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Introduction

The second Shadow Armies report, published in 2024, provides an in-depth analysis of foreign
fighter groups in Syria that meet the definition of mercenary forces. It further explores
the involvement of private security firms and private military companies in various armed
conflicts, with a focus on their role in Syria. The presence of diverse foreign forces, militias,
and security entities not only prolongs the conflict but also hinders peaceful resolutions.
The consolidation of militia and de facto authority power, coupled with their usurpation of
state functions and resource control within war economies, has significantly weakened the
already fragile state infrastructure. This shift in power dynamics, alongside the erosion of
longstanding social structures due to forced displacements primarily targeting opposition
areas, has altered societal power centers. Displaced populations flee to neighboring nations
or further afield, leaving behind areas now dominated by militias and mercenary groups.
These areas, critical to economic sectors, are now under the guard of military and security
companies, particularly those protecting Russian interests and military bases in Syria.

Since the initial Shadow Armies report in 2022, the likelihood of resolving the conflict—
whether through military or political means—has diminished. Concurrently, Syria faces
escalating poverty and deteriorating economic conditions, affecting a vast portion of the
population. This dire situation has led to an increase in mercenary recruitment. Media
reportsindicate that Syrians are now fighting as mercenaries under the banners of Russia and
Turkey in various conflicts, including the Armenia-Azerbaijan dispute in Nagorno-Karabakh,
Libya, ' northern Mali in Africa””’ Venezuela in South America, and in the Russian invasion of
Ukraine.””” Iran has also entered the drive to recruit Syrian fighters,”

1 “Shadow Armies - A report on the phenomenon of mercenary recruitment in Syria", the Syrian Center for Media and
Freedom of Expression, https://scm.bz/en/shadow-armies-a-report-on-the-phenomenon-of-mercenary-recruitment-in-
syria/

2 “Turkey transfers Syrian mercenaries from Libya to Mali”, Sky News, 26 Mar 2021 (Arabic) https://tinyurl.com/4mru35d9
3 "Rights group says Mali army, foreign fighters executed civilians’, Aljazeera.net, 24 Jul 2023, https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2023/7/24/rights-group-says-mali-army-foreign-fighters-executed-civilians

4 “Libyan & Syrian Mercenaries Accused of Aiding Malian Army", Libya Review, 18 Nov 2023, https./libyareview.com/39343/
libyan-syrian-mercenaries-accused-of-aiding-malian-army/

5 Andrew Roth, *Russian mercenaries reportedly in Venezuela to protect Maduro”, The Guardian, 25 Jan 2019, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/25/venezuela-maduro-russia-private-security-contractors

6 Sultan al-Kanj, *Chechen fighters leave Syria to battle Russians in Ukraine", Al-Monitor, 22 Oct 2022, https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2022/10/chechen-fighters-leave-syria-battle-russians-ukraine#ixzz8 Wqllalj7; Ben Hubbard, Hwaida
Saad, Asmaa al-Omar, “Syrian Mercenaries Deploy to Russia en Route to Ukrainian Battlefields”, The New York Times,
31 Mar 2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/31/world/middleeast/syrian-mercenaries-ukraine-russia.html; James
Snell, “Syrian Fighters May End Up on Both Sides of the Ukraine War", Foreign Policy, 15 Mar 2022, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2022/03/15/syrian-fighters-ukraine-russia-war/

7 Hiba Mohammad, “The Syrian regime forces university professors, students, and employees to go out in solidarity
marches with the Russian invasion of Ukraine”, Alquds Alarabi, 10 Mar 2022, (Arabic) https:/tinyurl.com/46xvxeve

8 Pierre Boussel, "Syrian Mercenaries in Ukraine: Delusion or Reality?”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 23
Jun 2022, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/87382

9 *Over 40,000 Syrians reportedly register to fight for Russia in Ukraine”, The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 15
Mar 2022, https:.//www.syriahr.com/en/243241/

10 Mohamad Misto, Ethem Emre Ozcan, “Iran boosting Yemeni Houthis with Syrian fighters: Local sources”, Anadolu
Agency, 07 May 2021, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/iran-boosting-yemeni-houthis-with-syrian-fighters-local-
sources/2233092#
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and through its recruitment center' offers them to combat alongside the Houthis in Yemen
under three-year contracts, with civilians receiving up to $1,000 monthly and military
personnel $1,200."

This report, across its two editions, aligns within the established vision of the Syrian Center
for Media and Freedom of Expression (SCM) to address the human rights situation in
Syria. This mission is part of a broader, sustained initiative to advance and embed human
rights principles through multifaceted strategies. These include documenting, publishing,
and mapping all human rights and humanitarian law violations within the Syrian conflict’s
scope. Additionally, the center focuses on combating impunity by holding perpetrators
accountable and advocating for the use of judicial mechanisms to bolster accountability
for these violations, extending across various legal jurisdictions, including international and
universal jurisdictions.

