straight-
forward, in reality the category of siloviki has blurry
boundaries. Some experts, for example, consider the mil-
itary as separate from the siloviki, which they use pri-
marily to refer to the security services.? There can also
be ambiguity about specific people. For example, Ser-
gey Shoigu holds the rank of general and headed both
the Ministry of Emergency Situations and the Minis-
try of Defense, so he seems obviously to fit in the silo-
viki category. But he began his professional life as a civil
engineer with Communist Party connections, so he has
never been a professional officer and was not educated in
one of the military, security, or law enforcement acad-
emies. Is he really seen as “one of us (sv07)” by those
who started their career in one of the power structures,
attended a service academy, and rose through the ranks?

In eatlier work (Taylor 2011), I proposed that there
are three different ways to think about the siloviki and
the role they play in Russian politics. I called these three

1 The term “siloviki” was used in the Russian press earlier, in the 1990s. Interestingly, Peter Reddaway (2002) did use the term “siloviki”
multiple times in an academic article published the same year as the original Kryshtanovskaya piece.
2 See, for example, the replies by John Foreman and Jullian Waller to this tweet from Jeremy Morris: https://x.com/postsocialismus/

status/1795023460537717242.
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approaches the cohort, corporate, and clan approaches.
The cohort approach treats everyone with a siloviki
background as part of a large collective group, often
assumed to have similar values or interests; this is the
method Kryshtanovskaya used in her research on the
“militocracy.” The corporate or organizational approach
focuses on the different power ministries and services,
comparing the way the values or interests of the mili-
tary, for example, might differ from those of the secret
police (FSB) or regular police (MVD). Finally, the clan
approach starts from the premise that the real action
in Russian politics involves battles between different
informal elite groupings, often referred to as clans, for
power and resources. Under Putin, observers have fre-
quently referred to a siloviki clan or group in high pol-
itics, usually seeing this group as battling with more
“liberal” groupings of civilian economists or lawyers. In
reality, there are multiple siloviki clans that compete
for influence (Galeotti 2016; Meakins 2018; Reddaway
2018).

Studying the Siloviki: Stakes, Findings,
Debates

Why should we care about the siloviki? Social scientists
in general and political scientists in particular are more
inclined to study elections, parties, public opinion, polit-
ical economy, social movements, presidents and prime
ministers, legislatures and courts, and so on. The litera-
ture on the state is often rather abstract, not delving into
the details of organizations and officials. Scholars occa-
sionally study the military, more rarely the intelligence
services, and hardly ever the police and law enforce-
ment. The concept of “the power ministries” does not
really exist in comparative politics.

The reason people care about the siloviki, despite its
relative uniqueness as a scholarly topic, is quite simple:
they matter. Public opinion polls consistently show
that Russians think that Putin represents the inter-
ests of the siloviki more than any other group—more
than big business, more than state officials and bureau-
crats, more than the middle class, and certainly more
than “simple people” (Levada Center 2023). Putin as
a personalist dictator has enormous influence over
Russian domestic and foreign policy, and Putin and
many of his closest and most influential associates
(Shoigu, former longtime Security Council Secretary
Nikolay Patrushev, FSB director Aleksandr Bortni-
kov, SVR head Sergey Naryshkin, Rosgvardiya com-
mander Viktor Zolotov, Investigative Committee head
Aleksandr Bastrykin, defense conglomerate Rostec
chief Sergey Chemezov, and Rosneft CEO Igor Sechin,
to name a few) are siloviki. Institutionally, the FSB

is widely considered the most powerful state agency,
with the Investigative Committee and the General
Procuracy also wielding enormous influence. Econom-
ically, spending on defense, security, and law enforce-
ment has historically been about one-third of the fed-
eral budget. Since the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, this
has risen to around forty percent (Prokopenko 2024).

In terms of policy choice and implementation, the
siloviki have been at the center of many of Putin’s most
important domestic and foreign policy initiatives. On
the domestic side, these include building the “power
vertical” by systematically weakening regional govern-
ments (Petrov 2005), the crackdown on the “oligarchs,”
and the assault on civil society and oppositionists (Sol-
datovand Borogan 2010; Petrov 2021). The siloviki, not
surprisingly, have been equally heavily involved in Rus-
sia’s aggressive foreign policy, including but not limited
to the war against Ukraine (Galeotti 2016).

The siloviki are undoubtedly important. But mov-
ing on from that critical yet simple fact, questions and
debates abound. First, scholars raised questions about
whether the number of siloviki in various spheres of
political and economic life was as extensive as some-
times claimed by Kryshtanovskaya and others. David
Riveraand Sharon Werning Rivera (2014; 2018) showed
that the way Kryshtanovskaya and White averaged per-
centages across elite groups of vastly different sizes sys-
tematically overstated the percentage of the elite com-
ing from the siloviki; their recalculations indicated,
for example, that the siloviki were around twenty per-
cent of the political elite in 2008, not the more than
forty percent claimed by Kryshtanovskaya and White
(2009). Second, various authors challenged the notion
of a unified siloviki, either in terms of ideas or inter-
ests. These critics noted that, whether at the individual
or organizational level, the siloviki were not a unified
team (Renz 2006; Gomart 2008). Moreover, lump-
ing the siloviki together under one label obscured the
degree to which they held important political influ-
ence. The heirs of the KGB, in particular the FSB, held
a unique status, due both to Putin’s own background
and to the generally more powerful role in domestic pol-
itics of the secret services compared to either the mil-
itary or the police. It was the “chekists” who wielded
real influence in Russian politics.> This remains true
despite the ongoing Russo-Ukraine war, as the FSB
was empowered to launch a purge of the armed forces
in 2024 (Kozlov 2024).

Perhaps the most important question was the sim-
ple “what do the siloviki want?” The core debate reflects
the habitual social science divide between materialist
and ideational arguments. Materialist arguments would

3 Named after the Cheka, a KGB predecessor organization created under Lenin.
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stress the individual and institutional pursuit of power
and wealth. There is abundant evidence that various
siloviki have been heavily involved in a variety of cor-
rupt schemes, and that officers in the FSB, the MVD,
the Investigative Committee, and the Procuracy use
their public office for private gain. Siloviki clans com-
pete with other clans and among themselves for power
and wealth (which, of course, often go hand in hand).

At the same time, there is strong evidence that many
siloviki have ideational commitments, and that in gen-
eral the siloviki are more hardline than their civilian
counterparts. This applies to both authoritarian views
at home and hawkish views abroad. In some sense, the
two sides of this worldview reinforce each other; Rus-
sia is believed to have many enemies, both at home and
abroad, and the foreign foes work with internal collab-
orators to weaken Russia from within. Both elite sur-
vey data and more qualitative discourse analysis seem to
bear out this siloviki mentality (Rivera and Rivera 2019;
Kragh and Umland 2023), although there are obvious
exceptions, as well as hawkish civilians. The chief chek-
ist, Putin, exhibits both these material and ideational
orientations, acquiring enormous wealth while artic-
ulating imperialist and illiberal views (Belton 2020;
Taylor 2018).

The Siloviki at War

Putin’s mentality, given his uniquely powerful position
in the Russian political system, arguably played the
central role in his decision for war with Ukraine both
in 2014 and 2022 (Waller 2023). To the extent that
he consulted with others about these two decisions, it
was mostly with other siloviki. One well-known pathol-
ogy of personalist autocracies, the tendency of subordi-
nates to tell the ruler what he wants to hear, also played
an important role. The information Putin received prior
to invading Ukraine in February 2022 came primarily
from the FSB and the armed forces (Dylan, Gioe, and
Grossfeld 2023).

One might think that the obvious military and intel-
ligence failures of powerful agencies such as the FSB
and the armed forces would have hurt their standing
with Putin. So far, only the military has experienced
major personnel changes. Defense Minister Shoigu
lost his job two years after the full-scale invasion, and
more than a dozen generals have been either arrested or
removed from their position, mostly due to allegations
of corruption. This seems primarily to be a settling of
scores with Shoigu’s team by other clans with the assis-
tance of FSB military counterintelligence, rather than
a decision by Putin to punish the military for com-
mand failures (Shiryayev 2024). For example, Chief of
the General Staff Valery Gerasimov, despite multiple
mistakes, remains in place. Other prominent generals,

such as Sergey Surovikin and Ivan Popov, were seem-
ingly removed not for corruption or incompetence but
for perceived disloyalty.

Russian political scientist Ekaterina Schulmann
(2024) sees the situation with the military somewhat
differently, arguing that a personalist regime at war must
always worry about military coups and generals becom-
ing too popular. She links Putin’s tendency to appoint
civilian ministers of defense to that general concern
about military coups, as well as the historical animos-
ity in Russia between the military and the secret ser-
vices. Given how thoroughly the officer corps is mon-
itored by the FSB, and the long historical tradition of
the Russian military not seeking state power for itself, it
is hard to know whether Putin genuinely worries about
overt military opposition to his regime.

What the Russo-Ukraine War has done repeat-
edly is show the weakness of the siloviki. The FSB’s
Fifth Service, responsible for Ukraine, told Putin
that Russia would be greeted as liberators, and the
armed forces launched a poorly planned attack with
inadequate forces, displaying stunning operational
incompetence in the process and losing some of their
best troops. When Evgeny Prigozhin (nof a silovik,
by the way, despite having his own army) launched
a mutiny in the summer of 2023, the military, the
security services, and law enforcement all appeared
slow to react, if not outright taking a wait-and-see
approach. When Ukraine launched an assault on the
Kursk region of Russia in August 2024, once again
Russian military and security forces seemed utterly
unprepared in the face of the first foreign invasion
of Russia since World War II. Gerasimov reportedly
(Bloomberg 2024) ignored intelligence about the com-
ing attack and did not report this information to Putin.
The ongoing response is hampered by organizational
overlap, competition, and buck-passing between the
different power ministries.

These performance weaknesses of the Russian power
structures do not, however, seem to have had any major
consequences for the standing and influence of most of
these agencies or their leadership. Perhaps the one obvi-
ous loser is the regular police (MVD)—they are having
a hard time filling their ranks because of the higher sala-
ries on offer not only in the military, but also in the civil-
ian economy.

At the individual level, illness and the march of time
seem to be the biggest threat to many of the most influen-
tial siloviki. Putin, Shoigu, Patrushev, Naryshkin, Bort-
nikov, Zolotov, Bastrykin, and Chemezov have an aver-
age age of 71. Patrushev has already been downgraded
from Security Council Secretary to Presidential Aide, and
other retirements are likely in the coming years. The new
generation of influential siloviki seems to come mostly
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from the ranks of Putin’s former bodyguards, such as against Ukraine and a domestic policy of militariza-
presidential aides Aleksei Dyumin and Dmitrii Mironov. tion and repression, he is unlikely to sideline the siloviki.

