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Research Objectives:

To show the relationship between mercenaries, 
businesses and local elites in three country 
case studies, highlighting the similarities and 
differences of these relationships in each case.
 
To detail the individuals and entities controlling 
the extraction and logistical movement of gold 
and other resources despite sanctions. 

To emphasise the UAE’s central role as the main 
hub for Russian-controlled African gold. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In CAR, the mercenaries are supporting Presi-
dent Touadera in return for control over gold and 
diamond mines. In Sudan, they have adapted to 
the changes in power. In Mali, however, they have 
faced fierce resistance and have been unable to 
establish full control over gold mining. Gold remains 
a key asset in circumventing sanctions against Rus-
sia and is sold through the UAE, which has become 
the centre of the illegal trade. Despite sanctions, 
Russian entities continue to generate revenue from 
African resources, and the military successes of 
mercenaries have a direct impact on the economic 
activities of these entities. 

Following Yevgeny Prigozhin’s death, PMC ‘Wagner’ 
in Africa came under the control of the Russian Ministry 
of Defence, retaining its influence in the Central African 

Republic, Sudan and Mali.
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The death of Yevgeny Prigozhin in August 2023 trig-
gered the redistribution of his assets and acceler-
ated the process by which the Russian Ministry of 
Defence, and the GRU in particular, took control of 
PMC Wagner. In addition to the military forces oper-
ating in Ukraine, an important part of Prigozhin’s 
empire were his African assets, which included mer-
cenaries as well as a number of companies involved 
in the extraction and sale of valuable resources. 

Despite the numerous investigations (one, two, 
three) into the new heads of Prigozhin’s business 
empire, the fate of his African assets remains un-
clear. 

This report will explore how PMC Wagner took 
control of the extraction of gold, diamonds and other 

Context
resources in a number of African countries, and will 
explore what happened to Prigozhin’s companies 
in Africa after his death. Russia’s network of military 
and business influence has spread to many African 
countries. Some, such as Egypt and Algeria, buy mil-
itary equipment from Russia whilst others, like Benin 
and South Africa, depend on Russian fertilisers or, in 
the cases of Senegal and Rwanda, rely on Russian 
grain. However, this report is not only about trade –  
it is about dirty business, where violence, corruption 
and the circumvention of sanctions thrive. 

This report focuses on three countries: the Central 
African Republic (CAR), Sudan, and Mali. 

The pattern of relationships between Russian 
influences and local regimes varies. In the CAR, 
Russian mercenaries and businesses have effec-
tively managed to take control of the extraction of 
gold and other resources, becoming a key pillar of 
support in President Touadera’s regime. In Sudan, 
Russian mercenaries failed to save the regime of 
their patron President Omar al-Bashir, but have 
successfully adapted to the new political reality. In 
Mali, Russian actors faced fierce resistance from 
both local rebels, who inflicted the largest defeat of 
Russian mercenaries in Africa, as well as from the 
local military junta, which refuses to grant conces-
sions for the mining of gold. 

This report’s focus on gold-rich countries stems 
from the fact that gold is easy to hide from reg-
ulators, and so can be used more effectively to 

https://www.ft.com/content/98e478b5-c0d4-48a3-bcf7-e334a4ea0aca
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1581
https://paperpaper.io/chto-sluchilos-s-biznes-imperiej-prigo/
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2024/06/24/oblomki-imperii
https://rtvi.com/stories/nasledie-prigozhina-chto-proishodit-s-biznesom-glavy-chvk-spustya-god-posle-myatezha/
https://novayagazeta.eu/articles/2022/10/20/kontinent-ot-shef-povara
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/Methodsandtrends/Ml-tf-risks-and-vulnerabilities-gold.html
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circumvent sanctions and fund criminal activi-
ty. The use of gold to circumvent sanctions is a 
fairly common practice. By doing this, sanctioned 
countries, such as Iran and Venezuela, are able to 
mitigate the impact of the restrictions and access 
international markets. Although the CAR, Sudan 
and Mali are not the only African countries in which 
Russians have gold-related assets, the vast major-
ity of Russian-controlled African gold is mined in 
these countries. 

According to Swissaid, between 321 and 474 tonnes 
of artisanal gold mined in Africa goes undeclared 
each year. This is valued at between US$ 24 billion 
and US$ 35 billion, and represents 72-80% of the 
continent’s total artisanal gold production. Moreover, 
gold smuggling in Africa is on the rise. Rusian-owned 
mercenaries and companies play an integral role in 
African gold-smuggling1. Experts estimate that, as 
of the end of 2023, African gold had brought Russia 
more than US$ 2.5 billion since the beginning of the 
country’s full-scale war with Ukraine.
Despite the fact that the vast majority of individu-

als and entities referenced in this report are un-
der Western sanctions, they continue to operate 
through intermediary countries, most significantly 
the UAE, which is willing to violate American and 
EU sanctions.

This report consists of four case studies, revealing 
the specifics of interactions between Russian mer-
cenaries and businesses in the countries with an 
important Russian presence. The first three chap-
ters focus on individual states and deal with two 
main aspects: 

Background on the rise of Russian mercenaries 
and the major political and military events in 
which they have been involved. 

The investigation of Russian business assets, 
including the identification of the companies 
and individuals which run them, with a focus 
on gold.

The division of the report in this way is justified 
by the fact that successful combat operations by 
Russian mercenaries are a key factor in promoting 
Russian business in Africa. The more successful 
the mercenaries are in fighting their employers’ 
opponents, the more successful the business  

Structure

11

becomes. In the CAR, for example, Russian merce-
naries were a decisive factor in the defeat of rebels 
and the restoration of President Touadera’s author-
ity over the country. Correspondingly, the extent 
of Russian business in the CAR is substantial. On 
the other hand, Russian mercenaries in Mali have 
fought rather unsuccessfully, having been period-
ically defeated by the rebels. Consequently, they 
are yet to gain control over the extraction of gold 
and other resources there. This report lays out 
why the presence of Russian mercenaries on the 
ground is a prerequisite for Russian business to 
thrive in Africa. 

The fourth chapter focuses on the destination of 
most of the gold mined or bought by Russians in 
Africa – the United Arab Emirates. It also reveals 
the supply chains and intermediaries used to 
generate revenue from the sale of these resources. 
The UAE is by far the largest buyer of African gold, 
and is now one of the largest gold-trading centres 
in the world.

The Geneva Convention defines a mercenary as a person recruited to take part in an armed conflict who is directly involved in hostilities, is motivated by a desire for 
personal gain in return for substantially higher compensation than ordinary combatants, is not a national or permanent resident of a party directly involved in the conflict, 
is not a member of the armed forces of that party, and is not sent by another State to perform official duties.

1

22

https://thesoufancenter.org/intelbrief-2021-june-14/
https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/on-the-trail-of-african-gold/
https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/on-the-trail-of-african-gold/
https://bloodgoldreport.com/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2024/05/uae-main-destination-smuggled-african-gold-report-claims
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The final chapter details Russia’s failed attempt  
at intervening in Madagascar’s domestic affairs. 

Our research draws on the following sources:

English- and French-language publications; 
studies and reports on Russian mercenary 
and business activities in African countries. 

Professional interviews with experts on the 
activities of Russian mercenaries in Africa, 
including journalists, political scientists and 
international relations specialists involved in 
monitoring the situation. For security reasons, 
their identities will not be disclosed. 

Open source data, including data from trading 
records and relevant legal entities. 

11

22

33
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WAGNER’S 
AFRICAN EMPIRE

War crimes and violence against civilians
It is worth noting that the ‘protection’ of regimes 
is often accompanied by war crimes involving 
Russian mercenaries. Mercenaries systematically 
attack civilians, committing acts of sexual violence 
and looting homes, shops, mines and markets. 
These actions benefit the mercenaries themselves, 
but are also part of a broader strategy of sup-
pressing local populations through violence. In 
the CAR alone, according to the ACLED, Russian 
mercenaries killed more than 900 civilians between 

December 2020 and March 2024. In Mali, Russian 
mercenaries killed about 400 people in 2024. 

We will not cover all cases of war crimes, but merely 
note that violence against civilians is often motivated 
by a desire to gain access to gold deposits. Wagner 
regularly attempts to gain control of small-scale mines 
through intimidating gold miners: at least 20 incidents 
of violence have been linked to attacks on local min-
ers between December 2020 and June 2023. 

Russia’s strategy in African countries is characterised by several strate-
gies. Firstly, the Kremlin and its affiliates provide military support to friendly 

non-democratic regimes to bolster the latter’s power. 

Secondly, in exchange for this assistance, Russia 
gains access to natural resources, often circum-
venting official rules. This dynamic is exemplified 
in studies of Russian intervention in various African 
states (one, two, three). 

Almost immediately after its emergence in Africa, 
PMC Wagner went beyond the traditional scope of 
a private military company whilst simultaneously 
remaining in step with Russia’s established strategy. 
As well as protecting regimes friendly to the Kremlin, 
Wagner was actively involved conducting political 
campaigns and disseminating Kremlin propaganda. 
However, the core purpose of PMC Wagner’s activi-
ties was ensuring control of strategic resources such 
as gold, diamonds and timber. Wagner would secure 
access to valuable natural resources and use these 
resources to finance its operations and generate 
income. 

Whilst PMC Wagner initially acted according to the 
interests of Russian authorities, during Prigozhin’s 
lifetime, they gained a kind of autonomy through 
their control of billions of dollars of underground 
cash-flow. 

Prigozhin’s death, and the subsequent transfor-
mation of his business empire, affected his African 
assets. Officially, control over the mercenaries  

was transferred to the Ministry of Defence and the 
GRU, including those operating in several African 
countries. The resulting new entity is called the 
‘African Corps.’ According to Verstka, the Ministry 
of Defence has poached not only former Wagner 
mercenaries, but also recruiters bringing in new 
fighters. However, this does not stop local Africans 
from continuing to refer to Russian mercenaries as 
‘Wagner.’

The picture of the extraction of resources and sup-
ply chains is far more complicated. Wagner’s activi-
ties in Africa were not limited to security and military 
backing either during Prigozhin’s lifetime, nor have 
they been after his death. Instead, they existed in 
a complex network of mutually beneficial relation-
ships with local regimes based on access to natural 
resources and political manipulation. Since Prigo-
zhin’s death, the structure of these relationships has 
changed, but the key mechanisms of interaction 
have largely remained the same. Each country in 
which PMC Wagner is active demonstrates unique 
aspects of these interactions, revealing the implica-
tions for regional stability and international relations. 