On August 22, 2023 the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression filed a complaint
with the National Criminal Investigation Service (NCIS) in Norway. The complaint targeted
Hussein al-Hajimi, a former Iragi Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) militia member and
current Norway resident, accused of committing murder and serious violations while serving
with the PMF in Syria, calling on the NCIS to open a thorough investigation into al-Hajimi's
self-disclosed admissions which he shared on the social networking platform TikTok.” The
NCIS confirmed its receipt of the SCM's complaint on August 21, 2023.

Furthermore, the SCM, in cooperation with international partners, pursued legal action
in the Russian judiciary against members of the Wagner Company, accusing them of
crimes against Syrian citizens. Following the exhaustion of all legal venues in Russia, the
SCM proceeded to file a lawsuit with the European Court of Human Rights.

11 Nabil Abdullah al-Tamimi, "IRGC smuggles foreign fighters into Yemen", Diyaruna.com, 28 Jul 2021, https://diyaruna.
com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_di/features/2021/07/28/feature-01

12 Ibrahim al-Jabin, “Iran enhances trust with the Arabs by recruiting Syrian mercenaries in Yemen”, Alarab News, 1 Jun
2022, (Arabic) https://tinyurl.com/z7tk4u3x

13 Videos of the suspect appeared on social media in which he confessed to committing murders and serious violations
while fighting in Syria as part of the Iraqi Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), a militia that participated in the hostilities
alongside the Syrian regime. In the videos, the suspect admits to killing numerous Syrian children, stating he cannot count
their number, including an infant no older than a month, whom he killed while the child was in the arms of his mother,
who was crying for help. He also made death threats against Syrians residing in Norway, according to his statements.
https:.//scm.bz/the-syrian-center-for-media-and-freedom-of-expression-files-a-complaint-against-a-former-member-of-
the-popular-mobilization-forces-militia/
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I. Mercenary Groups in Syria

1. Definition of Mercenaries

The concept of mercenaries, as recognized in international law, finds its foundational
definition in the Hague Declaration of 1907.” Subsequent to this, the definition and legal
framework regarding mercenaries have been refined and expanded through various judicial
proceedings and international instruments. Notably, the Lunda Court in 1976," and the
International Commission of Inquiry on Angola in 1985 have contributed to this evolving
definition.” Furthermore, regional initiatives like the Organization of African Unity's
Convention, which aims to ban mercenaries, reflect the international community’s stance
against mercenary activities. A significant milestone in the regulation of mercenary activities
came with the adoption of the United Nations Convention against the Recruitment, Use,
Financing, and Training of Mercenaries in 1989. This convention, ratified by 37 countries—
including four Arab nations: Qatar, Libya, Saudi Arabia,” and Syria® (which acceded on
October 23, 2008)-represents a global consensus on the need to curb mercenary activities.
In addition to this convention, both the Economic and Social Council” and the United Nations
General Assembly,” along with the UN Security Council,” have issued resolutions aimed at
prohibiting mercenary operations.

14 Art. 4. Corps of combatants cannot be formed nor recruiting agencies opened on the territory of a neutral Power to
assist the belligerents.

Art. 5. A neutral Power must not allow any of the acts referred to in Articles 2 to 4 to occur on its territory. It is not called
upon to punish acts in violation of its neutrality unless the said acts have been committed on its own territory.

15 The ruling issued on June 28,1976 regarding the trial of 13 mercenaries in Angola included a definition of mercenary as
“all those who, for personal profit, enlist in a group or in forces intending, by military means, to counter the achievement
of a foreign people's self-determination or, by the same means, to impose neo-colonial designs on them.” George H.
Lockwood, Report on the Trial of Mercenaries: Luanda, Angola - June, 1976,1977, CanLIIDocs 48, Manitoba Law Journal,
https://tinyurl.com/34h647y2.

16 According to the Organization of African Unity (OAU) Convention for the Elimination of Mercenarism in Africa, a
mercenary is any person who “is specially recruited locally or abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict; b) does in fact
take a direct part in the hostilities; c) is motivated to take part in the hostilities essentially by the desire for private gain
and in fact is promised by or on behalf of a party to the conflict material compensation.” https://treaties.un.org/doc/
publication/unts/volume%201490/volume-1490-i-25573-english.pdf

17 International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries, adopted in New York, 4
December 1989, entered into force 20 Oct 2001, https.//treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=XVIII-
6&chapter=18&clang=_en

18 Ibid.

19 Economic and Social Council Resolution No. 1986/43 in which the Council condemned the increasing recruitment,
financing, mobilization, transfer and use of mercenaries.

20 Resolution No. 41/102 of 1986 regarding mercenaries as a means of violating human rights and impeding peoples’
exercise of their right to self-determination; Resolution Nos. 49/150 of 1994, 50/138 of 1995, 51/ and 15/83 of 1996, and
52/112 of 1997 regarding the use of mercenaries as a means of violating human rights.

21 Resolution No. 507/1982 condemns any state that permits the recruitment of mercenaries and provides facilities for
them with the aim of overthrowing the governments of member states of the United Nations.