Given Putin’s own background and worldview, and “Military Putinism” (Rogov 2024) seems to be with us
his commitment to a foreign policy of imperial war for the foreseeable future.

This article draws on materialfrom a forthcoming chapter in a volume under contract with Brookings Institution Press: Failure.
Russia Under Putin, edited by Harley D. Balzer and Steven A. Fisher. The material is used with permission from the Press.

About the Author

Brian D. Taylor is Professor of Political Science and Director of the Moynihan Institute of Global Affairs, Maxwell
School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, Syracuse University. His new book is Russian Politics: A Very Short Intro-
duction (Oxford University Press, 2024).

Further Reading

Belton, Catherine. 2020. Putin’s People: How The KGB Took Back Russia and Then Took On the West. New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Bloomberg News. 2024. “Russia Declares Border Area Emergency as Ukraine Troops
Strike.”  Bloomberg, August 8, 2024. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-08/
russia-calls-kursk-emergency-after-kyiv-sends-troops-over-border.

Dylan, Huw, David V. Gioe, and Elena Grossfeld. 2023. “The Autocrat’s Intelligence Paradox: Vladimir Putin’s
(Mis)management of Russian Strategic Assessment in the Ukraine War.” British Journal of Politics and Interna-
tional Relations 25, no. 3: 385-404.

Galeotti, Mark. 2016. Putin’s Hydra: Inside Russia’s Intelligence Services. European Council on Foreign Relations.
Gomart, Thomas. 2008. Russian Civil-Military Relations. Carnegie Endowment.

Kozlov, Pyotr. 2024. “FSB Launches Sweeping Purge of Military Elites with Kremlin’s Approval.” Moscow Times,
May 24, 2024.

Kragh, Martin, and Andreas Umland. 2023. “Putinism beyond Putin: The Political Ideas of Nikolai Patrushev
and Sergei Naryshkin in 2006-20.” Post-Soviet Affairs 39, no. 5: 366—89.

Kryshtanovskaya, Ol'ga. 2002.“Rezhim Putina: Liberal’naia militoktratiia?” Pro er Contra 7, no. 4: 158-80.
Kryshtanovskaya, Ol'ga, and Stephen White. 2005. “Inside the Putin Court: A Research Note.” Europe-Asia
Studies 57, no. 7: 1065-75.

Kryshtanovskaya, Ol’ga, and Stephen White. 2003.“Putin’s Militocracy.” Post-Soviet Affairs 19, no. 4: 289-306.
Kryshtanovskaya, Ol'ga, and Stephen White. 2009. “The Sovietization of Russian Politics.” Post-Soviet Affairs 25,
no. 4: 283-309.

Levada Center. 2023. “Otnoshenie k Vladimiru Putinu.” July 7, 2023.

Meakins, Joss I. 2018. “Squabbling Siloviki: Factionalism within Russia’s Security Services.” International Journal
of Intelligence and Counterintelligence 31, no. 2: 235-70.

Petrov, Nikolai. 2005. “The Security Dimension of the Federal Reforms.” In Dynamics of Russian politics: Putin’s
Reform of Federal-Regional Relations, Vol. 2, ed. Peter Reddaway and Robert W. Orttung. Lanham, MD: Row-
man & Littlefield.

Petrov, Nikolai. 2021. “The Spiral of Repressiveness: Internal Dynamics, and Problems of Entry and Exit.” Rus-
sian Politics & Law 58, no. 1-2: 45-70.

Prokopenko, Alexandra. 2024. “Russia’s New Budget Is a Blueprint for War, Despite the Cost.” Financial Times,
October 7, 2024.

Reddaway, Peter. 2002. “Is Putin’s Power More Formal Than Real?” Post-Soviet Affairs 18, no. 1: 31-40.
Reddaway, Peter. 2018. Russia’s Domestic Security Wars: Putin’s Use of Divide and Rule against His Hardline Allies.
Springer.

Renz, Bettina. 2006. “Putin’s Militocracy? An Alternative Interpretation of Siloviki in Contemporary Russian Pol-
itics.” Europe-Asia Studies 58, no. 6: 903-24.

Rivera, David W, and Sharon Werning Rivera. 2018. “The Militarization of the Russian Elite under Putin: What
We Know, What We Think We Know (but Don’t), and What We Need to Know.” Problems of Post-Communism
65, no. 4: 221-32.

Rivera, David W. and Sharon Werning Rivera. 2014. “Is Russia a Militocracy? Conceptual Issues and Extant Find-
ings Regarding Elite Militarization.” Post-Soviet Affairs 30, no. 1: 27-50.


https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-08/russia-calls-kursk-emergency-after-kyiv-sends-troops-over-border
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-08/russia-calls-kursk-emergency-after-kyiv-sends-troops-over-border

RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 323, 20 January 2025

Rivera, Sharon Werning and David W. Rivera. 2019. “Are Siloviki Still Undemocratic? Elite Support for Political
Pluralism during Putin’s Third Presidential Term.” Russian Politics 4, no. 4: 499-519.

Rogov, Kirill. 2024. “Dolgii voennyi putinizm: skol’ko on prodlitsia i chem zakonchitsia. Realii i proekesii.” Re:
Russia. 11 June. hteps://re-russia.net/expertise/0161/.

Shiryayev, Valerii. 2024. “Dobralis’ do kotla.” Novaya Gazeta. April 25, 2024. https://novayagazeta.ru/
articles/2024/04/25/dobralis-do-kotla.

Soldatov, Andrei, and Irina Borogan. 2010. 7he New Nobility: The Restoration of Russia’s Security State and the
Enduring Legacy of the KGB. New York: Public Affairs.

Soldatov, Andrei, and Michael Rochlitz. 2018. “The Siloviki in Russian Politics.” In 7he New Autocracy: Infor-
mation, Politics, and Policy in Putin’s Russia, ed. Daniel Treisman. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
Schulmann, Ekaterina. 2024. Interview by II'ia Davliatchin. “Esli dlia togo, chtoby ne tratit’ lishnikh resur-
sov, ponadobitsia etu voinu svernut’, pover'te, ona budet svernuta.” Tochka, May 27, 2024. https://pointmedia.io/

story/66547924d69aa0bc05¢35330.

* Taylor, Brian D. 2018. 7he Code of Putinism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
* Taylor, Brian D. 2011. State Building in Putin’s Russia: Policing and Coercion after Communism. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press.

e Waller, Julian G. 2023. “Putin’s Agency and the Decision for War.” Riddle Russia. May 15, 2023.

ANALYSIS

Siloviki at War: The Russian Security Community Since February 2022
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Abstract

With the Kremlin moving ever further onto a war footing, the role of the “special services” in its operations
at home and abroad has only increased, coming to include a campaign of increasingly brazen sabotage activ-
ities in Europe. Domestically, the Kremlin’s increasing intolerance of dissent has served to increase the pow-
ers and profile of the Federal Security Service (FSB). Abroad, adapting to the new environment—includ-
ing the mass expulsions of intelligence officers from embassies across the West—has not always been easy
for the intelligence services and has led to a growing reliance on both cyber operations and proxies. While
these have by no means always been successful, there is little doubt that they will remain central to both

domestic and foreign activities.

Already at War
In September 2024, Sir Richard Moore, head of the
UK’s Secret Intelligence Service (better known as MI6),
said at a joint event with his CIA counterpart that “the
Russian intelligence service has gone a bit feral.” Per-
haps it would be better to suggest that the “special ser-
vices,” to use the Russian idiom—essentially the For-
eign Intelligence Service (SVR), military intelligence
(GU, still widely known by its old acronym, GRU), and
the FSB—have adapted quickly, even enthusiastically,
to feral times.

There is a sharp difference between intelligence and
security services in times of peace and in times of war.
In peacetime, they and their political masters are more

risk-averse, more focused on gathering intelligence than
imposing direct effects, whether blowing up a bridge or
toppling a government. In war, by contrast, they will
take more chances, because it is considered more import-
ant to seize opportunities than to avoid embarrassment,
and they either become more focused on active opera-
tions or—as with SMERSH, Stalin’s murderous coun-
terintelligence agency, formed in 1942 and dissolved in
1946—are supplemented by a parallel agency.

The Russian intelligence community—in lockstep
with Putin himself—has increasingly been operating
in wartime mode since around 2011-12. Rather than
regarding the Bolotnaia Protests as a genuine expres-
sion of anger at a rigged political system, Putin chose
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to interpret them as evidence of Western “hybrid war,”
an attempt to destabilize his system that began, in his
words, when then-U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton “gave the signal” to opposition leaders. In part, this
could be regarded as reflecting an increasingly para-
noid worldview, encouraged by his long-serving Secu-
rity Council secretary—and de facto national security
adviser—the hawkish Nikolai Patrushev. Yet it was also
an example of mirror-imaging. The Russian intelligence
community was, after all, heir to the Soviet KGB, with
its preoccupation with “active measures”—political
operations ranging from sabotage to subversion—and
assumed they were equally central to Western intelli-
gence doctrine.

At home, there was a steady shift away from the rel-
atively permissive “hybrid regime” approach of the ear-
lier Putin and Medvedev presidencies, in which consid-
erable latitude had been granted to civil society and even
dissent so long as this did not seriously challenge the
dominance of the regime. The rise of the security state
saw the security and law-enforcement agencies acquire
growing powers, resources, and freedom of operation.
While the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MV D) was often
hesitant to move more directly into political policing
for fear this would distract from their core law-enforce-
ment role and undermine efforts to build a more con-
structive relationship with society (which would be one
of the reasons it lost its public security forces to the new
National Guard in 2016), the FSB took full advantage
of these new opportunities.

Foreign intelligence likewise began to operate at
ahigher operational tempo and with diminished regard
for possible blowback. This wartime mentality only
became more evident after Ukraine’s Revolution of
Dignity in 2013-14 (which Putin has characterized as
a Western-engineered coup d’etat). Thus, even before
the full-scale invasion of February 2022, Russia’s intel-
ligence community was, in the words of a British count-
er-intelligence officer, “brazen, aggressive, and operating
all-out.” It was also operating with greater inter-agency
cooperation—or at least less competition—than before.
Historically, Putin encouraged the services to struggle
against each other for budgets, responsibilities, and pre-
cedence through overlapping remits and the threat of
extinction (as happened to FAPSI, the Federal Agency of
Government Communications and Information, which
was devoured by its rivals in 2003). The assessment of
foreign security services, though, is that this has been
much less evident since 2022: in time of war, there is
less appetite or latitude for horizontal rivalries.