The primary purpose of Russian mercenaries in 
Africa is to protect Kremlin-friendly regimes or to 
provide other services which help politicians loyal 
to Russia win elections or stay in power. 

https://humanglemedia.com/un-probes-alleged-killings-by-russian-mercenaries-and-central-african-republic-soldiers/
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/#s4
https://acleddata.com/2024/04/08/regional-overview-africa-march-2024/
https://www.genocidewatch.com/single-post/russian-mercenaries-in-mali-accused-of-attacking-civilians#:~:text=That%20success%20has%20come%20at,900%20people%2C%20according%20to%20ACLED
https://acleddata.com/2023/08/02/moving-out-of-the-shadows-shifts-in-wagner-group-operations-around-the-world/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/78/foreign-affairs-committee/news/196695/guns-for-gold-the-wagner-network-exposed/
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/whitehall-reports/did-wagner-succeed-eyes-its-african-and-middle-eastern-clients
https://bloodgoldreport.com/
https://bloodgoldreport.com/
https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2023/12/22/1012398-chto-izvestno-ob-afrikanskom-korpuse-rossii
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/russia-putin-wagner-africa-west-b2489629.html
https://verstka.media/iz-vagnera-v-minoborony-kto-verbuet-rossiyan-v-afrikanskij-korpus
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Witnesses interviewed by The Guardian described 
massacres carried out by fighters they identified 
as members of the Wagner group. These fighters 
carried out raids on migrant miners’ camps be-
tween the town of Am-Daga in the north-east of the 
CAR and the areas bordering Sudan for six weeks, 
starting in mid-March 2022. They reportedly fired 
indiscriminately with automatic weapons, destroyed 
equipment, demolished buildings and stole mo-
torcycles. One witness mentioned a mass grave 
containing the bodies of more than 20 people. 

In March 2024, Russian mercenaries carried out 
numerous attacks on mines operated by private 
miners in the areas of Kotabara and Zaranga, Ouam 
Prefecture, CAR. Approximately 60 civilians were 
reportedly killed and several people injured as a re-
sult of these attacks. Survivors were forced to carry 
stolen items and gold. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jun/21/russian-mercenaries-accused-of-deadly-attacks-on-mines-on-sudan-car-border
https://acleddata.com/2024/04/08/regional-overview-africa-march-2024/
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THE CENTRAL 
AFRICAN REPUBLIC

Waggner’s Arrival 
in the CAR
After gaining independence in 1960, the Central 
African Republic experienced a series of autocrat-
ic regimes, military coups and political violence. 
The current president of the CAR, Faustin-Arch-
ange Touadera, took office in 2016. In the same 
year, France withdrew most of its troops from the 
country, which significantly complicated efforts to 
maintain order. In this context, Touadera sought 
another foreign partner to help him stay in power 
and successfully eliminate separatist sentiments in 
the country. Support was found: the Kremlin and 
the Wagner Group became the CAR’s new main 
partners. Wagner’s presence in the CAR began in 
2017, when the newly-elected Touadera visited 
Russia and requested military assistance to fight 
rebel groups. By early 2018, Russia had sent weap-
ons and five military instructors. Later, the Russian 
contingent gradually became directly involved in 
combat operations alongside the state’s army, help-
ing to restore control over the territory lost during 
the civil war beginning in 2012. 

At first, the mercenaries limited themselves to 
acting as military instructors, and did not take part 
directly in combat operations. However, by the 
end of 2020, Wagner’s involvement in the CAR 

had grown significantly due to the growing rebel 
activity: the Coalition of Patriots for Change (CPC), 
led by the former President Francois Bozize, had 
launched an offensive across the CAR with the aim 
of overthrowing the government. By January 2021, 
they controlled about two-thirds of the country. In 
response, Wagner Group mercenaries were sent to 
join operations alongside CAR armed forces, the 
UN peacekeeping mission and Rwandan special 
forces. By May 2021, the allied forces had man-
aged to recapture most of the territory occupied by 
the rebels. 

In this way, Wagner became an influential military 
force which allied itself to President Touadera. Rus-
sian mercenaries not only acted as instructors for 
the presidential guard, but also significantly expand-
ed their influence over local generals: by the end of 
2021, most of the CAR army units were operating 
under the command of Russian mercenaries. This 
leading role which Russian mercenaries play in the 
CAR army is confirmed by information from numer-
ous military and civilian sources in the country. The 
Wagner Group has also significantly strengthened 
its influence in other CAR state institutions. 

Gold, diamonds 
and timber
In exchange for military aid, the CAR government 
granted access to gold mines, including the Ndas-
sima mine, which generates approximately US$ 
290 million annually and has gold reserves worth in 
excess of US$ 1 billion. A comparison of satellite 
images of the mine taken in February 2022 and 
February 2023 showed noticeable changes:  

an expanded processing plant, depletion of the ex-
isting quarry, and the development of a new mining 
site. All this points towards an increase in produc-
tion capacity with the potential for further growth. 

To manage these assets, Russian businessmen 
linked to Prigozhin created two companies –  

https://www.france24.com/en/20161031-france-ends-military-mission-troubled-central-african-republic
https://www.france24.com/en/20171213-russia-asks-un-green-light-send-arms-c-africa
https://archive.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/3136399
https://icoca.ch/case-studies/modern-mercenaries-the-wagner-group-in-central-african-republic/
https://acleddata.com/2023/08/02/moving-out-of-the-shadows-shifts-in-wagner-group-operations-around-the-world/#invades-russia
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1467825x/2021/58/1
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/
https://thesentry.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ArchitectsTerror-TheSentry-June2023.pdf
https://euobserver.com/world/153653
https://thesentry.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ArchitectsTerror-TheSentry-June2023.pdf
https://thesentry.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ArchitectsTerror-TheSentry-June2023.pdf
https://bloodgoldreport.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/The-Blood-Gold-Report-2023-December.pdf
https://bloodgoldreport.com/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/central-african-republic-mine-displays-stakes-wagner-groups-future
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Midas Resources SARLU and Lobaye Invest Sarlu. 
The former manages the Ndassima mine, while the 
latter is engaged in gold and diamond mining in 
other regions. Another company, Mining Industries 
SARLU, obtained a licence to develop a gold and 
diamond deposit in the Vakaga prefecture. 

The territory in which Midas Resources operates in 
the Ndassima area covers at least 12 undeveloped 
deposits over an area of approximately 700 square 
kilometres. Before being seized by rebels in 2012, 
the mine was controlled by the Canadian company 
Axmin, whose licence was revoked by the CAR 
government. The Canadian company is seeking 
compensation through international arbitration. 

In September 2023, a delegation from Midas 
Resources arrived in Ndassima to meet with local 
community leaders. Company representatives 
announced that they had purchased the land from 
the CAR government and ordered local gold miners 
to leave the area immediately. This is not an iso-
lated case – Wagner systematically seizes control 
of small mines, often resorting to violence. At least 
twenty attacks on miners have been recorded  
between December 2020 and June 2023.

In addition to gold, structures affiliated with  
Prigozhin established the company DIamville SAU, 
which then obtained a licence to export and import 
diamonds. During their years of operation, Prigo-
zhin’s managers have succeeded in creating an  
efficient logistic chain which covers every stage 
from the mining of diamonds to their sale on inter-
national markets. Wagner structures have formed  
a cartel which forces independent diamond collec-
tors to sell exclusively through Diamville. 

Document dated March 27, 2020, in which Commercial Bank Centrafrique serves 
as a joint guarantor with Midas Ressources for a loan worth $500,000.
Photo: The Sentry.

AN INFOGRAPHIC showing where gold, diamonds and timber are extracted in the CAR. 

вырубку лесов в провинции Лобае. Эта компания также получила значительные 
преференции от властей ЦАР. В частности, Министерство финансов и бюджета 
освободило Bois Rouge от ряда налогов и таможенных пошлин на основании 
«объема инвестиций в проект» в размере 5,5 млрд франков КФА (8,3 млн евро). 
Кроме того, компания была освобождена от арендной платы за концессию, 
получив в 2022 году трехлетнюю отсрочку на ее оплату.

В конце 2022 года компания изменила свое название на Wood International Group 
SARLU, что может свидетельствовать о попытке уйти от санкций или скрыть 
свою связь с группой «Вагнера». Новым директором стал Гай Хельмут Гникама, 
ранее связанный с Bois Rouge.

Один из поставщиков для Bois Rouge – это российская компания “Брокер 
Эксперт”, которая также поставляла оборудование для суданской Meroe Gold 
Co. Ltd., связанной с пригожинскими структурами.

Вырубка лесов происходит на территориях, исторически принадлежащих 
коренному населению региона – пигмеям ака, которые ведут традиционный образ 
жизни, основанный на охоте и собирательстве. 

Несмотря на то, что насилие в отношении пигмеев не зафиксировано, их образ 
жизни находится под угрозой из-за масштабной вырубки лесов, что вынуждает 
их покидать свои земли в поисках безопасных мест. По словам источника All Eyes 
on Wagner, организации, защищающие права пигмеев, активно выражают свою 
обеспокоенность, однако местные власти остаются пассивными. В отсутствие 
контроля за деятельностью в регионе ситуация с вырубкой леса продолжает 
ухудшаться.

9

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2023_360.pdf
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-canadian-owned-mine-seized-by-russian-mercenaries-in-africa-is-helping/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-canadian-owned-mine-seized-by-russian-mercenaries-in-africa-is-helping/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2024/7/10/we-now-face-guns-small-scale-miners-fear-wagners-advances-in-car
https://acleddata.com/2023/08/02/moving-out-of-the-shadows-shifts-in-wagner-group-operations-around-the-world/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/02/car-prigozhins-blood-diamonds/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/02/car-prigozhins-blood-diamonds/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/02/car-prigozhins-blood-diamonds/
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In the same way as with gold mining, Wagner 
mercenaries often employ violence to realise their 
goals. Funds received by way of Diamville are 
known to be linked to looting and other criminal 
activities. Resources are often taken by forces from 
collectors and artisans. In all areas where mines 
and miners are located, Wagner mercenaries main-
tain a strong presence. According to two sources in 
the diamond industry, mercenaries have killed local 
miners for their finds. 

Gold and diamonds are not the only source of  
income for Wagner’s empire in the CAR. Another 
entity linked to Prigozhin is the timber company 
Bois Rouge SARLU, which has obtained govern-
ment permission to log forests in the province of 
Lobaye. This company has also received signifi-
cant preferential treatment from CAR authorities: 
in particular, the Ministry of Finance and Budget 
exempted Bois Rouge from a number of taxes and 
customs duties due to ‘the volume of investment 
in the project’, which amounts to 5.5 billion CFA 
francs (8.3 million euros). In addition, the company 
was exempted from concession rent, having been 
granted a three-year deferral on payment in 2022. 

At the end of 2022, the company changed its 
name to Wood International Group SARLU, pos-
sibly indicating an attempt to evade sanctions or 
conceal its connection to the Wagner Group. The 
company’s new director is Guy Helmut Gnikama, 
who was previously associated with Bois Rouge. 

One of Bois Rouge’s suppliers is the Russian com-
pany ‘Broker Expert,’ which also supplied equipment 
to the Sudanese company Meroe Gold Co. Ltd., 
which is, in turn, linked to Prigozhin’s organisations. 