Resolution No. 1467/2003 adopts the statement on light weapons, small arms, mercenary activities and threats to peace
and security in West Africa.
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The First Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions, inits Article 47,” defines a mercenary
isanyone who:

A. s specially recruited locally or abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict;
B. Does, in fact, take a direct part in the hostilities;

C. Ismotivated to take partin the hostilities essentially by the desire for private gain and,
in fact, is promised, by or on behalf of a Party to the conflict, material compensation
substantially in excess of that promised or paid to combatants of similar ranks and
functions in the armed forces of that Party;

D. Isneither a national of a Party to the conflict nor a resident of territory controlled by
a Party to the conflict;

E. Isnotamember of the armed forces of a Party to the conflict; and

F.  Has not been sent by a State which is not a Party to the conflict on official duty as a
member of its armed forces.

Despite seemingly clear criteria set forth by the Protocol, legal analyses and jurisprudence
have highlighted limitations within this definition, particularly its focus on financial gain
as the primary motive for individuals engaging in mercenary activities. The International
Commission of Inquiry in Angola,23 for instance, pointed out that the reasons individuals
may choose to fight can encompass a wide range of motivations beyond mere financial
compensation. These motivations include the thrill of adventure, a penchant for sabotage,
unemployment, a desire for psychological escapism, or as a response to social failure.”

2. Pro-Iranian Mercenary Groups

Iran has emerged as a prominent actor in the use of mercenary forces in Syria, working
alongside its Iranian Revolutionary Guard to support government forces. Tehran has
orchestrated the involvement of both local and foreign militias, some of which satisfy the
criteria to be classified as mercenaries under international law. Notably, fighters from
Afghanistan and Pakistan form the bulk of the non-Arab mercenaries. These individuals are
particularly vulnerable to recruitment due to the refugee status of some Afghans in Iran,
making them an easier and less costly option for mobilization. They are often recruited to
fight within various factions, including Iraqgi or mixed groups, as well as within specific units
like the Afghan Fatimayoun Legion and the Pakistani Zainabiyoun Brigade.

22 International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Additional Appendix (Protocol) | to the Geneva Conventions, 1977,
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/additional-protocols-geneva-conventions-1949-factsheet

23 United Nations Security Council, Commissions and Investigative Bodies, https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/
repertoire/commissions-and-investigative-bodies

24 Hamad al-Asili Muhammad, The Legal Center for Prisoners of War in International Humanitarian Law, 1st edition, al-
Maaref Publishing, Alexandria, 2005, p 249.
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2.1. A general framework for Iranian mercenaries in Syria

Iran has expanded its influence across the Middle East by establishing and supporting
transnational proxy militias under various pretexts, such as the “resistance axis" or
protecting Shia sanctities. These paramilitary forces extend Iran’'s geopolitical reach, and
play a pivotal role in conflicts beyond their members’ countries of origin, effectively acting as
instruments of Iran’s foreign policy in regional wars by proxy. Statements from high-ranking
Iranian officials echo the strategic success Iran perceives in this approach. Former Iranian
Minister of Intelligence Haider Moslehi” has remarked that, “In fact, Iran now controls four
Arab capitals.” This was reiterated by General Hossein Salami,” Deputy Commander of the
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), who stated that, "Officials in Iran did not expect
this rapid spread of the (Islamic Revolution) beyond the borders of Iraqg to Syria, Lebanon,
Palestine, Bahrain, Yemen, and Afghanistan.”” As for Ali Younesi, an advisor to the former
Iranian president Hassan Rouhani, he stated that, “Iran has returned to the status of an
empire as it was throughout its history (...) with Iraq serving as its capital.” While Deputy
Commander of the Quds Force, Major General Ismail Qaani" asserted that, *Iran continues
to conquer the countries of the region. (...) The Islamic Republic has begun its control over
Afghanistan, Iraqg, Syria, and Palestine, (...) and it is advancing today in its influence in the
rest of the countries of the region.”

The spread of Iranian-affiliated militias in Syria dates back to May 2011, that is, about a month
and a half after the outbreak of protests against the Syrian government. Since then, Tehran
has relied on a blend of mercenary groups, militias,” and to a lesser extent, local military and
security forces under the IRGC's direct command to support the Syrian government against
opposition forces. A 2014 study by the Syrian Network for Human Rights estimated that over
35,000 fighters” backed by Iran and organized into 12 military formations and divisions,
were active in Syria, in addition to 5,000 IRGC members.” Until 2018, when the numbers
of fighters began to decline, intensity of military operations fluctuated,” the number of
pro-lranian fighters remained somewhat stable, and Iran was able to compensate for its
manpower losses through recruitment driven by sectarian motives and financial incentives,
using fighters directly contracted by the IRGC.” In 2015, the United Nations Special Envoy to
Syria, Staffan de Mistura, estimated that Iran spent about $6 billion annually in financial and
military aid to support the Syrian government.”