New Challenges

The war in Ukraine is, to Putin, just part of a wider strug-
gle. In his Victory Day 2023 speech, Putin asserted that

“a real war is being waged against our country again.”
With direct military operations against a much more
powerful NATO alliance out of the question, even were
the bulk of Russian forces not mired in Ukraine, and
with Western financial and military assistance crucial
to Kyiv’s war effort, doing whatever possible to disrupt
these activities has become a priority. Furthermore, the
Western sanctions regime has created a new priority for
the agencies: finding ways to bypass controls on every-
thing from imported microchips to the flow of opera-
tional funds around the globe.

There are also specific new challenges, especially in
the post-invasion international environment. The mass
expulsion of known and suspected intelligence offi-
cers from embassies across the West—in Europe alone,
some 400 of the 600 diplomatic personnel expelled
are believed to have been spies—created serious prob-
lems for GU and, to an even greater degree, the SVR.
Human intelligence operations based around officers
operating under diplomatic cover were often tempo-
rarily paralyzed, as recruited agents no longer had han-
dlers and prospective recruits were left in the wind. Over
time, workarounds were found; in particular, the Rus-
sians have turned increasingly to proxies—from polit-
ically sympathetic locals to criminals recruited on the
dark web who may not even know they are working for
Moscow—to conduct a variety of activities.

At home, meanwhile, the security apparatus is deal-
ing with the twin, sometimes intersecting problem of
growing dissatisfaction, galvanized by the threat of
mobilization, and an aggressive and imaginative cam-
paign of sabotage and subversion operations carried out
by the Ukrainian Security Service (SBU) and Ukrainian
military intelligence (HUR). Despite the steady stream
of arrests and claims of plots foiled, in practice it has been
able neither to prevent Kyiv from staging and foment-
ing attacks inside Russia nor to combat underlying pub-
lic dissatisfaction.

The SVR: Coming Out of the Embassies
The SVR, as perhaps the most traditional intelligence
agency, primarily concerned with human intelligence
gathered through embassy-based officers, has been
the hardest hit by recent developments. In part, it has
adapted by further developing its cyber arm, which
was previously active largely as an intelligence-gathering
force (notably the unit known in the West as APT29, or
Cozy Bear) but since 2022 has moved more firmly into
the realm of disruptive attacks. However, the greatest
expansion of its online operations has been in using the
internet as a means of recruitment now that it is that
much harder to operate on the ground.

The SVR has shown definite signs of adaptation to
the new operational environment, as well as a continued
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ability to use other Russian-based structures as fronts
(including the Fund for Support and Protection of the
Rights of Compatriots Living Abroad, whose leadership
is packed with serving SVR officers). However, there is
asense among Western counterintelligence agencies that
this adaptation has been patchy and marked by much
less of the coordinated tactics that used to be charac-
teristic of the SVR. To a degree, this is likely to be due
to a lack of strong and engaged leadership. There is
a sense that the 69-year-old Sergei Naryshkin, direc-
tor of the agency since 2016, is what one service vet-
eran called a “permanent stand-in.” He was appointed
in many ways as a consolation prize when the Kremlin
decided to replace him as chair of the State Duma with
Vyacheslav Volodin, and it is common knowledge that
he has been seeking a senatorial seat as both a conge-
nial working retirement and an opportunity to focus on
what really interests him: his role as chair of the Rus-
sian Historical Society.

While the role of director of the SVR has always
been more about political advocacy than operational
control, there seems to be a feeling within the service
that he is unable to provide clear guidance in the cur-
rent environment, especially given that his authority has
never fully recovered from the mauling Putin gave him
during the televised Security Council meeting of Feb-
ruary 21, 2022. As a result, individual directors, depart-
ments, and stations often operate with near-autonomy or
receive direct instructions from the president. In some
ways, this can be a strength, liberating the ambitions
and imaginations in a manner quite alien to the gener-
ally micromanaged SVR, but it also creates problems
with disputes over jurisdictions, working at cross-pur-
poses, and fragmenting effort.

The GU: Back to Basics

The GU has always been quite sharply divided between
the Spetsnaz special forces and the Agentura, the intelli-
gence side. The Spetsnaz are heavily involved in Ukraine
and have incurred very heavy losses, especially in the
early stages of the war, such that their capabilities are
heavily degraded. While the GU’s intelligence activi-
ties in the West have also suffered from the campaign
of expulsions, it moved more quickly than the SVR into
cultivating and using proxies. It has also reprioritized
its mission toward disruption of the West and prepara-
tions for a more serious sabotage campaign should rela-
tions deteriorate further.

Afterall, a central element of the GU’s mission, espe-
cially in war, is sabotage. Through 2023, the Kremlin
became increasingly permissive of attacks in Europe,
at least. It has been connected with a range of opera-
tions ranging from arson in East London to the assassi-
nation of defector Maxim Kuzminov in Spain. Its spe-

cialist “wet work”—assassination and sabotage—force,
Unit 29155, reportedly now even includes a cyber unit
(variously nicknamed Bleeding Bear or Ember Bear) to
further its activities in an age when its operators are less
able to operate abroad.

In Europe and North America, that is; Africa is
another matter entirely. Following Evgeny Prigozhin’s
ill-fated mutiny in June 2023, the Wagner mercenary
army has essentially been brought under closer control
by the military. Fighters operating in Ukraine have had
to join the regular army or one of the other, much less
autonomous mercenary forces as part of the Expedition-
ary Volunteer Assault Corps, which is subordinated to
the regular military territorial commands. In Africa,
the other main theater for Wagner operations, they are
being subsumed into a new structure, the Africa Corps.
This is tightly controlled by military intelligence, and
its “curator’—overseer—for operational matters, Maj.
Gen. Andrei Averyanov, is the former head of 29155,
since promoted to deputy head of the GU in charge of
the newly created Service for Special Activities.

Admiral Igor Kostyukov, the head of the GU, has
been in office for 6 years, longer than any other post-So-
viet military intelligence chief. His relationship with
Chief of the General Staff General Valery Gerasimov
seems good, but it is less clear how he engages with new
Defense Minister Andrei Belousov. With Belousov’s
predecessor Sergei Shoigu now secretary of the Secu-
rity Council, though, this is arguably less important—
unless and until Gerasimov is replaced. Even so, there is
little reason to suggest this will change the GU’s oper-
ational culture or current missions.

The FSB: Coming Into Its Own

If the SVR and the GU have had to adapt to more dif-
ficult circumstances, in many ways the FSB has been
a beneficiary of the febrile and paranoid new environ-
ment. The irony is that it has not served Putin—or at
least Russia—well. Just as it was the most bullish of
all the agencies about the likelihood that Viktor Yanu-
kovych could weather the 2013-14 Revolution of Dig-
nity, it seems to have been most enthusiastic about the
2022 invasion, believing—or at least claiming—that it
had an extensive network of agents ready and eager to
support Moscow. In practice, this proved largely illu-
sory, with many Ukrainians who had been willing to
take the FSB’s money having no intention of actually
betraying their country. Likewise, although the DVRK,
the FSB’s Military Counterintelligence Directorate, does
appear to have belatedly discovered that Evgeny Prigo-
zhin was planning some move against Shoigu and Ger-
asimov, forcing him to advance his plans, this happened
very much at the last minute, precluding any chance
to prevent it.
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Nonetheless, as so often, the FSB—Putin’s former
service, after all—seems to have escaped any lasting
consequences for its failures. With the regime becom-
ing increasingly authoritarian and intolerant, the FSB’s
remit at home has only expanded. Its role in the cam-
paign of arrests and investigations of senior military offi-
cers on corruption charges, for example, while not led
by the agency nor the “purge” sometimes claimed, has
seen it assert its primacy over the Investigatory Com-
mittee. Abroad, the temporary interruption to the activi-
ties of the SVR and GU courtesy of the mass expulsions
likewise helped empower the FSB. Its cyber operations
have long targeted the West. The UK government has,
for example, blamed hackers from its Centre 18, code-
named “Star Blizzard,” for attacks against British par-
liamentarians. However, it is now stepping up physi-
cal operations, especially in Europe, in response to the
problems facing the SVR and GU. After all, its nascent
foreign operations had not generally been based out of
embassies but rather centered around clusters of “illegals”
(agents operating without diplomatic cover) inside other
bodies in the Russian diaspora. It has been accused of
a series of recent efforts to infiltrate political circles and
influence policy—especially over support for Ukraine—
in the European parliament, the German Bundestag,
and the Austrian Parliament.

The FSB has also proven well-placed to adapt to the
new need to depend on proxies, not least because of its
links to organized crime. The FSB combats major orga-
nized crime groups, but also in many cases has corrupt
connections to them, which can be exploited to recruit
operatives or develop connections with other groups
active abroad. Although the GU is regarded as ulti-
mately behind Kuzminov’s murder, for example, Span-
ish intelligence sources have suggested it was carried out
by local organized crime figures engaged through the
good offices of the FSB, a telling example of the way
the culture of the Russian intelligence community has
shifted from competition to (albeit sometimes grudg-
ing) cooperation.

Prospects

There seems little prospect of the “special services” los-
ing any of their current saliency in the foreseeable
future, both because of Putin’s apparent faith in them as
an instrument of control at home and statecraft abroad,
and the unlikelihood of any substantive improvement
of relations with the West.
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One imponderable relates to their leadership. In May
2024, Patrushev was replaced as secretary of the Secu-
rity Council by former defense minister Sergei Shoigu.
Although his role as a presidential adviser is clearly
broader in reality than his formal remit of overseer of
the naval industry, he does appear to have lost his cen-
trality in national security debates and his authority
over the security agencies. It remains to be seen whether
Shoigu aspires to a similar role (or even remains in post
for long), but it does throw into question some of the
looming leadership changes in the agencies. Since 2022,
after all, while there has been considerable turnover
within their senior management (just as within the mil-
itary), the service chiefs have all remained in post. This
status quo is unlikely to last much longer.

As already mentioned, Naryshkin has for some time
been looking to move on from the SVR. Meanwhile,
the FSB’s Alexander Bortnikov is 72, over the official
enforced retirement age for state officials, and has suf-
fered from ill health for some years. He was due to step
down in 2021, but a last-ditch campaign by rivals of his
anointed successor, Sergei Korolev, delayed the transi-
tion and with the war in Ukraine Putin has kept him
in place regardless, to avoid having to favor one camp
over another. The 62-year-old Korolev has a reputation
as a ruthless and ambitious operator, having already
managed to alienate not just many of his colleagues,
but also senior officials in the GU, Interior Ministry,
and Investigative Committee. Struggles at the top of
the FSB remain more prevalent and serious than in the
other agencies (2023 saw fully three directorate heads
changed), opening up the way for a new generation of
leaders, and it seems unlikely that Bortnikov—who
is only rarely seen in person at meetings these days—
will remain in post for long, even though it is not clear
whether his enemies have managed to derail Korolev’s
succession.