Deforestation is being conducted in areas his-
torically inhabited by the indigenous Aka pygmy 
people, who lead a traditional, hunter-gatherer 
lifestyle. Although there have been no reports of 
violence against the Pygmies, their way of life is 
under threat due to the large-scale deforestation, 
which is forcing them to leave their lands in search 
of safer places. According to ‘All Eyes on Wagner,’ 
organisations defending the rights of the Pygmies 
are actively expressing their concern, but local 
authorities remain unresponsive. Without any kind 
of control over activities in the region, deforestation 
continues to worsen. 

https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/02/car-prigozhins-blood-diamonds/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy2164
http://brokerekspert.site/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1apso2lPJl1mXxyqL8P1wU5Ncnn6iwvpF/view
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
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The Wagner conglomerate is managed by Dmitry 
Sytyi, who began as Prigozhin’s representative in 
the country but successfully adapted to the new 
circumstances after the businessman’s death.  
A graduate of a business school in Paris, Sytyi  
controls the mining companies, and oversees 
media and propaganda campaigns on social media 
which spread anti-Western propaganda and sup-
port pro-Russian leaders. Another figure important 
for Russian assets in the CAR is Evgeny Khodotov, 
who was previously the director of Lobaye Invest  
as well as Prigozhin’s ‘M Finance.’

Russian businessmen use frontmen – local  
citizens who act as the de-facto heads of Russian 
companies. For example, according to an analysis 
of telephone records conducted and provided by 
the Dossier Centre, Bienvenu Patrick Setem Bon-
gwende is Sytyi’s driver as well as, according to the 
CAR corporate register, the head of Diamville. The 
situation is the same with Bois Rouge. 

After Prigozhin’s death, the President of the CAR, 
President Touadera, told the Kremlin that he wanted 
to keep Sytyi and his team in the country, fearing 
that their absence would undermine his govern-
ment’s attempts to combat rebel forces. 

One key figure in the CAR during Prigozhin’s life-
time was Valery Zakharov, a member of Wagner 
appointed by Touadara as his military advisor. As 
national security advisor to the Central African Re-
public, Zakharov determined the direction of Wag-
ner’s activities in the region and advised the presi-
dent on security matters. He was later replaced  
by another Wagner leader, Vitaly Perfiliev. 

After Prigozhin’s mutiny in June 2023, an individual 
from the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, Denis 
Pavlov, appeared in the CAR. According to All Eyes 
on Wagner, Pavlov is working under diplomatic cov-
er. His arrival in the CAR is a sign that the Russian 
state apparatus is gradually taking control of enti-
ties previously associated with Yevgeny Prigozhin. 

In addition, security issues in the CAR are now 
being handled by Dmitry Podolsky, who recently 
arrived in the country. He had joined Wagner PMC’s 
ranks and participated in hostilities against Ukraine, 
where he was seriously wounded, before being 
appointed security adviser to the President of the 
Central African Republic, replacing Vitaly Perfiliev. 
Podolsky, together with his assistants Denis Dred-
ney and Maxim Povrosky, are involved in military 
operations and the recruitment of mercenaries. 

Источник: All Eyes On Wagner

In the picture: Dmitry Podolsky

https://start.lesechos.fr/travailler-mieux/metiers-reconversion/qui-est-dmitri-sytyi-le-patron-de-wagner-afrique-34-ans-passe-par-une-ecole-de-commerce-francaise-1981977
https://dossier.center/car-en/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1133
https://www.list-org.com/company/1583220/show/founders_history#founders
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RyxkBKTP7BEVEtoQ3LV0jzxzJFrelHbJ/view
https://www.wsj.com/world/africa/wagner-africa-sytii-prigozhin-gold-12a45769
https://cf.usembassy.gov/treasury-sanctions-russian-proxy-wagner-group-as-a-transnational-criminal-organization/
https://www.bbc.com/russian/articles/crg3e004w2xo
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/12/07/denis-pavlov-the-man-in-bangui/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/12/07/denis-pavlov-the-man-in-bangui/
https://rtvi.com/news/naznachennyj-sovetnikom-prezidenta-czar-vagnerovecz-dal-intervyu-rtvi/
https://warheroes.ru/hero/hero.asp?Hero_id=34840
https://xn--80aecia4cddn0c3e.xn--p1ai/hero/podolskiydmitriymayorzapasa
https://www.theafricareport.com/362645/car-who-is-dmitri-podolsky-touaderas-new-russian-adviser/
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Port Douala Conclusions
As the CAR is landlocked, it is forced to rely on 
neighbouring countries to transport its natural 
resources. Douala is the largest port in Cameroon, 
and around 85% of the state’s foreign trade turn-
over passes through it. According to data from 
Cameroon’s customs service, goods valued at 
approximately 55 billion CFA Francs and destined 
for the Central African Republic are offloaded in 
port Douala each year. They are then transported to 
Bangui, capital of the CAR, via a passage between 
the two settlements. 

This port is used for the export of gold, diamonds 
and timber harvested in the CAR under Russian 
control, and also for importing equipment and ma-
terials required for extraction and production. Raw 
materials for the alcohol business in Bangui are also 
among the shipments that come through Douala. 

The Russian mercenaries provide security along the 
transport routes that connect Bangui and Camer-
oon, making them crucial in supporting the func-
tionality of this supply chain. Still, incidents occur 
here as well. In November of 2024, Cameroonian 
truck drivers working on the route into the CAR 
protested and formed a blockade of the road. This 
was in response to Russian mercenaries allegedly 
murdering Mohamadou Awalou, a fellow truck driver. 
However, as early as December traffic had resumed. 

To oversee its operations, Russian business relies 
upon a web of companies acting through confi-
dants. The company International Global Logistics, 
for example, previously handled logistical affairs 
in port Douala. However, according to data from 
Jeune Afrique, they have now been replaced by 
Sobro SARL who also specialise in the loading,  
unloading and transportation of goods between 
ships and docks. Aside from managing Russian 
export and import in Douala, Sobro SARL sells 
its services to other companies as well. Recently, 
another company connected to Russian interests 
has appeared – Ripperwood SARLU who likely 
will undertake the extraction of timber in the border 
region of Cameroon, adjacent to the CAR. 

Initially, the role of Russian mercenaries in the 
Central African Republic was limited to training the 
local armed forces.  Their presence in the country 
was presented as technical aid through bilateral 
cooperation between Moscow and Bangui. Howev-
er, with the amplification of insurgent activity during 
2020-21 and the risk of losing central power, the 
role of the Russian mercenaries shifted radically. 
They became an integral part of military opera-
tions, having taken upon themselves the function 
of frontline units, and they played a decisive role in 
retaining President Touadéra’s power. It was their 
participation that ensured the insurgents advancing 
on the capital were repelled. The stabilisation of the 
regime ultimately strengthened Russia’s position as 
the country’s main foreign policy player. 

In time, the activity of the Russian mercenaries in 
the CAR began to extend beyond the realms of 
military aid. The Wagner Group established control 
over the state’s key economic resources. This con-
cerns strategic goldmining and diamond deposits, 
as well as other interests like logging and trans-
port logistics. The operations of the mercenaries 
were accompanied by numerous cases of violence 
towards the civilian population, mass violations of 
human rights, extrajudicial killings and suppression 
of dissent. International human rights organisations 
have published reports detailing the scale and 
systematic nature of these crimes, but, regardless 
of all accusations, the Touadéra regime continues 
to grant the Wagner Group extensive authority and 
economic privileges.

Following the death of Yevgeny Prigozhin in 2023 
the Kremlin began an active policy to consoli-
date control over Wagner’s overseas operations. 
This was shown through the appointment of new 
pro-Kremlin supervisors and administrators, such 
as Denis Pavlov, who were called to secure the 
chain of accountability and loyalty to Moscow. This 
also testifies to the transition from an informal mod-
el of private influence to a more institutionalised for-
mat of control over the assets of the mercenaries, 
military and economic alike. Russia is strengthening 
its presence in the CAR at every level, from military 
to diplomatic, including efforts through cultural and 
humanitarian organisations.

The CAR currently remains deeply dependent on 
Russian military aid. The entities connected to the 
Wagner Group continue to use the country as a 
source of steady and often illegal income by man-
aging natural resources, creating guarded produc-

https://issafrica.org/fr/iss-today/douala-une-porte-dentree-du-commerce-illegal-sur-le-marche-mondial
https://theguardianpostcameroon.com/post/5132/fr/douala-bangui-corridor-cross-border-trade-resumes-weeks-of-blockade
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Julia-Stanyard-Eleanor-Beevor-and-Thierry-Vircoulon-Port-of-call-Regional-illicit-flows-through-Douala-Cameroon-GI-TOC-May-2024-1.pdf
https://www.theafricareport.com/231760/at-the-heart-of-the-wagner-system-from-douala-to-bangui/
https://www.theafricareport.com/231760/at-the-heart-of-the-wagner-system-from-douala-to-bangui/
https://www.google.com/search?q=beer+wagner+car&oq=beer+wagner+car&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCDM2OTdqMGo3qAIAsAIA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://humanglemedia.com/alleged-murder-of-truck-driver-by-wagner-mercenaries-triggers-blockage-of-cameroon-car-highway/
https://theguardianpostcameroon.com/post/5132/fr/douala-bangui-corridor-cross-border-trade-resumes-weeks-of-blockade
https://www.comsuregroup.com/news/sanctioned-by-the-uk-wagner-group-linked-diamville-wood-international-group-sarlu/
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1574689/politique/de-bangui-a-douala-comment-lex-groupe-wagner-continue-detendre-sa-toile/
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1574689/politique/de-bangui-a-douala-comment-lex-groupe-wagner-continue-detendre-sa-toile/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2024/09/02/wagner-like-nobodys-business/
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1574689/politique/de-bangui-a-douala-comment-lex-groupe-wagner-continue-detendre-sa-toile/
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tion zones, and controlling transport routes, partic-
ularly in the Cameroon border area where important 
logistical arteries are located. Following the depar-
ture of the French military contingent from the re-
gion, the Russian mercenaries became, in essence, 
the sole external force capable of providing support 
to the central government and enabling territorial 
control. This has strengthened both the military and 
the political influence of Russia in the CAR. 

We can state with some confidence that it is in 
the CAR where the Russian mercenaries and their 
affiliated business have achieved their greatest 
success on the African continent. They were able to 
strengthen the position of the incumbent president, 
and also transform his regime into one that is nearly 
utterly dependent on Russia’s presence militarily 
and economically. Moreover, Russian influence has 
permeated the culture as well. For instance, in the 
country’s capital, Bangui, the Russian House oper-
ates under Dmitry Sytiy’s management. This entity 
is engaged in an active propaganda campaign: it 
organises theatrical productions, exhibitions, cine-
ma screenings, beauty pageants and educational 
activities, each one dedicated to “Great Russia”. 
This serves to strengthen Russia’s image as pro-

tector and partner, while simultaneously nurturing 
the local population’s loyalty to Moscow and her 
representatives.