25 ‘"Former Iranian Minister: We Control 4 Arab Capitals”, Al Arabiya, 20 May 2020, (Arabic) https://tinyurl.com/rt3z3kjh
26 “Senior Iranian Official: We Did Not Expect This Rapid Expansion of our Influence”, Aljazeera.net, 15 Mar 2015, (Arabic)
https://tinyurl.com/bdebes4p

27 “Advisor to Rouhani: Iran is an Empire Whose Capital is Irag. We Protect the Region from Wahhabis, neo-Ottomans,
and Atheism”, CNN Arabic, 9 Mar 2015, (Arabic) https://arabic.cnn.com/world/2015/03/09/iran-irag-younesi

28 “"Deputy Commander of the Iranian Quds Force Admits: The Houthis Were Raised by Us!" Almowaten.net, 25 May 2015,
(Arabic)https://tinyurl.com/4xffkzyk

29 Navvar Saban, “Factbox: Iranian influence and presence in Syria", Atlantic Council, 5 Sep 2015, https:/www.
atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/factbox-iranian-influence-and-presence-in-syria/

30 “Shiite militias in Syria”, Syrian Network for Human Rights, 5Jul 2014, (Arabic) https://snhr.org/arabic/2014/07/05/1578/
31 “Shiite militias fighting in Syria,” Aljazeera.net, 6 Dec 2015, (Arabic) https://tinyurl.com/2s4h25jy

32 Philip Smyth, *Iran Is Outpacing Assad for Control of Syria's Shia Militias,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
April 12, 2018, link: https://bit.ly/3f3HWAS

33 Manar Haddad, "Funding Iranian militias in Syria: do oil sanctions give an advantage to Russian militias?”, Iranwire, 14
Aug, 2020, (Arabic) https://iranwire.com/ar/reports/86708/

34 Babak Dehghanpisheh, “lran recruits Pakistani Shi'ites for combat in Syria" Reuters, 10 Sep 2015, https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-pakistaniran/iran-recruits-pakistani-shiites-for-combat-in-syria-
idUSKBNOTT22520151210/
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Iran’s intervention in Syria, officially framed as a mission to protect Shia holy sites,
especially notably the shrine of Sayyida Zeinab near Damascus, saw the deployment of
IRGC forces alongside various mercenary groups. However, the operational scope of pro-
Iranian forces extended far beyond the protection of religious sites, engaging in widespread
hostilities across Syria including in areas devoid of Shia sanctuaries. The involvement of
these militias in acts of aggression and, according to numerous reports, war crimes against
civilians, has been widely documented.” These pro-lranian militias have also been pivotal
in implementing demographic changes within Syria, particularly around Damascus and
other strategic locations. For instance, after imposing sieges on towns near the shrine of
Sayyida Zeinab, forces including the Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas Brigade, the General Command,
Hezbollah, Badr Brigade, and Liwa Assad Allah al-Ghalib (LAAG) forcibly displaced civilian
populations from towns such as Hujaira, al-Dhiyabiya, Babila, and al-Husseiniyah. These areas
were subsequently transformed into strongholds for militia and mercenary forces and their
families.”-”

The operational command for these activities, including the management of military
operations and the deployment of mercenary groups, is reported to be centralized at the
General Command building within Damascus International Airport.”,” From this command
center, pro-lranian forces are strategically deployed across a vast network extending to
the west towards Daraya, and to south reaching the west of al-Kiswah. These forces are
also concentrated along the road linking Damascus to the Iraqi border to the east, passing
through the al-Dumayr, al-Sin (Sagqgal) Airbase, and the Sabaa Biyar area, all the way to the
al-Bukamal border crossing with Iraqg. Additionally, a number of these militias are deployed
across air bases such as al-Shayrat, T-4, and the Aleppo International Airport, and in scientific
research centers, especially in the Damascus countryside such as Jemraya, Sabboura, and
Barzeh al-Balad areas, and in the Hama countryside in the Masyaf area. They are also deployed
near the city of Aleppo around the Industrial Establishment of Defence in al-Safira, and in the
southern regional command near Dumayr, the northern regional command near the city of
Homs, and the coastal operations command near the city of Baniyas. However, the area that
sees the largest concentration of militia forces, it is the triangle between rural Damascus,
rural Daraa and Quneitra, with an area of 7 square kilometers.” These militias are regularly
trained in camps inside Iran and in Syria.