Either way, as the direct war with Ukraine and the
political struggle with the West become the central oper-
ating principle of late Putinism, justifying his author-
itarian turn, the agencies will remain at the heart of
his domestic and foreign operations. In practice, their
record is mixed, and arguably their eagerness to flatter
Putin’s prejudices has led to disastrous imperial over-
reach. Nonetheless, not only is there no evidence that
he actually grasps this, butalso, locked as he currently is
in a long-term struggle, there is no sign that he intends
to punish, tame, reform or rein in his “special services.”

Dr Mark Galeotti is the executive director of the consultancy Mayak Intelligence and an honorary professor at UCL

School of Slavonic & East European Studies.
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Abstract

The wartime transformation of the Russian military leadership has brought an end to the modernization
of the armed forces that had been taking place over the previous thirty-plus years. The last generation of
Soviet-era officers was supposed to be a generation of winners. But they found themselves in a race to avoid
responsibility for the failures of the war and to maintain the political bargain with the Kremlin that makes
them beneficiaries of the current authoritarian regime in exchange for total loyalty. In turn, the educational
and cultural backgrounds (and consequently the moral qualities) of the younger generations of military offi-
cers make it simply impossible to restore lost military capabilities along the lines of modern advanced armies.
However, the main problem facing the Russian leadership is how to prevent the military elite from becom-

ing political actors.

During the three years of the cruelest and most
intense war in which Russia has been involved
since 1945, the Russian military leadership has under-
gone a major transformation. For the purposes of this
article, the term “military leadership” refers only to the
leadership of the Russian Armed Forces and the Minis-
try of Defense (MoD); it does not include the leadership
of the Federal Security Service (FSB), the Federal Pro-
tective Service (FSO), the Foreign Intelligence Service
(SVR), and the National Guard (Rosgvardiia), which
also maintain official military services.

This transformation has finally eliminated the logic of
the military modernization efforts of the previous three-
and-a-half decades: the attempted military reform in the
late 1980s; the subsequent attempts in the 1990s and
2000s, inspired by the changes in Russia’s post-Soviet
political economy; the revolution in military affairs; the
negative combat experience in Chechnya; the major mil-
itary reform of 2009-2012; and the efforts to learn les-
sons from Russia’s wars in Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria.

Russia has turned away from attempting to cre-
ate a compact, well-educated, and relatively transpar-
ent force armed with high-precision weapons, in favor
of a massive, only partially regular, and “barbarized”
armed forces full of former prisoners, representatives
of the poorly educated social underclass, and merce-
naries from various countries that is ruled by violence.
This transformation can be understood not simply as
a change in direction, but as a logical consequence of
trends observed in previous years, such as the declin-
ing educational and cultural level of the Russian offi-
cer corps and a lack of trust between the political and
military leadership.

Generational Change
Russia’s high-ranking military leadership consists of the
very last generation of Soviet servicemen. They gradu-

ated from military colleges in the late 1980s or early
1990s and were young officers during the 1990s, includ-
ing the first years of the Chechen wars. They survived
an era when military service was one of the less presti-
gious careers and when many, if not most, of their fel-
low students were discharged from the armed forces

in search of a better, calmer, and more prosperous life.

People like Col. Gen. Gennadii Anashkin (1968),
acting commander of the Southern military district;
Col. Gen. Andrei Kuzmenko (1972), commander of
the Eastern military district; Col. Gen. Sergei Kuzovlev
(1967), commander of the Moscow military district; Col.
Gen. Aleksandr Lapin (1964), commander of the Len-
ingrad military district; and Col. Gen. Mikhail Teplin-
skii (1969), commander of the airborne troops, belong
to this generation.

For these people, more than two decades of Vladi-
mir Putin’s rule left their career growth entirely depend-
ent on demonstrating total loyalty to the authoritar-
ian regime—including subscribing to Putin’s vision of
restoring Russia to the prestige and greatness it had lost
in their youth.

As such, the large-scale aggression against Ukraine
since 2022 represents both the culmination of their pro-
fessional life and an opportunity for public (and even
global) recognition of their glory and dignity. If their
predecessors lost the Afghan war, the Cold War, and the
Chechen wars, this generation of commanders considered
themselves the victors in Georgia in 2008, in Ukraine in
2014-2015, and in Syria in 2015-2017—and they aimed
to become the ultimate winners in Ukraine in 2022.

However, as the war has turned into a long-term

“meat grinder,” the commanders of this generation have
come to face the risk of an inglorious end to their mili-
tary careers. Some of them have been killed in combat;
others have been made responsible for systemic failures
and replaced. However, these replacements cannot be
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explained solely by a lack of competence among Russian
generals. After all, they are replaced by commanders of
the same level of competence. A more important factor
is the lack of trust between Russia’s political and mili-
tary leadership.

For instance, Army Gen. Sergei Surovikin, former
commander-in-chief of the air and space forces and for-
mer commander of the Russian joint forces in Ukraine,
lost his position and has rarely appeared in public since
summer 2023. Col. Gen. Aleksandr Zhuravlev (1965)
lost his position as commander of the Western mili-
tary district in 2022. His successor, Lt. Gen. Roman
Berdnikov (1974), was removed from this position less
than three months later. Col. Gen. Alexander Chaiko
(1971) was a commander of the Eastern military district
for less than a year, from November 2021 to July 2022.
His successor, Col. Gen. Rustam Muradov (1973), held
the same position for a mere six months. Maj. Gen. Ivan
Popov (1975) commanded the 58" joint army for sev-
eral months in 2023 before being dismissed due to per-
sonal conflict with the chief of the general staff, Army
Gen. Valerii Gerasimov (1955). He was initially “exiled”
to Syria before being arrested on accusations of fraud.

In short, this loyal and ambitious generation of offi-
cers have found themselves in a political race to avoid
responsibility. However, the winners of this ongoing
race will also eventually replace the previous generation
of commanders, including the chief of the general staff.
Moreover, even if Valerii Gerasimov’s position appears
highly toxic today and it is possible to find a workaround
for the existing age limit of 65, he will sooner or later be
replaced: former minister of defense Sergei Shoigu, with
whom Gerasimov had worked since the fall of 2012, was
replaced in May 2024. Moreover, the position of chief
of the general staff will become much more attractive
in the post-war (or the inter-war) period, no matter how
painful the results of the war are for Russia.

As the main instigator and arbiter of this race, the
Russian political leadership seeks to expand this gen-
erational change beyond generals to include colonels
and lieutenant colonels. For instance, they have been
promised fast-tracked career progression thanks to the
transformation of brigades into divisions: a brigade
commander typically holds the rank of colonel, and
a division commander that of major general, irrespec-
tive of the actual size of these formations. The division
of the Western Military District into two military dis-
tricts—the Moscow Military District and the Lenin-
grad Military Districe—has resulted in the creation of
more officer positions. The increase of the manpower
strength ceiling from 1 million to 1.5 million military
servicemen also promises more officer positions and high
military expenditures (much higher than it was before
2022) in a long-term prospect. Therefore, the ongoing

race among the Russian top- and high-ranking officers
inevitably entails a race for loyalty, effectively prevent-
ing them from showing any sign of personal political
ambitions or even personal opinions.

Nevertheless, the bargain between the Kremlin
and Russia’s top- and high-ranking officers is rational:
Both sides remember that political circumstances in
Russia have changed over the past three-plus decades,
and they are interested in preserving the current polit-
ico-economic order. The present regime not only guar-
antees their benefits and security, but also embodies
an attractive symbolic continuity between the “golden
age” of the Russian Empire, late Stalinism after the
victory in World War II, and the contemporary Rus-
sian regime.

Deterioration of Military Elite

Reproduction

The state and development of the middle and lower lev-
els of the Russian military officer corps is less favorable
for the Kremlin in terms of restoring its conventional
forces (to say nothing of increasing Russia’s military
power) after the disastrous losses in Ukraine. Following
the reduction of the excessive number of military offi-
cers and vacant officer positions during the reform of
2009-2012, the actual number of Russia’s officer corps
in the late 2010s — early 2020s could be estimated at
up to 180,000 servicemen. This number corresponds
to the known number of lieutenants who graduated
from military colleges and institutes in 2019-2021—
13,000, 12,000 and 10,000, respectively—and to the
fact that an average Russian military officer serves about
15 years in the armed forces between graduation and
retirement (although this depends on branch of ser-
vice and troop type) (Ministry of Defense 2019; TASS
2020; TASS 2021).

These last pre-2022 lieutenants enrolled in military
colleges and institutes in 2014-2017. During that time,
there was still a euphoria in Russian society occasioned
by the annexation of Crimea. Moreover, the financial
crisis of 2014-2015, together with public officials, law
enforcers, and the military becoming the core of the
Russian middle class, motivated young Russians (and
their parents) from the lower classes, small towns, and
poor regions to seck economic safety in military ser-
vice. The same motivation probably also drove those
who enrolled in officer education programs in 2018—
2021; we can expect that 10,000-12,000 lieutenants
a year graduated during 2022-2024 and will graduate
in 2025. Although it is today hard to assess how many
people have enrolled since the start of the full-scale war
against Ukraine, the number is likely to be either stable
or decreasing. There are no signs that the military col-
leges in Russia have become more attractive.
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In addition to the limited reproduction of the mili-
tary officer corps, there is another major long-term chal-
lenge: the declining cognitive/intellectual capacity of
those who get into the military education system. For
example, the minimum entrance scores in math, phys-
ics, Russian language, and social science for the mil-
itary colleges and institutes is equal to the minimum
scores for passing these exams. Similatly, the average
entrance score for military colleges and institutes in
2020-2021 was significantly lower than the minimum
entrance score for Russian regional technical universi-
ties (Krasnaia Zvezda 2020; MVOKU 2021).

Simply put, the military education system in Russia
tends to produce graduates who perform much worse
than those who enter civilian universities and colleges.
Moreover, the quality of school education declines with
political and administrative pressure. As a result, the
educational level of military students is also decreasing.

The last generation of Soviet-era officers has at least
a basic philosophical and scientific vision derived from
the Marxist and materialist background; this is far from
perfect and relevant to the present, but it is at least holis-
tic. The newer generations of Russian officers have frag-
mented and modest knowledge, which limits their learn-
ing ability, motivation, and independent thinking. As
became clear during the Prigozhin mutiny in June 2023
and the Ukrainian offensive in the Kursk region of Rus-
sia in August 2024, such officers do not even perform
their duty without specific orders from above.