As a result, the Central African Republic has be-
come an example of the most comprehensive and 
successful interference of Russia into the affairs 
of African states. Here they have succeeded in 
combining military, economic and cultural influence 
under the banner of one common strategy,  secur-
ing a long-term presence and sustainable mecha-
nisms for control.

Фото: CNN
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SUDAN
The Emergence 
of Wagner in Sudan
During the presidency of Omar al-Bashir in Sudan, 
Russia was actively supplying the country with 
a wide variety of military equipment, including 
weapons and munitions. This was done in breach 
of the sanctions from the United Nations, which 
Russia itself had approved and which prohibited 
the supply of such weapons. For instance, in 2011 
Russian Mi-24 helicopters and Su-25 aircraft were 
used by government forces during the conflict in 
Darfur. The delivery of these arms sparked interna-
tional criticism, with organisations such as Amnesty 
International accusing Russia of violating the UN’s 
embargo on weapons supplies, and asserting that 
Russian armaments were being used against the 
civilian population. At the time of President Omar 
al-Bashir Sudan came under international sanc-
tions, particularly from the USA, and also growing 
isolation due to the charges of genocide, human 
rights violations and war crimes in Darfur.

In 2017 Bashir yet again appealed to Russia for 
military aid. Despite the fact that no official agree-
ments were reached, that same year military 
instructors from Wagner arrived in Sudan.

Even though al-Bashir had the support of Prigozhin’s 
agencies, he was overthrown in 2019. Wagner had 
consulted with the government regarding control 
over the large-scale protests that had flared up at 
the end of 2018 and start of 2019. At that moment, 
the number of Wagner Group operatives in Sudan 
was small, and, as such, they were unable to pro-
tect their charge. The growing discontent of Sudan’s 
citizens instigated the fall of the al-Bashir regime 
and the transition of power to an interim government, 
which was followed by a period of political instability 
and escalation into civil war.

The Kremlin and Russian mercenaries played a major 
role in the ongoing humanitarian crisis in Sudan. In 
April 2023, a power struggle unfolded between two 
power structures: the Sudanese Armed Forces and 
the Rapid Support Forces (RSF). The RSF is a paramil-
itary unit which was formerly subordinate to the gov-
ernment of Sudan and consisted of combatants who 
supported the government during the Darfur conflict. 

On the one hand, Russia is officially supporting Su-
dan. According to the Sudan Tribune, in April 2024 
on behalf of Russia the deputy minister of foreign 
affairs Mikhail Bogdanov offered the Sudanese 
army “unrestricted qualitative military aid”, which 
could include “specialised expertise and, potentially, 
a Russian presence in Sudan”.

On the other hand, the mercenaries, who formally 
are not acting in the name of the Kremlin, are aiding 
the RSF. Specifically, they provided the RSF with 
surface-to-air missiles and other weapons, likely in 
exchange for gold from deposits under RSF control.

In supporting both sides, Russia only exacerbates 
the conflict. According to Amnesty International, 
Russian firearms are widely used  by the two par-
ties. From 2019 to 2023, the Kalashnikov Concern 
exported small arms into Sudan valued at no less 
than US$ 5.8 million. The concern is partly owned 
by the state corporation Rostec. It works with a 
limited number of Sudanese partners and primarily 
exports firearms described as “sports, hunting or 
target rifles”.

According to sources from Bloomberg in Sudan 
and the USA, during negotiations in 2024,  
Russia was offering Sudan an S-400 missile  
defence system as part of a deal for the right to  
establish a military base on the Red Sea. And as 
early as 2025, Sudan announced that Russia will 
not be hindered in constructing it. 

https://main.un.org/securitycouncil/ru/s/res/1556-%282004%29
https://docs.un.org/S/RES/1591(2005)
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2012/02/darfur-new-weapons-china-and-russia-fuelling-conflict
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2012/02/darfur-new-weapons-china-and-russia-fuelling-conflict
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2012/02/darfur-new-weapons-china-and-russia-fuelling-conflict/
https://www.icc-cpi.int/darfur/albashir
https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-42225745
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/11/04/2019/5caf00219a7947c0b92dc7c4
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/04/25/africa/russia-sudan-minvest-plan-to-quell-protests-intl/index.html
https://acleddata.com/2023/04/14/sudan-situation-update-april-2023-political-process-to-form-a-transitional-civilian-government-and-the-shift-in-disorder-trends/
https://acleddata.com/conflict-watchlist-2025/sudan/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2023/apr/15/sudan-fighting-khartoum-latest-news-updates?filterKeyEvents=false&page=with%3Ablock-643a946c8f0891526bb43143#block-643a946c8f0891526bb43143
https://sudantribune.com/article285164/
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/04/20/africa/wagner-sudan-russia-libya-intl/index.html
https://jamestown.org/program/assessing-the-war-in-sudan-is-an-rsf-victory-in-sight/
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/New-Weapons-Fueling-the-Sudan-Conflict-Expanding-Existing-Arms-Embargo-Across-Sudan-to-Protect-Civilians.pdf
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/New-Weapons-Fueling-the-Sudan-Conflict-Expanding-Existing-Arms-Embargo-Across-Sudan-to-Protect-Civilians.pdf
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/New-Weapons-Fueling-the-Sudan-Conflict-Expanding-Existing-Arms-Embargo-Across-Sudan-to-Protect-Civilians.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2024-sudan-civil-war/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-02-13/russia-gets-sudan-agreement-to-build-naval-base-tass-reports
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The Connection to Prigozhin’s 
Business Empire
Sudan became the first country where Wagner  
gained access to local gold. Meroe Good Co. Ltd. – 
a company running a gold mining business in Sudan 
– surfaced during the presidency of al-Bashir. 

Meroe Gold is a subsidiary of Prigozhin’s M. Invest. 
Andrei Mandel, the company’s leader and a minor 
co-owner (0.1%) headed the company Eurogroup, 
which the publication Fontanka revealed was con-
nected to Prigozhin.

Furthermore, as can be seen from trade records, 
Meroe Gold used the services of other Russian 
companies connected to Prigozhin: LLCs Breeze 
and Broker Expert.

The Russian company Aviatrade LLC also supplied 
the Rapid Support Force (RSF) spare parts for 
drones through the company GSK, which is run by 
the younger brother of Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo 
(“Hemedti”) – head of the RSF.

According to the EGRUL, (Unified State Register 
of Legal Entities) Breeze LLC is not currently under 
sanctions. The company supported the Sudan 
projects by supplying Meroe Gold. Broker Expert 
LLC is a company that supplied equipment for log-
ging in the CAR, and also supplied the equipment 
necessary to help Meroe Gold to mine gold. This 

It was headed by Mikhail Potepkin, who owned 
20% of the Moscow based computer repair 
company Anti Debugger LLC (liquidated since 
2023). The remaining share belonged to Anna 
Bogacheva, who was included on a sanctions 
list in March 2018 for her work at Prigozhin’s 
Internet Research Agency LLC (IRA). 

For a time in 2019, Potepkin was also part of 
the board of trustees for the Foundation for 
National Values Protection, a Moscow analytics 
centre, founded by Alexander Malkevich, de-
scribed in American mass-media as a Russian 
troll and propagandist. Malkevich was subject 
to sanctions in December 2018 for manag-
ing the site USA Really, an English-language 
resource financed by Russia and created by 
the Federal News Agency (FAN), who happen 
to share the same legal address as the Internet 
Research Agency of Prigozhin. 

company not only supported the African projects, 
but also procured equipment for the mercenaries 
fighting on the Ukrainian front. 

Having obtained possession of a gold refinery near 
the city of El-Obeid, Meroe Gold became one of 
the main players in the Sudanese gold market, 
which has a dearth of larger companies and is pri-
marily made up of artisanal and small-scale manu-
facturers. By buying up gold from local prospectors 
and refining it, Wagner gained access to valuable 
resources in Africa for the first time.

According to Sudanese legislation at the time, 
foreign companies that received licenses for 
exploration of mineral resources were required to 
create local legal bodies and transfer 30% of their 
equity to the state. The Omar al-Bashir adminis-
tration, however, released Meroe Gold from this 
requirement and provided additional licenses for 
extracting and refining residues containing gold in 
three gold-mining regions. As revealed by the Blood 
Gold Report, Wagner smuggled gold out of Sudan 
valued at around US$ 1.9 billion in 2021. 

After sanctions were imposed upon Meroe Gold, 
the company gave the refinery away to another 
firm- Al-Solag Mining Company (Al Sawlaj in some 
sources). Al-Solag is a new front for the owners of 
Meroe Gold, though their legal body also fell under 
UK sanctions in 2023. Moreover, it became known 
in the spring of 2023 that the refinery had suspended 
operations due to a new wave of civil war.

https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1058
https://www.fontanka.ru/2016/08/17/153/
https://www.fontanka.ru/2016/08/17/153/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/who-will-control-wagners-empire-of-war-and-gold-22444d60
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1769
https://www.sudanspost.com/u-s-sanctions-hemedtis-younger-brother-for-arms-procurement/
https://www.sudanspost.com/u-s-sanctions-hemedtis-younger-brother-for-arms-procurement/
https://www.rusprofile.ru/id/10438871
https://www.wsj.com/articles/who-will-control-wagners-empire-of-war-and-gold-22444d60
https://www.wsj.com/articles/who-will-control-wagners-empire-of-war-and-gold-22444d60
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1apso2lPJl1mXxyqL8P1wU5Ncnn6iwvpF/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1apso2lPJl1mXxyqL8P1wU5Ncnn6iwvpF/view
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm0312
https://theins.ru/news/153755
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy2164
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/07/29/africa/sudan-russia-gold-investigation-cmd-intl/index.html
https://mine.nridigital.com/mine_aug24/sudan-gold-industry
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1058
https://www.occrp.org/en/investigation/documents-reveal-wagners-golden-ties-to-sudanese-military-companies
https://bloodgoldreport.com/
https://www.occrp.org/en/investigation/documents-reveal-wagners-golden-ties-to-sudanese-military-companies
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67321b030d90eee304badb5b/sanctionsconlist.pdf
https://www.opensanctions.org/entities/ca-sema-ee550d6a75cbc2a01b0d41b302fc213be222171a/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-09-19/wagner-linked-gold-miner-in-sudan-halts-operations-over-conflict
https://c4ads.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Unearthed-C4ADS.pdf
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Connection to the 
Sudanese Elite
Wagner and its affiliated entities managed to estab-
lish an extensive network of connections amongst 
the Sudanese security officials which could sig-
nificantly streamline the resumption of their oper-
ations in the event of a freeze in the conflict. The 
companies Esnaad Engineering and Aswar Multi 
Activities became examples of such cooperation, 
being purportedly controlled by Sudanese military 
intelligence. 