In February 2017, the Mujahedeen-e-Khalg (MKO) organization,” which the Iranian authorities
classify as a terrorist organization, revealed 12 mercenary training centers inside Iran, and
that “"the Revolutionary Guard Corps established a large directorate in the Quds Force, which

35 Mohammad al-Salmi, “Iran and the Militarization of Shiism at Home and Abroad”, Beni Suef University Publication, Jul
2021, (Arabic) https://jocu.journals.ekb.eg/article_181405.html

36 Ozdemir Behram Omer, “Iranian-backed militias in Syria”, Harmoon Center for Contemporary Studies, 20 Sep 2022,
https://tinyurl.com/6ncwsm94

37 “Hezbollah and Iran-handled Shi‘ite militias are integrated into the Syrian army in its campaign to take control of
south Syria”, The Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center, 9 Jun 2018, https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/
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is the arm operating outside the Iranian borders, to implement part of the regime’s strategy
to expand its interventions outside Iran, especially in regional countries such as Syria, Iraq,
Yemen, Bahrain, and Afghanistan, in order to train its foreign mercenaries.” According to
what was reported from the Iranian opposition group, these camps are:” *

1. Imam Ali camp for Theoretical Training
2. Lushan Special Training Barracks
3. Badinde Buramin Urban Training Center
4.  Special Jamran barracks that train Afghan personnel and sends them to Syria
5. Amal Center (Malik Ashtar Camp) for survival training
6.  Air Lift center training commando forces
7. Semnan Center for practical missile launch training
8.  Abadan Marine Diving Training Center
9.  Mashhad training center for Afghan personnel
10.  Qeshm lIsland Center for Urban Warfare Training
1. Bazouki Training Center for Afghan personnel

12. Mirsad Center, Shiraz, for training foreign fighters

Mercenary groups are also undergoing training in camps inside Syria:”

Yafour camp in the Damascus countryside, located in a military site belonging to the
Fourth Division.

Sayyida Zeinab camp in Damascus.

Maysaloun School Camp, affiliated with Military Intelligence.
Najha State Security Camp,

Shahid al-Mihrab Camp in Aleppo.

Al-Zahraa camp in Aleppo.

44 Eric Shawn, "Opposition group claims Iran sponsoring new terror training camps”, Fox News, 15 Feb 2017, https://
www.foxnews.com/politics/opposition-group-claims-iran-sponsoring-new-terror-training-camps

45 Saleh Hamid, “Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps militia training centers”, Alarabiya.net, 20 May 2020, (Arabic) https://
tinyurl.com/3s63d99e

46 “lranian Revolutionary Guard camps training terrorists worldwide”, Yemen Press, 18 Jan 2021, (Arabic) http://cutt.
us/6t0vO

47 Hatem al-Falahi, *Iraqi Militias in Syria: Role and Future”, Aljazeera.net, 1 Apr 2019, (Arabic) https://studies.aljazeera.
net/ar/reports/2019/04/190401092356143.html



https://www.foxnews.com/politics/opposition-group-claims-iran-sponsoring-new-terror-training-camps
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/opposition-group-claims-iran-sponsoring-new-terror-training-camps
https://tinyurl.com/3s63d99e
https://tinyurl.com/3s63d99e
http://cutt.us/6t0vO
http://cutt.us/6t0vO
https://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/reports/2019/04/190401092356143.html
https://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/reports/2019/04/190401092356143.html

Iran’s strategy of expanding its presence in Syria involves the discreet transport of
mercenaries into the country using airports and land border crossings from Lebanon and
Irag. These movements are often disguised under the pretenses of pilgrimage to Shia holy
sites or through the use of counterfeit work contracts and, in some cases, Syrian passports
issued by the Immigration and Passports Department in Damascus.”

In the summer of 2018, a significant turning point occurred with the signing of a settlement
agreement, under which the Syrian army and its allies, including Iranian-backed forces,
regained control over southern Syria.” This agreement, facilitated by a prior accord signed
in November 2017 by Jordan, Russia, and the United States, explicitly prohibited the entry
of foreign forces into most areas of the Daraa and Quneitra governorates. In response to
these diplomatic developments, Iranian-backed militias executed a strategic redeployment,”
relocating many of their forces tolranian basesin centraland eastern Syriaand circumventing
the restrictions imposed by the agreement.

Parallel to these military and strategic maneuvers, Iran has ramped up its recruitment of
Syrians, aiming to sustain its influence within the region. This has raised concerns about
Iran’s long-term intentions, suggesting a deliberate effort to cement its foothold through
the creation of a network of military, financial, and social elites loyal to Tehran.” According
to research by the Harmoon Center for Contemporary Studies” Iran encouraged the families
of IRGC fighters to settle in Damascus and other Syrian governorates, facilitated by recent
changes to Syrian real estate and foreign ownership laws.” This coincides with Tehran's
social and cultural penetration into the Syrian fabric by promoting the Iranian-style Shia
doctrine of Wilayat Al Fagih (Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist) and investing in the education
sector, through which Iran aims to embed its ideological and cultural footprint in Syria. This
is evident in the establishment of six Iranian universities within Syria and the proliferation of
Farsilanguage centers.”
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Child Recruitment

Iran’s recruitment practices, particularly in the context of enlisting mercenaries for conflict
zones like Syria, include the recruitment of minors, a policy that appears to have both official
and semi-official sanction within the country. The Supreme Leader” acknowledged this,
declaring in front of a crowd of teachers, "More than 36,000 of our students were martyred
during the sacred defense of the Iran-Irag war 1980-1988, and without the ardent spirit of
the teachers, it would not have been possible for the students to go to the front lines.”