Russia cannot pretend to restore and develop its
armed forces along the lines of modern advanced armies
without major political, economic, and cultural reforms.
The most likely scenario for the Russian armed forces
under continued authoritarian rule is a growing role for
ideological indoctrination, combined with the existing
financial motivation and potential privileges, as well as
brutal disciplinary practices to maintain political con-
trol over the officer corps. This scenario also presupposes
efforts to expand the manpower reserves. This means
a militarization of the Russian educational system and
an increase in the number of conscripts, the negative
demographic dynamics notwithstanding.

The Political Logic of the Reshuffle in the
MoD

Nevertheless, the Russian political leadership follows
the logic of regime preservation rather than the logic of
politico-economic modernization, including the mod-
ernization of the armed forces into an effective, well-
trained and well-equipped force capable of defending
Russia. Of course, the examples of Russian allies such
as Iran, North Korea, Hezbollah, the Taliban, and the
Houthis clearly testify that a threatening military force
need not be any of these things; it can be poorly educated,

not too advanced, and even non-regular and fragmented.
Political loyalty can dominate all other considerations.

In 2024, the Kremlin went beyond reshuffling mili-
tary commanders. The series of arrests in the MoD after
the dismissal of long-time minister of defense Sergei
Shoigu and the appointment of Andrei Belousov as his
successor, together with the replacement of some dep-
uty ministers, demonstrates another long-term vector of
the evolution of the Russian armed forces. The renewed
MoD leadership pursues the following main goals: a)
better control over financial flows from the highest mil-
itary budgets in modern Russian history; b) better con-
trol over the top-ranking officers because of the unfa-
vorable course of the war, the growing dysfunction of
the Russian authoritarian regime, and the century-long
political tradition of Kremlin distrust of the military;
and ¢) an improvement of communications between the
MoD, civil ministries and governmental agencies, and
other actors like the presidential administration, state-
owned corporations and regional authorities in order to
restore the regime’s functionality.

In this way, for instance, Leonid Gornin, former dep-
uty minister of finance responsible for military spending
and arms procurement programs, has become the first
deputy minister of defense. Pavel Fradkov, son of former
prime minister Mikhail Fradkov and younger brother of
Petr Fradkov, who heads Promsviazbank, the main bank
of the Russian military-industrial complex, has become
the deputy minister of defense. Notably, Pavel Fradkov
has a background in the FSB, Russia’s security service for
intelligence, counterintelligence, and political policing.
Another new face in the MoD is Anna Tsivileva, wife
of energy minister Sergei Tsivilev and Vladimir Putin’s
great-niece. Her probable main roles here are serving as
an informal communication channel between Andrei
Belousov and Vladimir Putin and controlling financial
flows destined for veterans. Oleg Saveliev, former audi-
tor of the audit chamber of Russia and the only min-
ister for Crimean affairs (2014-2015), with a probable
background in the FSB, has been appointed as the dep-
uty minister of defense and head of the ministry’s staff
(Ministry of Defense 2024).

As a result, four of ten deputy ministers of defense
have a background in the FSB: Pavel Fradkov (appointed
in June 2024), Viktor Goremykin (appointed in July
2022), Alexei Krivoruchko (appointed in June 2018),
and Oleg Saveliev (appointed in June 2024). For com-
parison, in 2018-2022, there were two deputies with
ties to the FSB—Aleksei Krivoruchko and Nikolai
Pankov (appointed in September 2005, dismissed in
June 2024)—and previously there had only been one.
Considering that the recent wave of arrests would have
been impossible without the involvement of the FSB,
the changes in the Russian Defense Ministry can be
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interpreted as a further expansion of the role of the
ESB among Russia’s power institutions. Together with
Anna Tsivileva, these four deputies create a counter-
balance to the military leadership of the MoD and the
armed forces. By providing the military with vast sums
of money and career promises, the Kremlin will limit
its remaining autonomy.

Conclusions

The Russian political leadership is trying to solve a num-
ber of tricky problems: how to force the military to
continue fighting the shameful war; how to maintain
their loyalty regardless of the outcome of the war; how
to prevent their transformation into political actors;
and how to restore military power, which is an essen-
tial precondition for the preservation of the existing
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authoritarian regime. Moreover, the ongoing genera-
tional change among Russia’s senior and high-ranking
officers raises the question of who will take responsi-
bility for the results of the war and the lessons learned
from it. At the same time, the deteriorating educational
level of lower- and mid-ranking officers means that the
Russian armed forces cannot pretend to be an advanced
military power going forward. Instead, the growing
ideological indoctrination of the officer corps and the
expansion of available manpower reserves would guar-
antee the Kremlin’s ability to threaten and intimidate
its neighbors, including NATO members. In this way,
the FSB’s expanded control over the Defense Ministry
is unavoidable, given the long-term priority of high mil-
itary expenditures and the existing lack of trust between
the Kremlin and the military leadership.
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Abstract
This paper analyzes the structure, reforms, and current challenges facing the Russian police under the Min-
istry of the Interior (MI). With nearly one million officers, the police play a crucial role in maintaining pub-
lic order and enforcing criminal law. Significant reforms in the early 2010s included a name change from
“militsiia” to “politsiia” and the introduction of public accountability measures, but also resulted in increased
centralization and the retention of performance evaluation systems that prioritize clearance rates over com-
munity engagement. Following the creation of the National Guard in 2016, which drew resources away
from the police, staffing shortages became acute, exacerbated by the ongoing war in Ukraine. By 2024, the
MI reported a shortage of 152,000 personnel, with low salaries and working conditions contributing to
high turnover rates. The analysis highlights a trend of feminization within the ranks and an overwhelming
bureaucratic burden that hampers effective policing. Despite a general decline in violent crime, police are
increasingly tasked with addressing offenses committed by combatants who come back from the frontline,

further complicating their operational capacity amid structural inefficiencies.

Reforms in Russian Law Enforcement
Agencies in the Last Decade

The Russian police is one of the largest and most cen-
tralized agencies in Russia that acts as a single govern-
ment agency, the Ministry of the Interior (MI). Today,
it employs almost one million officers, each with their
own specialization. Police officers are responsible for the
criminal and administrative prosecution of citizens and
businesses. Even cases investigated by the Investigative
Committee' are supported by police detectives. Pub-
lic order on the streets, criminal policy, and the overall
repressive mechanisms of the state depend on the police.
This state body is essential to understanding how Rus-
sian siloviki operate.

The most important police reform in post-Soviet
Russia was carried out in the early 2010s. It was preceded
by an unprecedented phenomenon in law-making—a
broad public discussion of the new law “On Police,”
which involved stakeholders (President Medvedev, the
MT itself), human rights activists, and ordinary citizens
(via a special online platform). The reform envisaged
not merely renaming the “militsiia”—the Soviet name
for the agency responsible for policing (maintenance of
public order and criminal prosecution)—into the “polit-
siia” (police) and sewing new uniforms for police offi-
cers. It was also presupposed that new public account-
ability mechanisms should be established, such as the
reporting of heads of police departments (both local
and regional) to legislative organs or mandatory pub-

lic reporting by local police officers to the population.
Opinion polls assessing police performance were also
envisioned as an important element of public oversight.
This was supposed to break the “stick” (“palochnaia”)
system, under which the efficiency of police officers was
assessed by internal indicators, each of which was based
on a comparison with the previous year’s performance
(“za analogichnyi period proshlogo goda”). This sys-
tem forces each police officer to act as they did the year
before and to achieve the same indicators, regardless of
citizens’ interests.

At the same time, the reform implied increasing the
centralization of the police forces. Before 2012, regional
and local authorities financially supported some police
staff in maintaining public order or even programs in
schools to prevent juvenile delinquency.? The reform
completely abolished these instruments and transferred
all police officers to federal subordination. Police offi-
cers’ salaries were also increased at least twice, while
staff had to be reduced.

What are the main achievements of the reform?
The renaming of the police was deemed successful by
researchers. The reform improved the public image of
the police: patrol officers in new uniforms had to behave
more favorably to citizens, and their chiefs strongly con-
trolled patrols’ appearance. In addition to making lower-
ranking police officers more manageable, a system of
personal responsibility was introduced for supervisors.
Each of them had to supervise their subordinates per-

1 The Investigative Committee was established as a unique state agency after the separation of investigation units from the Prosecutor’s Office
in 2011. The Committee’s jurisdiction extends to serious violent offenses such as murder; complex economic offenses, including corruption;
and cases involving juvenile offenders and/or victims. The Committee also investigates cases against police officers.

2 For instance, in Krasnodar Krai, regional authorities supported about 600 police school inspector positions to control minors’ misbehavior.

All these staff had to be dismissed during the reform.
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sonally and was obliged to visit and have conversations
with them. All ¢his activity had to be recorded in files.
Asaresult, the formal and informal pressure on ordinary
officers increased. At the same time, the police supervi-
sors also considered themselves vulnerable because they
responded to subordinates” misconduct.

Rhetoric notwithstanding, the KPI system has not
been overcome during the reform: the clearance rate (the
percentage of registered crimes that are solved) remained
the primary indicator for local police stations; regional
departments that unify the statistics from the local level;
and the Ministry’s central apparatus in Moscow, which,
in turn, supervises the regional departments. The dis-
placing of managers from regional departments led to
the formation of managerial structures in local police
stations, which, while de jure occupying the positions
of ordinary police officers, de facto exercised manage-
rial control to achieve key indicators.

Centralization of the police increased paperwork
and formal reporting from the top down, while police
accountability to citizens and local authorities quickly
became simulated. High centralization and subordina-
tion do not create incentives for information flow from
local-level police to high levels because the perpetrators
of problems will always be held responsible. Digitaliza-
tion duplicated paperwork: Since 2014, much has been
done to link police databases and enable police officers
in different regions to share data. That aimed to over-
come the information gap between regional departments
and increase their cooperation. In the 2010s, for exam-
ple, the police combined regional databases on adminis-
trative offenses, including traffic offenses. This has made
all the misbehavior of citizens visible at the national level,
facilitating a great deal of administrative repression by
the police. However, it is only very rarely that the dig-
italization of the police helps ordinary police officers.
Usually, it is designed to make it easier to control the
police officers. For example, local policemen today do
not keep a paper record of the populace and paper cases
describing their neighborhood of control, as they did
before 2016. They have to do this work in the form of
a database. This makes their work transparent to chief
management, and any errors in the databases or incor-
rect information can be penalized.