The company Esnaad received tools and materials 
out of Russia from firms connected to Yevgeniy 
Prigozhin. In turn, M Invest – a company formerly 
responsible for Prigozhin’s projects in Sudan – 
secured a contract worth several million US dollars 
with Aswar Multi Activities for providing security 
services. By the terms of the contract, signed prior 
to the beginning of the civil war in Sudan, M Invest 
paid Aswar an advance sum of US$ 200,000 and 
committed to continue paying US$ 100,000 dollar 
increments on a monthly basis. The company also 
took upon itself the costs for Aswar’s employee 
salaries, taxes and duties, and also a surcharge of 
US$ 500 dollars for every Wagner-connected em-
ployee that Aswar would help to deploy in Sudan. 
The aircraft belonging to Meroe Gold were granted 
the right to use military signal codes and land on 
the military base in Khartoum.

Source: CNN

Conclusions
The presence of Russian mercenaries in Sudan 
gives us grounds to believe that rather than their 
operations being primarily oriented on providing 
safety or defence to Kremlin-allied regimes, they 
were, instead, attempting to establish and widen 
control over the country’s precious natural resourc-
es – first and foremost, over gold deposits. During 
the al-Bashir regime the Russian mercenaries (pre-
dominantly from Wagner Group) began to infiltrate 
the economic environment of Sudan, endeavour-
ing to start up a scheme to mine and export gold. 
These efforts did not cease even after the deposi-
tion of al-Bashir in 2019, testifying to Russian insti-
tutions’ long-term interest in an economic presence 
in the region, regardless of changes in power. 

The mercenaries did not limit themselves to work-
ing exclusively with the central government. On 
the contrary, Wagner representatives actively built 

relationships with other various armed factions as 
well, including insurgents. This strategy allowed the 
mercenaries to maintain influence in the country 
even amidst political turbulence and changes in the 
ruling elite. One of the key elements of this influ-
ence became the founding of the company Meroe 
Gold which gained control over gold extraction. An-
other was the refinery work in the El-Obeid region. 
Through these frameworks, the export of gold was 
made possible, likely bypassing sanction restric-
tions in the interests of the Russian participants 
themselves, and their benefactors in Moscow alike.

Following the start of another civil war and an 
extremely volatile political environment, Russian 
mercenaries did not leave Sudan – they adapted 
their strategy. They began to establish relations 
with one of the more influential participants of the 
conflict – the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), led by 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/who-will-control-wagners-empire-of-war-and-gold-22444d60
https://www.occrp.org/en/investigation/documents-reveal-wagners-golden-ties-to-sudanese-military-companies
https://www.occrp.org/en/investigation/documents-reveal-wagners-golden-ties-to-sudanese-military-companies
https://www.occrp.org/ru/rassledovanie/utecka-dokumentov-raskryvaet-novye-podrobnosti-zolotoi-sdelki-cvk-vagnera-v-sudane
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/07/29/africa/sudan-russia-gold-investigation-cmd-intl/index.html
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Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, more commonly known 
as “Hemedti”. As outlined above, the Russian mer-
cenaries provided the RAF with political support, 
and also logistical and military assistance including 
the transport and supply of arms. In return, the RSF, 
being in control of a number of key regions, permit-
ted the continuation of operations to extract and 
export gold, securing a constant flow of resources 
for the Russians. 

However, at the same time Russia also maintained 
diplomatic and military ties with the official gov-
ernment of Sudan. This was shown in part by the 
ongoing negotiations on constructing a Russian 
naval base on the Red Sea coast, and also by the 
supplying of weapons to government forces. Such 
duality of policy does not appear contradictory – 
quite the opposite. It demonstrates the approach 
of Russian foreign policy in the region as being as 
flexible and pragmatic as possible when engaging 
with the various actors in the conflict. This means 
that Russia benefits, regardless of who controls the 
territory at any given moment in time.

The situation in Sudan demonstrates how the  
interests of the Russian mercenaries connected  

to business structures can diverge from the 
Kremlin’s official line, without contradicting it at a 
strategic level. In fact, by diversifying channels of 
influence, Russia can maintain leverage, both in the 
event of a change in power as well as during times 
of armed conflict. While the civil war significantly 
complicated direct control over gold mining and 
disrupted supply chains, the Russian mercenaries 
maintained their presence in the country, widening 
the scope of services they provided – from resource 
extraction to participating in the illegal supply of 
weapons.

This demonstrates the sustainability and adapt-
ability of the Russian interference model, which 
could easily be replicated in other African countries. 
Sudan stands as an example of a conflict where 
Russia plays on multiple sides at the same time, 
demonstrating a willingness to collaborate with 
any powerful player able to maintain control over 
resources. 

18
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MALI
The Emergence of 
Wagner Group in Mali
Having first appeared in Mali during 2021 in place 
of the recently departed French contingent, the 
Russian mercenaries became the main military 
partners of the local juntas, who had seized power 
shortly before.

However, the mercenaries’ emergence in Mali was 
preceded by Prigozhin’s managers: Andrei Mandel, 
the head of M Invest, one of Prigozhin’s key entities 
in Africa; and Sergei Lactionov, a geologist who had 
worked in the Prigozhin’s companies in the CAR. 
Presumably, Mandel’s task was to secure gold-min-
ing agreements whilst Lactionov was to head up 
geological exploration.

Initially Prigozhin’s men were expecting to apply  
the very same strategy used in other African  
nations: in lieu of financial compensation for PMC 
services, the Russians requested access to gold 
deposits. Prigozhin’s messengers set their sights 
on the Menankoto mine, where the Canadian gold 
mining company B2Gold had previously operated, 
but were driven from the deposit in the wake of the 
military coup in 2020. Lamine Traore, former Energy 
Minister of Mali, had created Little Big Mining, a 
company that was supposed to replace the Canadi-
ans. Abubakar, a cousin of Lamine Traore, became 
one of the company’s founders. Laktionov personally 
attended several of the deposits and conducted 
negotiations with Lamine Traore. B2Gold re-estab-
lished control over the deposit at the end of 2021, 
which indirectly confirms the failure of negotiations 
between Prigozhin’s people and Traore. 

Nevertheless, the Russians were not going to give 
up. Abubakar Traore’s old acquaintance Bakin 
Gvindo was enlisted to help, and he set up the 
company Alpha Development to obtain licenses  
for mining gold. One source from The Africa  
Report commented: “It is likely that Abubakar 
Traore himself suggested Gvindo to the people 
from Wagner when they were looking for a mediator 
in Mali”. Shortly thereafter a second company was 
founded – Marko Mining. However, here too the 
Russians met with failure. Seeing the examples of 
the CAR and Sudan who had given their gold de-
posits to Wagner, Mali officials refused to allow the 

Russians to gain control over gold mining.  
According to the opinion of one of The Africa  
Report’s sources “the colonels want to prove 
 that they retain sovereignty within the country  
and do not want the Russians to become apparent 
everywhere, as in the CAR.”

At the end of September 2022, the company Gold 
Resources du Mali, belonging to Gvindo, received 
two three-month exploration licenses in the regions 
of Dianguemerila-West and Ourou Ourou in the 
Yanfolila district. It remains unclear whether or not 
the founder of Alpha Development conducted 
exploration in these regions on behalf of its Russian 
partners or as an independent party.

Regardless, the Russian mercenaries received pay 
not in gold, but in cash. According to data from the 
US National Safety Council, the junta paid them up 
to US$ 200 million during the period from Decem-
ber 2021 to June 2023. Wagner was actively help-
ing the junta to seize territory in the south of the 
country. Throughout 2023 Wagner Group operatives 
helped to regain control over at least three gold 
deposits to the south of Bamako, Mali’s capital: In 
Balandougou, 20 kilometers from the border with 
Guinea, one in Koyoko of the Kangaba region, and 
a deposit near Yanfolila.

Back in 2022 Laktionov came to the Mali govern-
ment with the idea to nationalise gold deposits. By 
all accounts, these negotiations were not crowned 
with success, though some concessions were made. 
On the 8th of August 2023, Mali adopted a new min-
ing code that increased the share of the state and 
private Mali investors in new projects. According to 
the new code the government receives a 10% share 
in mining projects, and also the opportunity to buy 
out an additional 20% during the first two years of 
commercial production. Additionally, a 5% share can 
be transferred to local residents, which increases the 
share of the government and private investors from 
Mali up to 35% in new projects as opposed to the 
former 20%. It can be assumed that the main benefi-
ciaries of this change were the Russian mercenaries, 
since the increasing income of the Mali government 
could end up in their pockets.

https://www.bbc.com/russian/features-58703775
https://www.theafricareport.com/178331/wagner-in-mali-an-exclusive-investigation-into-putins-mercenaries/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/191729/mali-macron-and-goita-the-tale-of-a-broken-ties/
https://www.theafricareport.com/191729/mali-macron-and-goita-the-tale-of-a-broken-ties/
https://www.theafricareport.com/178331/wagner-in-mali-an-exclusive-investigation-into-putins-mercenaries/
https://www.mining.com/b2gold-launches-arbitration-against-mali-over-menankoto-exploration-permit/
https://www.reuters.com/article/business/b2gold-begins-arbitration-against-mali-over-mining-permit-idUSL3N2O644D/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://www.newsweek.com/us-says-russias-wagner-group-helped-push-un-forces-out-mali-1810225
https://www.newsweek.com/us-says-russias-wagner-group-helped-push-un-forces-out-mali-1810225
https://www.theafricareport.com/339532/in-mali-wagner-has-big-plans-for-gold-mines/
https://investmentpolicy.unctad.org/investment-policy-monitor/measures/4352/mali-adopts-new-mining-code-increasing-the-state-and-local-participation-in-new-projects-
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In November 2023, the Mali government an-
nounced the signing of an agreement with Russia 
to construct a gold refinery in the capital Bamako. 
The refinery in question is capable of refining up to 
200 tons of gold per annum. 

In this manner, prior to Prigozhin’s death Wagner’s 
operations in Mali ran with varying degrees of 
success. On one hand, Wagner did not manage to 
obtain direct access to gold mines. On the other, 
the Russians were able to establish control over 
several deposits to the south of the country as well 
as lobby the amendment of the mining code, which 
could potentially bring more income to the merce-
naries – not directly by mining and selling gold, but 
indirectly through government agencies.

What happened 
following Prigozhin’s 
death?
The ACLED, which monitors military operations in 
Africa, recorded an 81% increase in violence involv-
ing Russian mercenaries in Mali since Prigozhin’s 
death (compared with the previous year), as well as 
a 65% increase in death count.

The recorded increase in violence may be due to 
how, after Prigozhin’s death, Russian mercenaries 
turned their attention to the north of Mali, which 
is rich in gold deposits. This part of the country 
is under the partial control of the rebel coalition 
“Permanent Strategic Framework for Peace, 
Security and Development” (CSP-PSD), consist-
ing predominantly of Tuaregs. In November 2023, 
Russian mercenary forces helped the Malian army 
take Kidal, a major regional centre in the northeast, 
which most likely provided the opportunity to take 
control of local deposits. In February 2024, merce-
naries seized, along with the Malian army, control 
of the largest gold deposit in the northern region of 
Gao, the Intahaka artisanal gold mine. According to 
one source, Russian mercenaries control the mine 
and charge local miners an access fee.