Human Rights Watch, in 2017, leveled serious accusations against the Revolutionary Guard
for recruiting Afghan children, some as young as 14, into the Fatemiyoun Brigade—a unit
composed primarily of Afghan refugees fighting in Syria.”,” The recruitment of these young
fighters is reportedly incentivized with financial allowances and the promise of residency
permits for them and their families, all under the guise of protecting Shiite shrines in Syria.
The Revolutionary Guard's recruitment efforts extend to Iranian children through the Basij
Students Authority,” an entity that ostensibly operates within the educational system but, in
practice, serves as a recruitment hub for the Guard. This has been highlighted by sanctions
imposed by the U.S. Treasury's Office of Foreign Assets Control in 2018, which targeted
Iranian institutions involved in these recruitment activities.

In Syria, Iran’s influence is similarly extended to the recruitment and military training of
Syrian children.” Reports from local agencies indicate that Iran has established six centers
that train children under 16, providing courses on weapon handling and military tactics, as
well as ideological indoctrination:”

Al-Shaibani camp northwest of Damascus, guarded by the Lebanese Hezbollah militia.”

The Liwaa al-Quds militia camp trains Palestinian and Syrian children in the Nayrab
area, east of Idlib Governorate.

AcampinQusayr, south of Homs Governorate, also under the supervision of Hezbollah.
A camp in al-Mayadeen, overseen by IRGC officers and Iraqgi militias.

A camp in Deir ez-Zor with 3 branches; one located in the Joura neighborhood, the
second in the Ain Ali area, and the third in al-Qusour neighborhood.

A camp in Al Bukamal.
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In the east Syria region, particularly in the eastern rural areas of Ragqga, the dire economic
conditions facing that families has been exploited by Iranian militias to recruit children
into their ranks.” Since 2011, the Iranian Embassy's Cultural Chancellery has opened several
branches of the Scouts of Syria, branded as an educational entity designed to serve to
students, Among these, the Wilaya Scouts located in the Sayyida Zeinab area of Damascus
and the scouts in Deir ez-Zor have been specifically noted by the Harmoon Center for Studies
in their report, “Institutions of Iranian Influence in Syria and Methods of Shia Conversion.”
"” These organizations are purported to offer a range of activities, including exhibitions and
recreational trips aimed at children from the southern regions of Damascus. The nature
of the activities undertaken by these scouts, particularly the Imam Mahdi Scouts, deviates
markedly from conventional youth associations. Organized brainwashing sessions are held,
wherein children are congregated in halls equipped with projectors to view stories and films
that vilify the Nawasib (a derogatory term used against Sunnis) and glorify the act of avenging
Imam Husayn. These sessions are occasionally augmented by theatrical performances and
clerical attendance. Furthermore, the organization's social media presence frequently
features images of children donned in military uniforms, brandishing the Iranian flag, and
engaging in Husseiniah rallies and processions.

Perhaps most concerning is the initiation of a rigorous physical training regimen similar to
military preparation at specialized centers set up by the organization. These centers are
outfitted with equipment for a variety of intense exercises including jumping and crawling
drills, which seem geared towards preparing these children for future roles as soldiers “in
the service of Imam Mahdi.”

2.2. Iraqi mercenary groups

During the first Gulf War,” despite potential sectarian solidarity, Iran was unable to significantly
sway Shia soldiers within the Iragi army—where they constituted over 80% of the forces—to
its side.” Instead, Iran found allies among some members of the Shiite opposition parties.
Notable figures such as Hadi al-Amiri, leader of the Badr Organization, aligned with Iran and
fought alongside the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) against the Iraqgi military.
Another key figure, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, leader of the Hezbollah Brigades, collaborated
with the IRGC as early as 1983 in Kuwait, conducting operations against the embassies of
countries supporting Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Irag war. The list includes a few other
figures and, to many in Iraqg, such collaboration with Iran was tantamount to high treason.

Following the US invasion of Irag and the subsequent collapse of the Baath regime, individuals
and parties with ties to Iran returned from exile and began to assert their influence (and
Iran’s) amidst the political vacuum left by the dismantling of the Baath Party and its policies.
Shiite religious parties, in particular, began to wield considerable influence over the public
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sphere. Simultaneously, Iran’s religious establishment and intelligence apparatus targeted
the poorest and least informed segments of the Shiite community in Irag, promoting the
notion of a shared destiny between Iraqi Shiites and Iran. This campaign was bolstered by
Iran’s historical and educational ties to the Iraqgi Shiite community and Ayatollah Khomeini's
doctrine of Wilayat al-Faqih (guardianship of the Islamic jurist), which garnered significant
support among lraqgi Shiites for Iran's regional expansionist policies. Thus, Iraqi fighting
groups became instrumental in furthering Iran’s agenda in the region.