Local and regional authorities felt that the police
were now a federal agency. To reconcile the interests of
the regions and local authorities with those of the police,
councils or committees for the prevention of offenses and
councils for anti-terrorist work began to be formed at the
regional and local levels. Such coordinating organs bring
together local law enforcers and regional/local author-
ities. Regions and wealthy municipalities were incentiv-
ized to fund police prevention work; this is how local
police may be financed by regional and local authorities

today. They must support various federal law enforce-
ment initiatives with their financial funds, such as cre-
ating Voluntary Guards (DND, Dobrovolnye Narod-
nye Druzhiny).

The salary increase that came in the wake of the
reform had the most positive effect on the police force. In
2011, budget expenditures on MI totaled 340.6 billion
rubles; in 2012, this doubled to 767 billion rubles. This
brought about new interest in working for the police. Just
after the reform, young adults from small cities return-
ing from mandatory army service were choosing between
employment in nonstable positions in industry or the
police, and often opted in favor of the latter. The Rus-
sian Monitoring of the Economic Situation and Health
of the Population of the Higher School of Economics
showed that in 2012, the average income of police offi-
cers was more than twice the national average (46,600
rubles compared to 29,200 rubles for non-police offi-
cers). However, inflation after the annexation of Crimea
and rising salaries in the rest of the economy meant
that police salaries were no longer competitive by 2017.

In April 2016, Vladimir Putin’s decrees introduced
another reform without any public discussion: The
National Guard of the Russian Federation (Federal-
naia sluzhba voisk natsionalnoi gvardii Rossiiskoi Fed-
eratsii), officially known as the Rosgvardiia, was cre-
ated. This body is directly subordinated to the President,
whereas the M1 is formally part of the government cab-
inet chaired by the Prime Minister but is also subordi-
nate to the President due to Russia’s dual executive struc-
ture. Rosgvardiia was made up of the internal troops of
the MI (these are not only soldiers recruited for army
service, but also contract troops from the riot policy
OMON and other special units, designed to control pub-
lic events and protest activities in large cities), as well as
more numerous and locally based departments of prop-
erty protection (special troops that provide private pro-
tection to banks, firms, and housing) and departments
of licensing (which control the weapons licenses in Rus-
sia and also control private security businesses). Sala-
ries and overall funding in the Rosgvardiia were higher
than in the police, and it attracted more recruits, leav-
ing the police with fewer opportunities to hire suitable
candidates. At the local level, Rosgvardiia’s involvement
in public order is still coordinated by the police, which
oversees patrolling plans in all cities. Two state agencies
participate together in weapon control: Rosgvardiia’s
inspectors from license departments usually cooperate
with local policemen in campaigns to control hunters
and other gun owners. Also, the Rosgvardiia does not
have the full range of state coercion and has the right to
prosecute citizens only administratively. Moreover, Ros-
gvardiia’s officers mainly send administrative cases to
the police for registration and operations. As the protests
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in Moscow and St. Petersburg since 2012 have shown,
both state agencies—Rosgvardiia and MI—are partici-
pating in street control and acting violently against pro-
testors and the public.

Simultaneously with the formation of the Rosgvar-
diia, Vladimir Putin abolished two agencies: the Fed-
eral Drug Control Service (FSKN, Federalnaia sluzhba
po kontroliu za oborotom narkotikov) and the Fed-
eral Migration Service (FMS, Federalnaia Migratsion-
naia Sluzhba). The FSKN was a fully independent body
that had a complex cycle of administrative and criminal
repression of drug-related offenses and possessed all staff
needed: detectives, forensic experts, and investigators.
It often competed with the police drug units,? as it did
not always serve solely as a specialized agency for major
drug-related crime. Research has shown that on aver-
age, the MI and the FSKN prosecuted people mainly for
drug possession of similar size. However, there was also
regional variation: in Moscow or St. Petersburg, these
two agencies operated differently, while in other regions
(for example, in the Pskov region), they achieved the
same performance. This duality ended when the FSKN
was disbanded and its officers became part of the spe-
cialized police units of drug-related crime.

FMS had long remained formally a civil service.
However, most of its employees, especially those who
worked in the passport service and exercised control over
issuing citizenship and visas to foreigners, were required
to have police ranks. For many years, the FMS and the
police worked together on migration control. Therefore,
returning this service to the police was less painful than
with the FSKN. After the FMS joined the police, migra-
tion control became more punitive.

Challenges After February 24, 2022:
Violence in the Wake of the “Special
Military Operation” (SMO) and Staffing
Gaps

Russian police are the first responders to any crime com-
mitted in the country, and a key debate now relates to
the crimes committed by soldiers and combatants in
Russia’s war against Ukraine. Almost every day, uncen-
sored media report on criminal violence and/or criminal
prosecution of these people in their hometowns and cit-
ies. The evidence of such crimes is quite voluminous and
may be regarded as a new trend. Anonymous interviews
with police officers in the field reflect that tendency:
some even reported their frustration that, despite hav-

ing expended significant effort to collect evidence and
solve a criminal case, the criminal would not face long-
term imprisonment.

Despite the media evidence of this new violent trend,
no evidence thereof is yet to be found in official crim-
inal statistics. The data on criminal cases opened and
then solved that are published by the Prosecutor Gen-
eral’s office (see crimestat.ru) have been classified since
December 2022. We still have criminal court statistics
for 2023, but there are no differences between the statis-
tics on murder and other severe violence cases for 2021—
22 and 2023, with the exception of an increase in the
sexual abuse of minors in 2023 (Bloomberg 2024). It
can only be speculated why official criminal court statis-
tics do not show the rising violence committed by com-
batants and soldiers.

One explanation is that those who commit this vio-
lence are doing so in the zone of the “SMO,” which
is not included in official Russian statistics. Thus, the
official stability in the number of murder cases may be
explained by the fact that the people who are involved
in such violence has decreased due to war-induced losses.
The number of returnees (even if they commit more vio-
lence) is less than the number of those who voluntarily
went to the SMO.

But there might be another explanation: the police
in the field and even the Investigative Committee are
suffering from staffing problems. At the higher levels,
criminal offenses by soldiers have to be investigated
by special military investigators, of whom there have
been only 1,500 since before 2022. This is obviously
not enough to investigate all criminal misconduct in
the wartime military.

Even better documented is the shortage of low-rank-
ing police officers. In early November 2024, the MI
indicated that the police are understaffed by 173,800
people, or 18.8 percent (Kommersant 2024).% This short-
age is uneven across regions and police divisions: Some
regions, according to the MI data, are short 90 percent
of needed patrol officers.

This was not the first time that the head of the MI
raised this problem. In 2021, Kolokoltsev reported
a shortage of 70,000 personnel, and in 2022 about
90,000 (in Moscow, the shortage was 50 percent—
TASS 2022). As we can see, during the war in Ukraine,
the problem has increased significantly, even according
to official statements. Interview data with officers sug-
gest an even more dramatic shortage: they indicate that

3 In some regions, there were internal wars between FSKN and police units to control the drug market. For instance, in the Republic of
Tatarstan, there were some criminal cases that police and FSKN officers had opened and sent to the courts against each other. See https://
www.kommersant.ru/doc/2754442 and https://m.realnoevremya.ru/news/167947-v-kazani-eks-podpolkovnika-fskn-prigovorili-k-7-godam-

za-organizaciyu-narkoproizvodstva.

4 Considering that a year earlier the total staffing of the Interior Ministry was set at 934,000 people for 2024—see the Presidential Decree

hetp://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202212050104.
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among local police officers almost everywhere, under-
stafling is 50-60 percent, and understaffing of patrol
officers can reach 70-80 percent. A recent iStories (2024)
investigation based on publicly available data on police
officers” insurance shows that the shortage problem var-
ies regionally: for instance, in Crimea’, Primorskii Krai,
Magadan, and Tula regions, the staffing gap is a quarter
or more even according to official reports.

Why did the personnel problem become so acute pre-
cisely in the wake of the Russian war against Ukraine?
The same iStories study, looking at vacancy announce-
ments, found that the average salary of police officers
has gone down since the beginning of the full-scale inva-
sion and is now completely uncompetitive on the labor
market: A local police officer is offered approximately
49,000 rubles per month (less than $500), an ordinary
lower-ranking patrol policeman even less (38,000 rubles,
less than $400). These are almost the same salary that was
granted in 2012 during the reform. After the creation of
the Rosgvardiia, salaries for its officers increased, while
the police did not receive such a pay raise. Over the past
two years, there has been a rise in the salaries of workers
at enterprises, while payments to those involved in the
so-called “SMO?” have increased. This all significantly
reduces the prospects of the police recruiting new per-
sonnel. Today, a guy from a small town who is choosing
between a position as a factory worker or a policeman will
choose the former, as the salary is at least twice as high.

The police, like other employment segments in Rus-
sia, are faced with a new generation of recruits for whom
retirement after only 25 years of service is less of a moti-
vation than it was for previous generations. Young peo-
ple join the police force for 1-2 years and leave it quite
quickly without being enticed by social benefits in the
distant future. To be a police officer today means doing
the work of two or three people to produce the KPI and,
above all, the clearance rates that management wants
for the unit as if it were fully staffed. For lower-rank-
ing officers, this means irregular working hours, which,
given the low pay, creates even greater incentives for
quitting the job.

As a result, the police has seen a wave of feminiza-
tion, just as in the 1990s, when the MI had similar per-
sonnel problems. Today, the police have fully feminized
units, including juvenile affairs departments and those
positions that consist entirely of paper-based and bureau-
cratic work, such as administrative law enforcement
departments and inquiry or investigation units. More-
over, a growing number of women are working as local
police officers, patrol officers, and other outdoor services
for which men were traditionally recruited. Women may
see police work as more attractive not only because they

have lower salary expectations, but also because mater-
nity time is counted in the system as full-time service; it
is not uncommon for the birth of two children to take
up a third of a female police officer’s total service time.

Feminization occurs in parallel with bureaucratiza-
tion. The increasing burden of reporting and scrutiny
coincides with the influx of more female officers into
such work. Today, the investigation of criminal and
administrative cases is also predominantly a stream of
paperwork and bureaucratic decisions. Excessive bureau-
cratization and the principle of personal responsibility
encourage police officers to work not for results but for
clearance rates. At the same time, management control
over the KPI and case paperwork is strengthened. The
attention of the prosecutor’s office to how the police
register crimes is also intensifying; this reduces the
discretion of police officers in the field and multiplies
the paperwork on those cases that have no prospect of
being solved. Before suspending a case with no prospects,
an inquiry officer or investigator has to do significant
paperwork, reducing the resources available for inves-
tigating complex cases. As a result, the police focus on
recording and investigating the most straightforward
cases, often those that do not involve harm to any victim.