However, further mercenary advancement in the 
north was inhibited. In July 2024, a group of Rus-
sian mercenaries was ambushed by rebels near the 
Algerian border. As a result, 84 people were killed 
and an undisclosed number were taken captive,  
according to the rebels. The outlet Baza estimated 
losses of between 20 to 50 people, while BBC 
News Russian reported 82 casualties. This indicates

https://acleddata.com/2024/08/21/qa-the-wagner-groups-new-life-after-the-death-of-yevgeny-prigozhin/
https://riskbulletins.globalinitiative.net/wea-obs-003/01-russias-presence-in-west-africas-gold-sector.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-67418482
https://understandingwar.org/backgrounder/salafi-jihadi-movement-weekly-update-february-15-2024-wagner-strikes-gold-mali-and-al
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-68322230
https://www.theafricareport.com/339532/in-mali-wagner-has-big-plans-for-gold-mines/
https://www.bbc.com/russian/articles/cne4n0nvweeo
https://acleddata.com/2024/08/12/africa-overview-july-2024/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-08-02/mali-rebels-say-they-killed-131-wagner-army-soldiers-in-clashes
https://t.me/bazabazon/29787
https://www.bbc.com/russian/articles/cne4n0nvweeo


TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL RUSSIA

21

that not all of north Mali’s gold mines have been 
reached by the mercenaries. Despite taking Kidhal, 
local rebel forces, namely the CSP-PSD and “Ja-
maat Nusrat al-Islam Wal Muslimeen, (DNIM),” who 
are linked to Al-Qaeda, pose fierce resistance to 
the Malian junta and the Russian mercenaries. That 
said, it can be assumed that it is the desire to gain 
access to the region’s abundant gold resources 
that motivates the attempt to seize rebel-controlled 
territory.

Following the Russian battalion’s defeat, a counter-
offensive was launched by the DNIM during which 
several cities were seized by the Islamists. These 
included Yélimané, Melgué and Nioro du Sahel in 
Kayes region, Kouakourou in Mopti region, Diallas-
saga in Bandiagara region and Gossi in Timbuktu 
region. Moreover, in September of the same year, 
the DNIM attacked a police academy and seized  
Bamako’s airport, killing roughly 90 civilians ac-
cording to ACLED estimates.

Additionally, the Russian mercenaries’ military 
strength was affected by the start of the Ukrainian 
offensive in Russia’s Kursk region, which led some 
mercenaries based in Mali to be redeployed in Rus-
sia. Thus the situation of the “African Corps” in Mali 
remained difficult. Regarding escalating conflict 
with the Islamists, there are two possible solutions 
for the Russian side: either to withdraw in order to 
save personnel and resources, or to suppress the 
rebels by strengthening their military contingent. In 
September, it became evident that the second solu-
tion was employed, as a convoy of military equip-
ment was spotted in Kidal. It is absolutely possible 
that this particular unit was sent to support Russian 
forces in the region.

Even before Prigozhin’s death, the Wagner group’s 
operations were handled by Ivan Maslov (“Miron”) 
who is responsible for military procedures and is 
under sanctions, as well as Andrey Ivanov (“Kep”), 
who leads negotiations concerning access to gold 
mines. Ivanov is a veteran of Wagner operations in 
Syria and in the CAR, and he too faces sanctions. 
Presumably, both occupy head positions among 
the Russian mercenaries.

While the mercenaries have not yet achieved 
significant success following changes in strategy, 
on the economic front they continued to advance 
the idea of nationalising gold mining enterprises. 
In particular, the Malian government is considering 
the possibility of nationalising deposits near Lulu 
Guncotot, which are being cultivated by the Cana-
dian company Barrick Gold. In 2022, these deposits 

produced 19.4 tons of gold, or almost a third of the 
total 66 tons produced in the country. 

Mali has recently used various methods to put 
pressure on the Canadian company. Firstly, security 
forces arrested several of their employees. Second-
ly, the Malian government declared US$ 512 million 
unaccounted for in taxes and dividends from the 
Canadian company. Also, the Yatela mine in west-
ern Mali, previously under joint ownership by Cana-
da and South Africa, was successfully nationalised 
by the Malian government. The mine has been 
closed since 2016 due to the falling price of gold. 
It is altogether possible that the Russians, who 
have for so long been pushing for nationalizing gold 
deposits, are behind these government actions. 
This is because nationalization would ensure they 
receive a greater income from these gold deposits.

https://acleddata.com/2024/09/06/africa-overview-august-2024/#keytrends3
https://acleddata.com/2024/09/06/africa-overview-august-2024/#keytrends3
https://acleddata.com/2024/10/04/africa-overview-september-2024/#keytrends3
https://t.me/rtvimain/100358
https://x.com/casusbellii/status/1836844780128706707?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1836844780128706707%7Ctwgr%5E378dc787d9633f967fb7cba53bf64cc0a958a209%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fthepoliticalroom.com%2Fblog%2Fmali-al-borde-del-colapso-cae-wagner-ascenso-de-africa-corps-y-regreso-del-jnim-a-bamako
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2024/09/02/wagner-like-nobodys-business/
https://acleddata.com/2024/08/21/qa-the-wagner-groups-new-life-after-the-death-of-yevgeny-prigozhin/
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2024/02/12/gold-thirst/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1581
https://www.theafricareport.com/339532/in-mali-wagner-has-big-plans-for-gold-mines/
https://www.theafricareport.com/339532/in-mali-wagner-has-big-plans-for-gold-mines/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/mali-junta-arrests-four-employees-barrick-gold-say-sources-2024-09-27/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/mali-says-barrick-gold-owes-500-million-taxes-fines-sources-2024-10-08/
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2024/10/24/au-mali-les-autorites-finalisent-la-nationalisation-d-une-mine-d-or_6359205_3212.html
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Conclusion
At the current moment, it is premature to speak of 
either any significant failure nor any major success 
with regard to Russian mercenaries and their related 
business structures in Mali. The situation remains 
ambiguous and develops only incrementally. 

On the one hand, Mali is a more institutionally sta-
ble state compared to the Central African Republic 
and Sudan. There is a higher level of governmental 
centralisation as well as a larger and more organ-
ised gold market. What this means is that it is more 
difficult for Russian structures, including mercenary 
groups, to gain direct control over or take part 
in gold mining in Mali. There are too many com-
petitors, which makes corruption schemes more 
difficult to establish. They must also consider the 
interests of local bureaucracies.

On the other hand, Mali became a new priority for 
Russian foreign policy in Africa, particularly after 
Yevgeny Prigozhin’s death. Several visible signs 
attest to this, such as the intensification of Rus-
sian-supported military operations, an increase in 
arms supply to Mali from Russia and an upsurge in 
the number of official agreements and statements 
between Bamako and Moscow. Unlike in Sudan, 
where Russia’s official interests and those and its 
private military companies may diverge, in Mali, the 
Kremlin and Russian mercenaries are more in sync, 
supporting the military junta that came to power 
following the coup. This convergence of interests 
makes interacting with the authorities in Bamako 
more predictable and, in all likelihood, may create 
favourable conditions for economic and political 
power.

Nonetheless, compared to the CAR and Sudan, 
Mali represents a different approach to both warfare 
organising economic actions. Although the cur-
rent ruling military regime has demonstrated clear 
loyalty to Russia, there is thus far no confirmed 
evidence that Russian companies or structures 
have achieved direct access to the country’s gold 
mining industry. Furthermore, Russian mercenaries 
in the northern regions of Mali faced strong resis-
tance from local groups who possessed enough 
experience and resources to effectively defend their 
territories.

Irrespective of these challenges, there are current-
ly no signs of Russia planning to scale down its 
presence or activity in Mali. In fact, it is possible 
to mention the opposite: a gradual increase and 
diversification of approaches. In instances where 

direct access to gold mining remains challenging, 
political means are being used to reallocate control 
of resources. This refers in particular to lobbying 
for nationalizing gold deposits as well as changing 
legislation to allow preferential treatment of foreign 
companies associated with Russia, both when  
allocating licenses and creating joint enterprises.  
Although this approach is more time-consuming 
than the alternative (forceful intervention), it also 
has the potential of providing more robust and 
long-term access to resources.

As a result, Russia’s approach in Mali appears 
more integrated compared to other countries in the 
region. It includes more nuanced work with govern-
ment authorities, engaging with regulatory frame-
works and economic structures as well as military 
and business ventures. Whether this approach will 
prove a success, or a failure will be made clear only 
in the years to come.
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CONNECTIONS 
WITH THE UAE

Context
Following its creation more than half a century ago, 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has evolved to be-
come an important business hub spanning cultures 
and nations. The country has developed into both 
a key regional economic player and an international 
financial centre. This has been aided by attractive 
conditions for foreign investors and specialists, 
as well as significant oil reserves. One of the key 
commodities of the UAE is gold, which has seen 
the Emirate of Dubai in recent years becoming a 
key centre for the global gold market. It is here that 
the majority of gold extracted from African mines 
comes for subsequent purification. After refinement, 
the metal is shipped via Dubai to primary markets in 
Europe, the Middle East and Asia.

In March 2022, the Financial Action Task Force on 
Money Laundering (FATF), an international organi-
sation carrying out actions against the financing of 
terrorism and money laundering, placed the UAE on 
its “grey list.” As a result, the country was pushed 
to strengthen control over financial movement and 
implement a plan for eliminating identified violations. 
Among related top-priority measures were counter-
measures with schemes to evade sanctions and 
tighten control over the gold trade, which plays an 
important role in the country’s economy.

The central problem concerning imports of African 
gold into the UAE is the fact that a substantial part 
is undeclared by the African countries. In 2022, 
66.5% of the gold imported from Africa to the UAE 
(equivalent to 405 tonnes) was smuggled out  
of African countries. In the period between 2012 
and 2022, the quantity of African gold in the UAE 
that was not declared during export amounted to 
2596 tonnes. Experts at the Swiss fund SWISSAID 
estimate that this amounts to 115.3 billion US dol-
lars, according to the average gold price over the 
past 11 years.

In February 2024, the FATF removed the UAE from 
the “grey list,” noting that the country had fulfilled 
all the organization’s requirements. However, the 
UAE remains on the EU list of countries with strate-
gic weaknesses in the anti-money laundering and 
anti-terrorist financing systems (AML/CFT).

This chapter discusses why there remains a risk of 
Russian financial violations and sanctions evasion in 
the UAE. Among these undeclared imports to Dubai 
is gold being mined under Russian control from 
deposits in the CAR, Sudan and Mali.

CAR
The UAE is the main destination of gold exports 
from the CAR. According to the World Integrated 
Trade Solution (WITS), in the period between 2022 
and 2023, approximately US$ 97 million worth of 
raw gold was exported by the CAR. 41% of raw 
gold exported from the CAR was undeclared in 
2023, with 49% undeclared in 2022 according to 
statistics. Evidence from Transparency International 
states that gold smuggled from the CAR often en-
ters the UAE not directly, but via third party coun-
tries like Cameroon, Sudan and Chad. 