Within the constellation of Iran-affiliated groups in Syria, a distinct portion of Iraqi fighters
qualify as mercenaries under international legal definitions. This category, however, does
not include llragis who had been residing in Syria prior to the 2011 uprising, a subset of
whom aligned with Iran-led fighting factions post-2011, driven by ideological or sectarian
motives. In contrast, asignificant segment indeed fits the criteria of mercenaries, particularly
highlighted by the initial deployment of the Iragi "Asa’ib Ahl al-Hag"” militia’s sniper battalion
to suppress the 2011 protests in Syria. Led by Qais al-Khazali, a key figure in Iran’s network
within Iraq, this group comprised approximately 800 trained snipers and combat veterans.”

By September 2016, the involvement of Iraqi fighters in Syria had escalated, with over a
thousand additional fighters arriving in Aleppo to reinforce government forces.” This influx
joined an existing contingent of about four thousand fighters, accounting for roughly half of
the combatants in the area at that time. Recruitment of fighters is conducted via the offices
of the Popular Mobilization Forces in Irag, where recruitment efforts involve Shiite clerics,
including Iranians, offering monthly salaries from $300 to $1,500.” The Syrian government
supplies these fighters with food and accommodation, while the Iraqgi Ministry of Transport
and Communications arranges for the transportation of these individuals, using flights from
Baghdad and Najaf airports under the guise of pilgrimage to the holy shrines in Damascus.
Among the most prominent Iraqgi groups in Syria are:

Liwa Abu al-Fadhal al-Abbas (LAFA)

Founded in Syria in 2012 to fight alongside the Syrian =~ ~N
government forces under the pretext of defending the shrine
of Sayyida Zeinab in the Damascus countryside. This militia
received a religious endorsement from some Shiite clerics in
Najaf, legitimizing its operations in the eyes of its followers.
The majority of LAFA fighters are Iraqi, drawn primarily from
militias such as Asaib Ahl al-Haq, the Sadrist Movement, and
the Hezbollah Brigades in Iraq. It also includes Syrian fighters,
notably from the towns of Nubl and al-Zahra—with a prominent
member known as Abu Ajib from Nubl-as well as fighters from  { )
Lebanon and various Asian nationalities. The total strength of

the brigade is estimated to be around 4,800 fighters.
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The formal announcement to establish the LAFA was made onJanuary 1, 2013, as documented
by the Al Jazeera Encyclopedia.” Its stated mission was to defend the shrine of Sayyida
Zainab from various perceived threats, including Takfirists, Wahhabis, the Free Syrian Army,
and others considered “enemies of Prophet Muhammad's family.” According to one of its
leaders,” members of Liwa Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas are exclusively committed to fighting in
Syria, countering any claims made by Syrian parties of the militia being active in Iraq.

In 2021, LAFA leadership oversaw the formation of a *Women's Brigade.” Initiated by a
woman closely associated with Adnan aSaud (a.k.a al-Zouzou), a leader within the LAFA, this
unit comprises the leaders’ wives, women from the Imam Mahdi Scouts, and members of
certain relief associations financially backed by Iran.

Members of the Liwa Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas (LAFA) have been implicated in numerous human
rights violations against Syrians, spanning murder, enforced disappearance, torture, and
arbitrary arrest. The group has been responsible for orchestrating massacres in civilian-
populated areas across Syria, with atrocities reported in the Khalidiya and Baba Amr
neighborhoods of Homs, al-Bayda in Baniyas, as well as Daraya and Eastern Ghouta.” These
include a heinous massacre in al-Nabek” in rural Damascus, in December 2013, which claimed
the lives of 362 civilians, including 102 children and 92 women. More recently, on September
16,2023, armed members of the LAFA arrested civilians as they passed through its checkpoint
between the towns of Hajira and Sayyida Zeinab in rural Damascus whilst commuting to
work, and took them to an unknown location.”

Harakat Hezbollah al-Nujaba (HHN)"

Established in 2013 with Iranian support, Harakat Harakat [~ A
Hezbollah al-Nujaba (HHN) aligns ideologically with the
Lebanese Hezbollah while maintaining organizational
independence from it, instead operating under the directive
of the Quds Force. Known in Syria as the al-Nujaba Movement,
the HNN includes three brigades: al-Hamad, al-Hassan al-
Mujtaba, and Ammar bin Yasser, all under the leadership of
cleric Akram al-Kaabi. With an estimated force of 8,000 to
10,000 fighters, HHN served as a spearhead in the ground
offensive against Aleppo in 2016, supported by Russian air | )
forces.

The composition of HHN's fighters is diverse; some are driven by fervent religious beliefs,
while many are impoverished Shiites from Iraq’s southern regions, attracted by the promise
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of payments up to $1,500 a month from Iran. The fighters are flown to Damascus in via
direct flights from Baghdad or Najaf, after having undergone a three-month intensive
training program in southern Iraq focusing on heavy weaponry and sniper tactics. Others
receive specialized training from Hezbollah in Lebanon, which includes mine clearance,
communications, and drone operations, before entering Syria through the land border
crossing. HHN operates Iranian Yasser-class UAVs and, thanks to Iranian funding, launched
its own satellite TV channel, al-Nujaba Channel,” which broadcasts highly well-produced
combat footage, news programs, and military anthems aimed at rallying their supporters.