Itis important to note that Russia, like the rest of the
world, is experiencing a decline in violent crime. Even
soldiers coming back from war cannot reverse the trend.
Consequently, a growing share of the flow of cases are
victimless crimes. For example, up to 17 percent of all
defendants in criminal courts are accused of having had
an administrative record drawn up against them in the
last 12 months (most often for non-payment of child
support or drunk driving). The police, suffering from
a shortage of qualified and experienced personnel, can
only successfully investigate this type of crime.

Another consequence of the staffing shortage is the
lack of experienced managers in average police stations.
Since the principle of a manager’s personal responsibility
for the actions of subordinates still applies, and there are
not enough people in the field, no experienced police-
men are willing to rise up the career ladder and occupy
management positions, which bring no salary bump but
only increased risk of dismissal and punishment.

Conclusion

The ongoing war may well change the dynamics of vio-
lent crime in Russia. Returning former Wagner combat-
ants, or soldiers temporarily returning from the frontline,
are often in the news as a constant source of violence.
This is confirmed by interviews with police officers, who
feel frustrated that criminals who are caught are not
properly punished because they end up returning to the

5  Illegally annexed by Russia in 2014 and internationally recognized as part of Ukraine.
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front. There are also reports that many of those who are
sent to the front from prison colonies manage to escape.
However, at least for the moment, official criminal court
statistics (currently available until the first half of 2024)
do not confirm this trend.

The police do not appear to be among the domestic
beneficiaries of this war at all, first and foremost because
the police are seriously understaffed. The head of the
MI recognizes this in public. Nevertheless, the 19-per-
cent stafling shortage voiced by Vladimir Kolokoltsev
sounds like a dream for lower-ranking officers. Often,
in the divisions of local policemen and patrols, there
is a 50-percent or greater shortage of personnel. The
police compete for personnel with other law enforce-
ment agencies, for example the Rosgvardiia. Here, the
salaries are better and the range of responsibilities less
comprehensive than in the police. Low salaries and irreg-
ular working hours do not make the police an attractive

About the Author

place to work. The response to the shortage of person-
nel has been the feminization of the Russian police. The
MI features all-female units; more and more women are
also taking up positions traditionally occupied by men.
This trend coincides with the increasing bureaucratiza-
tion of police work. Today, investigating ad ministrative
and criminal cases and processing them for the crim-
inal court is more often paperwork than detective work.

Second, the principle of managers’ personal responsi-
bility, introduced in the 2012 reform and intensified over
the years, has washed out the layer of managers willing
to take responsibility for decisions. Third, policing has
become digitized in recent years. Gradually, regional
police information centers have started to integrate
their databases. However, the problem of accountabil-
ity remains. Most digital reforms are initiated more
because of management’s desire to control subordinates
than any will to help them in their work.

Kurt Haven is a pseudonym. Collecting and publishing information about law enforcement agencies can be qualified
as criminal behavior by the Russian state. The author lives and works in Russia and prefers to remain anonymous.
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Abstract

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine led to a proliferation of volunteer formations fighting alongside the
regular armed forces. These include “private” military companies (PMCs) and units financed or recruited
by governors, big corporations, Cossack groups or Donbas veterans. The advantages of this kind of “cov-
ert mobilization” for the Kremlin are threefold: enlarging the recruitment pool, financial burden-sharing,
and containing domestic discontent by concealing the high number of casualties and avoiding or at least
postponing yet another unpopular round of compulsory mobilization. At the same time, the mushrooming
of various volunteer formations entails risks for the regime, too, as the Wagner mutiny revealed. After the
failed mutiny, the Wagner model—which was based on controlling financial means and recruitment proc-
esses, together with extensive operational autonomy—was destroyed; the Kremlin initiated a new phase of
dealing with the volunteer formations and subjected them to tighter control. Nonetheless, they could even-
tually become useful instruments for individual power projection in the event of a weakening of Putin’s

power vertical.

Compulsory and Covert Mobilization
Since the full-scale invasion, Russia has suffered heavy
losses on the frontline. Mediazona and BBC Russia were
able to verify the names of 75,382 killed in action as of
October 25, 2024, and estimated that the real number
is about 120,000 (Mediazona 2024). This means that
after two and a half years of war, Russia’s blood toll is
already ten times higher than that of the Soviet Union
in ten years of the Afghan war. Including the wounded,
NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte even estimates
the Russian casualties by October 2024 at 600,000 men
(NATO 2024). Besides outnumbering Ukraine in its
war of attrition, the Kremlin counts on further instru-
mentalizing its military as a means of coercion against
Western countries and NATO. In consequence, Putin
has gradually increased the target size of Russia’s armed
forces from 1 million before the war to 1.5 million by
the end of 2024. To achieve these goals, Russia will
have to recruit large numbers of new personnel while
compensating for the enormous war losses. The chal-
lenge is likely to be all the greater because even before
the full-scale invasion, the number of active service-
men only corresponded to 90 percent of the officially
declared figure—900,000 instead of 1 million in 2021
(Military Balance 2022, 193). The gap is likely to have
widened significantly since the war. Research by iSto-
ries and CIT-Team shows that instead of the 640,000
contract soldiers claimed by the Ministry of Defense,
only 426,000 soldiers appear to have been recruited as
of April 2024 (Bonch-Osmolovskaya and Savina 2024).
With regard to military recruitment, Russia’s lead-
ership pursues two pathways, focusing on three differ-

ent categories of personnel. The first pathway consists

of compulsory mobilization. On September 21, 2022,
Putin called up 300,000 men. This measure was unpop-
ular, triggering fear and anger, leading to arson attacks

on enlistment offices and hundreds of thousands of men

leaving the country. Although then-defense minister Ser-
gei Shoigu declared at the end of October 2022 that the

so-called “partial mobilization” had been completed, the

surviving mobilized soldiers continue to be deployed in

the war zone to this day, as Putin’s decree sets no time

limit and has not been formally revoked.

Given the risk of growing public discontent associ-
ated with another round of compulsory mobilization, the
Kremlin decided to step up efforts aimed at so-called

“covert mobilization.” This term refers to persons who are
recruited on a voluntary basis. They fall into two cate-
gories: regular soldiers who serve in the armed forces
for a certain period of time (kontrakiniki) and fighters
from a wide range of longstanding or newly established
volunteer formations. With recruitment and retention
of kontraktniki increasingly facing problems, volunteer
formations are gaining in importance as a very flexible
tool to quickly generate manpower for the frontline
by opening up new recruitment sources. According to
Mediazona and BBC Russia, volunteer fighters—besides
prison inmates who had been recruited by Wagner until
May 2023—have borne the brunt of losses since early
summer 2022 (Mediazona 2024).

Patchwork of Volunteer Formations
At the beginning of the full-scale invasion, the Rus-
sian leadership drew on existing structures—such as
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PMCs, militias in the Donbas, and Cossack groups—
but quickly began to promote the ad hoc establishment
of new units. As a result, a patchwork of volunteer struc-
tures emerged with different legal statuses, heterogenous

funding and recruitment bases, as well as varying deg-
rees of operative autonomy from the Ministry of Defense

and the General Staff. The available data do not allow
a comprehensive comparison with regard to the size;

terms of service; and level of equipment, weaponry, and

training of the different units. In terms of size, Wagner—
before the mutiny—and Cossack forces stand out, each

having (had) around 50,000 fighters in Ukraine. While

the Cossack fighters appear to be more homogeneous in

terms of their level of training, Wagner’s forces were very
heterogeneous, as the PMC consisted of a core of several

thousands of experienced mercenaries but the majority
of those fighting in Ukraine for Wagner were untrained

prison inmates. The Kadyrovtsy are also very heteroge-
neous in their legal status and composition. The majority

of the long-established Chechen units are formally sub-
ordinate to the National Guard, while the units created

after 2022 are subordinated to the Ministry of Defense.
Most of the fighters are Chechens, with the exception of
the Akhmat Special Forces Battalion, in which 90 per-
cent of the fighters are Russians from outside Chech-
nya. In August 2024, Kadyrov claimed that he had sent

40,000 fighters to the war, including 19,000 volunteers.
As the fighters only sign a 4-month contract, an individ-
ual’s renewal contracts are counted as a new contract,
artificially increasing the number of fighters (Novaya

Gazeta Europe 2024). Other volunteer units comprise

only a few dozen to hundred fighters; regional volun-
teer battalions are usually formed of around 400 men

each. The fact that the average age of volunteer fighters

increased during the full-scale invasion, and that the

physical and mental health requirements were massively

reduced, clearly shows that the recruitment of volunteer

fighters is primarily about quantity, not quality.

(Not So) Private Military Companies

The most diverse group with regard to recruitment,
financing, and operational control are the PMCs. Ille-
gal according to §359 of the Russian Criminal Code,
which prohibits the founding, financing, and recruit-
ing of irregular armed forces, they are either registered
abroad or take the form of private security companies,
which are allowed to operate in Russia. Latecomers to
the global business of PMCs, Russian companies have
been gaining visibility and importance since at least the
2010s. While most of them focused initially on protec-
tive services (Moran Security, RSB Group) or engaged
in military consulting and training for foreign militar-
ies, the beginning of the Ukraine war in 2014 became
aturning point. Mercenaries from Wagner and EN.O.T

participated in combat missions alongside pro-Russian
forces in the Donbas. Thereafter, Russian PMCs mush-
roomed and began to significantly expand their activities
as well as their area of operation, which came to stretch
from Ukraine to Syria, Libya, and sub-Saharan Africa.

Up until the full-scale-invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
the relationship between the PMCs and the Kremlin was
often described as a peculiar form of public-private part-
nership based on the promise to promote private business
interests while simultaneously serving the Kremlin’s geo-
political and military interests: by expanding Russian
influence in regions from which Moscow was absent for
a long time, by acting as a military force multiplier for
Russia’s armed forces, and by offering (plausible) denia-
bility for Russia’s military interference abroad. In 2012,
Putin praised PMCs as a potential “instrument for real-
izing national interests without the direct participation
of the government.” However, despite opaque owner-
ship and management structures, many PMCs main-
tained from the beginning close ties to Russian security
structures like the GRU, the FSB, and the Ministry of
Defense, using their training facilities and getting equip-
ment from them, among other things. Some, like Patriot,
Redut, and Shchit, can even be classified as pure front
organizations of the Ministry of Defense and the GRU.

The full-scale invasion changed the calculation of
interests of the Kremlin, on the one hand, and the
PMCs and their sponsors, on the other hand. Deni-
ability became obsolete for Putin, while the ability to
open up new recruitment channels and engage PMCs
in combat missions became decisive. For example, the
new PMC Espanola targets football hooligans, while the
PMC Andreevskii Krest focuses on Orthodox believers.
Prigozhin, in turn, was the first to recruit prison inmates
en masse starting from August 2022, deploying them
in “human waves” in the battle of Bakhmut.