Furthermore, the CAR exports not only gold but 
also diamonds to the UAE. The diamonds mined 
in the Central African Republic are of uniquely high 
quality, however their export was banned until 2024 
in line with Kimberley process regulations, due to 
the long-term armed conflict in the country’s east. 
The Kimberley process is a framework aimed at 
preventing the trade of “conflict diamonds,” which 
refers to precious stones sold to finance rebel 
movements. Diamonds from most territories where 
the Diamville company operates were prevented 

https://www.hollandgold.nl/en/news/omzeilt-rusland-de-sancties-op-goud-via-dubai/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/fatf-adds-uae-grey-money-laundering-watchlist-2022-03-04/
https://thesoufancenter.org/intelbrief-2023-january-12/
https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/on-the-trail-of-african-gold/
https://swissaid.kinsta.cloud/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/swissaid-on-the-trail-of-african-gold-web-ok.pdf
https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/on-the-trail-of-african-gold/
https://swissaid.kinsta.cloud/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/swissaid-on-the-trail-of-african-gold-web-ok.pdf
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/High-risk-and-other-monitored-jurisdictions/Increased-monitoring-february-2024.html
https://wits.worldbank.org/trade/comtrade/en/country/CAF/year/2023/tradeflow/Exports/partner/ALL/product/710812?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://knowledgehub.transparency.org/assets/uploads/kproducts/Illicit-gold-flows-from-Central-and-East-Africa.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RyxkBKTP7BEVEtoQ3LV0jzxzJFrelHbJ/view
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from being traded internationally in accordance with 
these measures. In 2024, the Central African Repub-
lic was no longer considered to be in conflict and so 
was authorised to export diamonds in full capacity.

Sudan Mali
Following the separation of South Sudan, a signifi-
cant number of oil reserves were lost to the Suda-
nese economy. As a result, gold has become the 
country’s main source of export revenue. According 
to the Central Bank of Sudan, gold exports gener-
ated just over US$ 2 billion and constituted 45% of 
all Sudanese exports in 2022. Sudan exported US$ 
1.5 billion worth of gold in 2024. Despite a consid-
erable fall in production, Sudan remains one of the 
main gold exporters in Africa.

Civil war is not an obstruction to gold trade be-
tween Sudan and the UAE, even if it does not take 
place on the same scale as before. During the time 
of Omar al-Bashir, gold mines in Darfur came under 
the control of Hamidi due to his proximity to the 
dictator. By 2023 and the beginning of the conflict 
between the RSF and the Sudanese army, Hamidi 
controlled most of Sudan’s gold production. Gold 
smuggled through the UAE made Hamidi one of 
the country’s richest people, turning the RSF into a 
threat as it enabled him to finance the deployment 
of his forces in the struggle for supremacy over the 
Sudanese army. According to a UN expert group, 
Hamidi gave support to at least 50 companies in 
various industries, both in Sudan and abroad.

As well as for mining, Sudan has also been used as 
a logistical hub for gold transport. It is worth noting 
that the supply of military arms to the RSF expressly 
passed through Russian military bases in Syria. In 
light of the recent fall of the Assad regime in that 
country, the future of the Latakia Russian military 
base remains unclear. This logistical corridor re-
mains inaccessible at the current time. 

The airport in Bamako, Mali’s capital, is known to 
be a hub for smuggling gold not only from Mali 
but also from adjacent countries. According to a 
government official from Guinea, Mali’s export laws 
are unique in that only 50kg out of every 200kg of 
exported gold is taxed, so long as all shipments 
are carried out within one month. Thus, 75% of 
gold exports from Mali may not be taxed. Further-
more, in Bamako, there is already an established 
system of gold smuggling: “In Bamako airport, 
there is a smuggling system which operates with 
the cooperation of customs officials and the police. 
This allows traffickers to pass through customs 
control easily and fly to the Emirates with several 
kilograms of gold in their suitcases.” This method 
of smuggling is by no means new: although the 
UAE imported US$ 1.52 billion worth of Malian gold 
in 2016, Mali documented only US$ 216 million in 
exports. Thus, the gold exported through Bamako 
includes not only Malian gold, but also gold smug-
gled from different countries.

The main intermediary helping to smuggle gold into 
the UAE on the Russian side is Kossa Dansoko. 
Dansoko sells his gold in Dubai and receives cash, 
which is either kept in offshore accounts, or smug-
gled back to Bamako where it is exchanged directly 
with partners without using banks.

Furthermore, Russian mercenaries have enlisted 
the support of Kratol Aviation, an aircraft com-
pany based in the UAE. Russian mercenaries use 
airplanes supplied by Kratol to transport personnel 
and equipment between the Central African Repub-
lic, Libya and Mali. In particular, this company al-
legedly helps transport gold from Mali to third-party 
countries, including the UAE. In Mali, mercenaries 
are using Kratol aircraft in Mopti Airport, as well as 
in the small airport in Sikasso. The Kratol represen-
tative in Dubai is Vladimir Tolstykh. He still resides 
in the UAE, and is presumably facilitating illegal 
gold trade for the benefit of Russian interests. The 
second key person representing Russian interests in 
Kratol is Mikhail Krasilshchikov. According to open 
sources, Mikhail Krasilshchikov left Russia in 2023. 

However, diamonds produced by Diamville evaded 
the Kimberley restrictions despite African workers 
reporting human rights violations in their mines.
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https://ipisresearch.be/kimberley-process-lifts-conflict-diamonds-embargo-on-the-central-african-republic-qa/
https://english.news.cn/20241122/dce1541f2730458f97eacd60ee4673e4/c.html
https://english.news.cn/20241122/dce1541f2730458f97eacd60ee4673e4/c.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/4/16/who-is-hemedti-the-puppeteer-behind-sudans-feared-rsf-fighters
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n24/005/64/pdf/n2400564.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n24/005/64/pdf/n2400564.pdf
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/04/20/africa/wagner-sudan-russia-libya-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/07/29/africa/sudan-russia-gold-investigation-cmd-intl/index.html
https://www.alaraby.com/news/%D9%88%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A-%D9%85%D8%B1%D9%87%D9%81-%D8%A3%D8%A8%D9%88-%D9%82%D8%B5%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%84%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%B9-%D9%82%D8%B3%D8%AF?_gl=1%2Awr6b50%2A_gcl_au%2AMjE0ODgwMTU5LjE3Mzc1NTk5MDc
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://impacttransform.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/2016-Jan-The-West-African-El-Dorado-Mapping-the-illicit-trade-of-gold-in-Cote-DIvoire-Mali-and-Burkina-Faso.pdf
https://impacttransform.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/2016-Jan-The-West-African-El-Dorado-Mapping-the-illicit-trade-of-gold-in-Cote-DIvoire-Mali-and-Burkina-Faso.pdf
https://impacttransform.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/2016-Jan-The-West-African-El-Dorado-Mapping-the-illicit-trade-of-gold-in-Cote-DIvoire-Mali-and-Burkina-Faso.pdf
https://law.uct.ac.za/mineral-law/articles/2017-05-02-road-el-dorado-has-hidden-detours-how-malis-lenient-taxation-gold-exports-paved-way-illicit-trade
https://www.theafricareport.com/313362/wagners-mercenary-gold-rush-in-mali/
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/mali-to-dubai-artery-for-west-africas-booming-illegal-gold-trade
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1451811/politique/au-mali-la-ruee-vers-lor-des-mercenaires-de-wagner/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1220
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1412787/politique/la-mysterieuse-compagnie-aerienne-de-wagner-au-mali/
https://adsbasket.com/ad/60812
https://adsbasket.com/ad/60812
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2022/12/02/car-prigozhins-blood-diamonds/
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Judging by data obtained from social media sites, 
photos and comments which we have discovered, 
Mikhail Krasilshchikov is a former “Kogalymavia” 
pilot. Additionally, Krasilshchikov is a founding 
member of the company “TK Avia.”

“Zitotrans” is a cargo transportation company 
belonging to Valerii Saveliev, a Ural-based busi-
nessman who allegedly has connections with the 
FSB and organised crime. The company’s aircraft, 

Conclusions
The above analysis illustrates a clear and durable 
structure regarding illegal circulation of African 
gold, in which Mali, Sudan, CAR and the UAE play 
a crucial role, but Russian interests are ever-present 
in every component of the system. Formally, the 
UAE has been granted exemption from the FATF’s 
“grey list,” as they have demonstrated their willing-
ness to strengthen their financial control. However, 
in practice, the Emirates continue to play a key role 
in this illegal trade, serving as the main hub for Af-
rican gold, the largest part of which still enters the 
country illegally and with a minimal level of trans-
parency. This creates a welcoming environment for 
sanctions evasion, including those relating to the 
Russian structures operating in the region.

Having lost its direct access to the global market 
after 2022, Russia has intensified its economic and 
military ties with African countries while in par-
allel building informal resource supply chains. In 
this scheme, gold has become not only a funding 

source for proxy groups and PMC operations, but 
also the currency fuelling Russian presence in the 
region. Airports in Bamako, Port-Sudan and small 
regional points of departure, together with compa-
nies such as Kratol Aviation and Zitotrans, ensure 
logistical flexibility and secrecy. This allows people 
and technology, as well as strategic goods, to be 
relocated: gold flows in one direction, and weapons 
in the other.

The UAE, despite efforts to legalise trade, remains 
vulnerable to its infrastructure being used for high-
risk operations, whether that be smuggling, sanc-
tion evasion or supporting armed factions. Thus, 
the current structure of the African gold trade forms 
a distinctive axis with Russian participation, where 
every element, be it Dansoko, the middle-man, or 
mercenary companies or airlines, works in collabo-
ration with other elements and strengthens Russian 
influence in Africa.

High-Risk Gold Flows to Dubai
Source: The Sentry

according to data from MenchOSINT, frequently 
operates flights from Bamako to Russia, as well as 
to Port-Sudan and other locations in Africa where 
Russian forces are deployed. We can only specu-
late about what exactly these vessels are transport-
ing, but the scheme is likely to resemble the follow-
ing: weapons and military equipment are imported 
into Mali, and gold and other valuable resources are 
exported out of the country.

https://aviacon.ru/
https://nationalsecuritynews.com/2024/05/a-sanctioned-airline-and-its-shadowy-founder-savelyevs-aviation-empire-raises-red-flags-for-the-west/
https://x.com/MenchOsint/status/1829279785950015501
https://x.com/MenchOsint/status/1829279785950015501
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MADAGASCAR
The history of Wagner’s presence in Madagascar fundamentally differs 

from the situation in Mali and the CAR, as the main weapons used 
by pro-Russian forces on the island are not mercenaries, but political 

strategists and media resources.

The history of Wagner’s presence in Madagascar 
fundamentally differs from the situation in Mali and 
the CAR, as the main weapons used by pro-Rus-
sian forces on the island are not mercenaries, 
but political strategists and media resources. It is 
possibly for this exact reason that, at the current 
moment, there is no significant Russian presence 
there. In the three cases described above, Russian 
business interests rely on a forceful military pres-
ence. Despite the fact that there were mercenaries 
present in Madagascar, their numbers were small 
and their operations were limited to the protection 
of Russian geologists and political strategists. They 
did not participate in military activities. It is import-
ant to note that, in contrast to the CAR, Sudan and 
Mali, there are no internal civil conflicts in Mada-
gascar at the current moment, and local authorities 
are in less need of military resources.

Back in 2019, it was revealed that Russian political 
strategists were helping to run voting campaigns 
for presidential candidates. In the spring of 2018, 
according to data collected by the outlet Proekt, a 
team of Russian political strategists arrived in Mad-
agascar. These consultants had worked on behalf 
of a group of companies belonging to Yevgeniy 
Prigozhin. They carried out opinion polls, planned 
election campaigns and printed promotional mate-
rials. The Russians brought equipment with them, 
including printers, and planned the mass dissemi-
nation of newspapers of up to two million units per 
month.

At first, the Russians placed their bet on the act-
ing president, Hery Rajaonarimampianina, but he 
turned out to be too passive and requested US$ 
100 million in military and humanitarian aid. This 
included firearms, weapons and uniforms. Accord-
ing to one of Proekt’s sources, after this request 
became clear, Rajaonarimampianina’s chances of 
being re-elected became slim.

In the second round, they switched their support to 
favour Andry Rajoelina. He won the elections, but 
publicly denied that Russia had helped him, despite 
leaked documents claiming otherwise.

In parallel with providing technology for political 
strategy, the Russians tried to infiltrate Mada-
gascar’s chrome extraction industry. In 2018, the 
Russian company Ferrum Mining created a joint 
enterprise with the Madagascan state company 
Kraomita Malagasy (Kraoma), which is currently 
in severe debt. This took place in 2018 after Ra-
jaonarimampianina’s visit to Moscow. This is how 
Russia first began to obtain access to Madagas-
car’s resources.

In cooperation with an agreement signed in  
August 2018, Ferrum Mining and Kraoma formed  
a new joint company, Kraoma Mining, of which 
80% of shares belonged to Ferrum Mining. From 
the Russian record it is clear that Ferrum Mining is 
a company with authorised capital limited to 10,000 
rubles, registered as a micro-enterprise. Such a le-
gal entity could not have become the Madagascan 
company’s de facto partner. Supposedly, the gen-
uine partner could have been Stork International, 
from which Kraomo took an advance payment of 
US$ 6 billion for ore shipments; however, the ad-
vance payment soon turned into debt, as Kraoma 
did not fulfil its duties. An indirect potential confir-
mation that Kraoma’s real partner was not Ferrum 
Mining, but Stork International, was the appoint-
ment of Simon Seva Mboiny, the former represen-
tative of Stork International in Madagascar, as the 
director of the joint enterprise. 

Towards the end of 2018, workers at Kraoma 
announced a strike in protest against unpaid sala-
ries. Employees were concerned at the unexpected 
partnership with Russia, and this labour unrest led 
to production being ceased. In actual fact, the mine 
stopped working as a result of the strike, which was 
caused by the actions of its new Russian managers.

It is worth mentioning Artem Tolmachev, an employ-
ee of Ferrum Mining, who is also connected with 
other structures belonging to Prigozhin, in particular 
the LLC “Service K” and Bois Rouge.

The Madagascan corporative registry shows that 
one of Kraoma Mining’s directors is Dmitry Akulinin. 

https://www.proekt.media/investigation/prigozhin-afrika/
https://www.proekt.media/investigation/prigozhin-afrika/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/11/leaked-documents-reveal-russian-effort-to-exert-influence-in-africa#:~:text=In%20Madagascar%20the%20new%20president%2C,Rajoelina%20denies%20receiving%20assistance
https://www.proekt.media/en/article-en/evgeny-prigozhin-africa/#:~:text=In%C2%A0addition%2C%20it%C2%A0soon%20became%20apparent%20that,did%20not%20receive%20this%20%E2%80%9Chelp%E2%80%9D
https://www.proekt.media/investigation/prigozhin-afrika/
https://www.proekt.media/investigation/prigozhin-afrika/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/11/leaked-documents-reveal-russian-effort-to-exert-influence-in-africa
https://saby.ru/profile/7810714920-781001001
https://web.archive.org/web/20190407105917/https://www.malina.mg/fr/article/19/kraoma-mining-une-joint-venture-au-centre-de-toutes-les-attentions
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/11/world/africa/russia-madagascar-election.html?unlocked_article_code=1.6k4.ugis.L-xIQUp4aIBj&smid=url-share
https://storage.canalblog.com/54/07/448497/122911254.pdf#:~:text=Ferrum%20Mining%20qui%20d%C3%A9tient%2080,de%20Kraoma%20a%20nomm%C3%A9%20un
https://web.archive.org/web/20190407105917/https://www.malina.mg/fr/article/19/kraoma-mining-une-joint-venture-au-centre-de-toutes-les-attentions
https://www.rusprofile.ru/id/11244080
https://www.rusprofile.ru/id/11244080
https://www.malina.mg/fr/ferrum-mining-le-nouveau-partenaire-obscur-de-la-kraoma/
https://web.archive.org/web/20190407105917/https://www.malina.mg/fr/article/19/kraoma-mining-une-joint-venture-au-centre-de-toutes-les-attentions
https://web.archive.org/web/20190407105917/https://www.malina.mg/fr/article/19/kraoma-mining-une-joint-venture-au-centre-de-toutes-les-attentions
https://web.archive.org/web/20190407105917/https://www.malina.mg/fr/article/19/kraoma-mining-une-joint-venture-au-centre-de-toutes-les-attentions
https://alleyesonwagner.org/2023/05/16/wood-for-mercenaries-on-the-road-to-international-markets/
https://www.comsuregroup.com/news/sanctioned-by-the-uk-wagner-group-linked-diamville-wood-international-group-sarlu/
https://www.comsuregroup.com/news/sanctioned-by-the-uk-wagner-group-linked-diamville-wood-international-group-sarlu/
https://www.list-org.com/company/11617244
https://theins.ru/news/261806
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A person with the same name and surname is the 
first vice-president of the Bank of Moscow, and has 
been on the international wanted list since 2011, 
along with the bank head Andrey Borodin. Accord-
ing to a version of events, from 2008-2011, Borodin 
and Akulinin stole more than 14.5 billion rubles from 
the bank. In 2011, Borodin left Russia and moved 
to Britain, after which he was arrested in absentia 
by the Russian court and an international warrant 
was declared. However, in 2016, it was revealed that 
Interpol had changed the warrant, and deleted his 
name from their database. In 2020, however, Borodin 
and Akulin were sentenced in absentia in connection 
to the case: Borodin to 14 years and Akulinin to 12.

Source: All eyes on wagner

Protest by workers of Kraoma Mining in Madagascar.
Source: KRAOMA-Kraomita Malagasy Facebook page.

Photograph from the registry
Source: All Eyes on Wagner

https://www.interfax.ru/russia/218141
https://tass.ru/ekonomika/7967907
https://www.bbc.com/russian/russia/2011/05/110504_borodin_warrant
https://www.rbc.ru/finances/13/05/2016/5735f8e69a7947d34ba89fb1
https://www.forbes.ru/newsroom/milliardery/395029-ya-znal-chto-ne-mogu-rasschityvat-na-spravedlivyy-process-millioner
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CONCLUSION
Russian mercenaries have become an integral element of Russia’s strat-
egy to strengthen its influence in Africa. The military contingents them-

selves provide the necessary conditions for the effective and long-stand-
ing presence of Russian dirty business in Africa.

Institutions with close ties to Russia have been 
able to establish control over resources and create 
robust schemes to evade sanctions, facilitated by 
a combination of military force, economic benefits 
and political pressure. The Central African Republic, 
Sudan and Mali offer several different scenarios, 
demonstrating the varying degrees of success of 
this model, but in all three cases, the same logic is 
applied: resources in exchange for defence and po-
litical loyalty. This is evident from the brief descrip-
tion of the situation in Madagascar: in the absence 
of military hostilities and violence, Russian business 
struggles to consolidate its position in Africa.

Despite international efforts to restrict the activities 
of these groups, including sanctions and inves-
tigations, the mechanisms employed by Russian 
expansion in Africa remain flexible and adaptable. 
The transfer of the PMC to the control of the Rus-
sian Ministry of Defence and the formation of the 
paramilitary “African Corps” merely reaffirmed the 
Kremlin’s vested interests in maintaining and insti-
tutionalising this model.

Amidst weakening state institutions, corruption and 
conflict, Russian interference in Africa poses long-
term risks to human rights and regional stability. 
In order to combat these forms of influence, it is 
necessary to consider not only sanction policy, but 
also a complex approach that includes support for 
civil institutions, transparency and local initiatives in 
the affected countries.

The CAR represents the most prominent example 
of success for Russian mercenaries and business in 
Africa. Here, Russian institutional structures provide 
Touadéra with support against the insurgent forces, 
in return gaining access to key assets within the 
country. A durable and long-standing network of in-
terconnected organisations has thus been formed: 
from security companies and logistics operators to 
export-oriented institutions. This model, based on 
an exchange of security for resources, ensured a 
long-term Russian presence in the country and a 
high level of dependence of the authorities on the 
mercenaries’ services.

The situation in Sudan differs from the others with 
regards to its greater level of fragmentation, but is 
no less instructive. Russian institutional structures, 
after starting with support for Omar al-Bashir’s 
regime, were able to adapt to the changing politi-
cal climate and maintain their influence within the 
conditions of the transitional period and civil war. 
Moreover, in Sudan, Russia began to intervene 
on both sides of the conflict, supporting both the 
central power and their rivals at the same time. This 
diversification allows Russia both to minimise risks 
and to ensure continued access to gold deposits, 
ensuring reliable profits even amidst instability. The 
case of Sudan is especially effective at demon-
strating the way in which the economic interests 
of private institutions can be organically combined 
with the Kremlin’s flexible foreign policy line, where 
pragmatism takes precedence over ideology.

In Mali, however, despite the active efforts and 
participation of Russian mercenaries in military 
operations in support of the ruling junta, they were 
not able to achieve a similarly successful outcome. 
Resistance from local insurgents and the govern-
ment’s apprehension towards transferring assets 
from the mineral extraction industry to foreign 
actors led to the fact that the strategy previously 
implemented in the CAR did not yield the same 
results. However, even in this case, Russian repre-
sentatives maintained their concerted efforts to in-
tegrate themselves into local political and economic 
institutions, including through proxy companies and 
intermediaries.

Particular attention ought to be paid to the key role 
played by the United Arab Emirates, which is a 
major hub for the export of Africa gold mined under 
the control of Russian institutional structures. De-
spite international sanctions, supply chains through 
the UAE allow these restrictions to be circumvent-
ed, and resources to be converted into currency, 
which is used to finance further operations in Africa 
and in different areas, including the war in Ukraine.
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