Cossacks, Pro-Russian Militias, and the
Russian Orthodox Church

While monetary incentives such as high recruitment
bonuses and salaries play a decisive role in the enlistment
of kontraktniki and mercenaries, ideological motives
are more likely to be decisive when it comes to recruit-
ing “patriotic’-nationalist forces. To date, Putin demon-
strates an ambivalent attitude toward this milieu. On the
one hand, he actively reaches out to them as part of his
efforts to strengthen the “patriotic’-military education
of society; on the other hand, he seems concerned about
individuals and groups who criticize him for being too
soft on Ukraine. Therefore, when it comes to recruit-
ing fighters for the war, the Kremlin counts on “patri-
otic” forces considered loyal to him. These include pro-
Russian militias like the Union of Donbas Volunteers,
the Russian Orthodox Church, and Cossacks who have
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been fighting on Ukrainian soil for Russia since 2014.
In the tradition of warrior peasants in Tsarist Russia,
“patriotism,” militarism, and Orthodox Christianity are
their core values. According to the All-Russian Cossack
Society, 50,000 Cossacks fought in Ukraine between
February 2022 and the end of July 2024 (Vserossiiskoe
kazach’e obshchestvo 2024). In April 2024, a law cre-
ating a Cossack reserve of 60,000 men was passed. Fur-
thermore, both the Kremlin and the All-Russian Cos-
sack Society are pushing for new Cossack organizations
to be created in occupied territories like Kherson and
Zaporizhzhia in order to strengthen Russia’s rule.

Volunteer Formations Affiliated With
Regions and Companies
While PMCs, militias, and Cossack forces existed before
the full-scale invasion in Ukraine, two new categories of
volunteer formations emerged only afterwards. In July
2022, the Russian government instructed the admin-
istrations of the 85 subjects of the Russian Federation
(including the illegally annexed Crimea and Sevastopol)
to form battalions of 400 men each. The burden-shar-
ing model between the federal center and the regions
envisages governors and regional businessmen sponsor-
ing recruitment bonuses and equipment while the regu-
lar salary is paid by the Ministry of Defense. Given that
bonuses vary significantly from region to region, some
volunteer battalions—Ilike the “Sobianin regiment” in
Moscow—enlist not only men residing in these regions
but also those coming from other areas of Russia. While
the majority of these units serve primarily to share the
financial burden and use the regions as a recruitment
vehicle, and therefore cannot be defined as “governors’
armies,” there is one exception: the Kadyrovtsy. Already
before the full-scale invasion, the head of the Repub-
lic of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, had built up a pri-
vate army. Although nominally under the auspices of
the National Guard—and, to a lesser degree, the Min-
istry of Defense—in reality it is Kadyrov who controls
the recruitment and training process in Chechnya. For
example, the fighters are trained in the Russian Spe-
cial Forces University named after Vladimir Putin in
Gudermes, which is not part of the Russian armed forces
or the National Guard but formally a private institu-
tion, yet is de facto an instrument for ensuring loyalty
to Kadyrov. Kadyrov turned the requirement handed
down from the federal center into an advantage for him-
self: By creating not only one but four volunteer battal-
ions (“Akhmat” battalion East, North, West and South)
in July 2022, he exceeded the expected proof of loyalty
to Putin while increasing his own corps of loyal fighters.
Parallel to the regions, (semi-)state and private com-
panies have been forming volunteer battalions since
summer 2022. Recruiting among their employees and

private security companies, Gazprom (Potok, Plamia,
Fakel), Roskosmos (Uran), and Rusal (Sokol) sent fight-
ers to the frontline. In addition, wealthy individuals and
entrepreneurs—like Gennadii Timchenko, Oleg Deri-
paska, Konstantin Malofeev, and Igor Altushkin—are
said to be actively engaging in (co-)financing volun-
teer units of different origin (The Moscow Times 2023).

Lessons Learned From the Wagner Mutiny
Making use of existing and creating new volunteer for-
mations helped Russia’s leadership to rapidly recruit
a large number of fighters while sharing the financial
burdens with regions, companies, and individual entre-
preneurs. However, the “proxyfication” of structures of
violence entails risks for Putin’s regime and the Russian
state. These range from more practical questions of mili-
tary interoperability on the battlefield—due to different
levels of military training and equipment—to insuffi-
cient control over individual structures by the Minis-
try of Defense, up to the state monopoly on the use of
force being eroded. The Wagner mutiny clearly demon-
strated the challenges for the Kremlin and led to adap-
tations in dealing with volunteer formations.

In spring 2023, the looming dispute over the alloca-
tion of resources and competences between Prigozhin
and then-Minister of Defense Shoigu escalated into
an open power struggle. When Prigozhin switched from
criticizing the military leadership as incompetent and
decadent to questioning Putin’s legitimation of the full-
scale invasion, Prigozhin’s feud with Shoigu turned into
an open challenge to Putin’s power. Not only did Prigo-
zhin refuse to obey Shoigu’s subordination order, which
demanded that all volunteer formations sign a contract
with the Ministry of Defense by July 1, 2023, but he
also started his March for Justice toward Moscow on
June 23, 2023.

Having successfully quelled the mutiny, the Kremlin
responded by destroying the “Wagner model.” Among
volunteer formations, Wagner was unique in that its
peculiar private-public partnership with the Ministry of
Defense and Kremlin included far-reaching freedoms:
independent recruitment sources (having been given the
right to offer amnesty to prison inmates in exchange for
joining Wagner’s ranks), operational command with
regard to its frontline operations, and direct control
over the financial means coming from the Ministry
of Defense—allowing Prigozhin to build relationships
based on personal loyalty with his commanders. Further-
more, Wagner was integrated into the broad corporate
network of an entrepreneur of violence who had polit-
ical ambitions to join the inner circle of Putin’s power.
In the wake of Prigozhin’s mutiny, his business network
was destroyed, and in August 2023 he was killed together
with the founder of Wagner, Dmitrii Utkin. The Wagner



RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 323, 20 January 2025

22

mercenaries were given the choice of signing contracts
with the Ministry of Defense or going into exile in Bela-
rus. Wagner as a fighting force was dissolved, although
the brand name and a small unit led by Prigozhin’s son
Pavel still exist within the ranks of the National Guard.

Besides dealing with the peculiar case of Wagner,
the Ministry of Defense and general staff seized the
opportunity to enforce tighter control over all volun-
teer formations. To this end, either the volunteer for-
mations or the individual fighters had to sign contracts
with the Ministry of Defense whereby even the hith-
erto illegal PMCs and their mercenaries de facto became
legalized. Cross-financing through businessmen and
regional actors is still encouraged and expected, but
the money flows to the volunteer formations are now
channeled through the Ministry of Defense. In conse-
quence, the sponsors’ ties with the commanders have
been weakened. Furthermore, the volunteer formations
have been administratively subordinated to three larger
organizations controlled by the Ministry of Defense
and/or GRU: BARS, the Expeditionary Volunteer
Assault Corps, and the Africa Corps (Watling, Dany-
lyuk and Reynolds 2024). While originally founded
in 2015 as an “Army Combat Reserve” dedicated to
training reservists, the “BARS” label is now attached
to a broad spectrum of units fighting in Ukraine, rang-
ing from mobilized recruits and regional volunteer units
up to volunteer formations based more on ideological
bonds, like part of the Union of Donbas Volunteers,
Tsar Wolves, or units of the All-Russian Cossack Soci-
ety. While the BARS system can be described more
as a formal umbrella organization for different units
without the Ministry of Defense interfering too much
into their internal structures, the establishment of the
Expeditionary Volunteer Assault Corps in 2023 clearly
demonstrates the desire of Russia’s military leadership
to enhance its administrative control of all volunteer
and mercenary groups fighting in Ukraine. Led by Lieu-
tenant-General Vladimir Alexeev from GRU, the new
structure’s task is to enhance interoperability by regu-
lating training and command and control structures
(Galeotti and Arutunyan 2024). The Africa Corps, in
turn, was established in 2023 by the GRU mainly to
take over Wagner’s activities in Africa. BARS, the Expe-
ditionary Volunteer Assault Corps, and the Africa Corps
use PMC:s like Redut or Konvoi, which are controlled
by the Ministry of Defense and GRU, as front organi-
zations to recruit volunteer fighters. This opaque struc-
ture reflects the desire to keep as many recruitment
and funding channels open as possible in order to con-
tinue to target volunteers and to uphold financial bur-
den-sharing while streamlining command and control
and promoting interoperability.

Risks for Regime Stability?

Despite being formally subordinated to state structures,
the risks for further “proxyfication” of structures of vio-
lence have not yet been eliminated entirely. Under cer-
tain circumstances, they could even grow, as a large
number of actors outside the regular armed forces and
GRU have gained or broadened their experience in dif-
ferent aspects of the process—ranging from financing
to administrative issues like handling recruitment and
procurement processes up to establishing or strength-
ening ties to groups that already have long experience
in the realm of proxy structures.

Although most actors regard the founding and
financing of volunteer formations as, above all, a means
to show loyalty to the president, they also serve as
a means to demonstrate their own standing within the
elite. Under certain circumstances, volunteer forma-
tions and mercenaries could even become a safeguard for
their patrons. For such a scenario to emerge, three fac-
tors would need to coincide: first, a significantly weak-
ened president or an imminent succession crisis; second,
a massive escalation among the elite of those conflicts
that usually only smolder beneath the surface; and third,
crumbling security services and armed forces. In such
a situation, individual actors or groups of actors could
draw on past experience and existing structures of vio-
lence to secure or strengthen their position. Regional
volunteer formations could turn into governor’s armies;
the PMCs of large companies and rich individuals could
become their military tool. However, such a scenario
would require the third precondition: the weakening of
the regular armed forces and the collapse of the security
structures’ overall control. Such a situation would only
be possible if a sudden change at the top of the coun-
try were accompanied by a military defeat in Ukraine.

A more moderate version of this scenario might
be more realistic. Given the neo-feudal relationship
between Putin and Kadyrov, a change of leadership
in Moscow could inspire the Chechen ruler to use
the Kadyrovtsy to reshape the model of relations to
his advantage.

However, as long as not all of these precondi-
tions are met and the power vertical of the president
remains unchallenged, there is no compelling reason
for Putin to fundamentally question the current gov-
ernance model of establishing volunteer formations
as a means of winning the war against Ukraine. In
the polycentric system of Russia’s security structures,
competition through financial overlaps and structural
duplications is an important instrument of presidential
control. Against this backdrop, the diversity of volun-
teer formations may thus serve Putin as an insurance
policy against the military becoming more powerful
in times of war.
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