On December 13, 2016, Robert Colville, the spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights, specifically named the Iragi al-Nujaba Movement in connection with the killing
of at least 82 civilians, including women and children, in the Aleppo neighborhoods of Bustan
al-Qasr, al-Firdaws, al-Kalasah, and al-Saliheen.” In March 2017, in a move symbolizing Iran’s
growing influence in Syria, HHN announced the formation of the Golan Liberation Brigade,”
ostensibly to combat Israel. The United States, citing the group’s involvement in acts of
terror and violence, designated HHN as a terrorist organization in March 2019, banning all
dealings with it.”

Among the other Iraqgi Shiite militias fighting in Syria are:

10

Badr Organization’'s Quwat Shahid
Bagir (BOQSBS):” The military
wing of the Badr Organization,
which penetrated deep into the
Iraqgi state and from which many
factions emerged and has close
relations at the institutional
level with the IRGC. The Badr
Organization has sent groups of
fighters to Syria to fight alongside
government forces under the
name Martyr Muhammad Bagqir
al-Sadr Forces. The number of

its fighters ranges from 1,500 to
2,000, and it participated in many
battles in the Sayyida Zeinab area, the Eastern Ghouta areas, and south of Damascus.”
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Kataib Hizballah (KH): -"A military formation that sent many of its fighters, numbering
about 7,000, to Syria in 2013 under the leadership of Hashim al-Hamdani (Abu Alaa).
It is supported by Iran and cooperates with Syrian Hezbollah in carrying out its
operations, in addition to receiving military training in Lebanon.

Asa'ib Ahl al-Hag (AAH):” An Iraqi paramilitary group that sent many of its fighters
to Syria and has subsidiary headquarters in the Damascus countryside and Al
Bukamal. It is accused of assassinating clerics and Sunni leaders in Iraq and Syria, and
receives funding from Iran, former Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, and conducts
kidnapping operations for ransom.

Alwiyat al-Waad al-Haq (AWH):" An Iragi militia headed by Muhammad Hamza al-
Tamimi, nicknamed Abu Ali al-Najafi. Its strength is about two thousand members
betweenIragand Syria,andits subsidiary headquartersisinthe Damascus countryside.
Its combat missions are concentrated in Damascus and Aleppo. The AWH recently
recruited members from the towns of Kafriya, al-Fu'ah, and Ma'arat Maasrin in Idlib
Governorate.

Saraya al-Khorasani (Vanguard Companies of al-Khorasani):"An Iraqgi formation
founded in 1984 and headed by Ali al-Yasiri. It is considered the military wing of the
Islamic Vanguard Party. It has about 5,000 fighters between Iraqg and Syria. Saraya
al-Khorasani receives financial and military support from Iran. Its main headquarters
is in Najaf and has offices in Wasit, Karbala, and Basra in Irag, and in the countryside
of Aleppo and Damascus in Syria. One of the key tasks assigned to it is protecting
Damascus International Airport.
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86 87 88 89

Several smaller Iraqgi groups also operate in Syria: - - -

The Sayyid al-Shuhada Brigades with around 700 fighters, their most notable
participation being in the battles of the Sayyida Zeinab area and the battles of Eastern
Ghouta.

Assad Allah al-Ghalib forces in Irag and the Levant: Its members number about 600
fighters.

The Zulfigar Brigade militia, of about 1,000 fighters, participated in battles in Sayyida
Zeinab and along the Damascus Airport road, the battles of Adra in Eastern Ghouta,
and the invasion of the city of Nabek.

Kafeel Zeinab Brigade: Formed in 2013, and participated in the battles of Eastern
Ghouta, Sayyida Zeinab, the Damascus Airport road, Qalamoun, and battles in Aleppo.

Haider al-Karrar Brigades: A Syrian offshoot of Asa'ib Ahl al-Haq (AAH), numbering
800 members.

Imam Ali Brigades: Headquartered in the Sayyida Zeinab area and operates in the city
of Damascus and its countryside, and on the Iraqi-Syrian border; composed of around
1,000 fighters.

Saraya Ashura: Operates Damascus and its countryside.

Al-Mumal Brigade, affiliated with the Mahdi Army: Operates in Daraya and Sayyida
Zainab.

Youth Missionary Brigade: Operates in Aleppo and its countryside.

Kafeel Zeinab Brigade - Sayyeda Zeinab, Airport Road - Eastern Ghouta, Aleppo,
Qalamoun

Liwa Asad Allah al-Ghalib - Damascus countryside, Qudsaya.
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2.3. Local and Mixed Groups

Al-Baqir Brigade

The al-Bagir Brigade emerged in mid-2012, founded by Khaled
al-Hassan and his brother Haj Hamza (Hamza al-Hassan),
who were instrumental in its creation with the backing of
Iran through financial, weapons, and training support. The
Brigade's composition is primarily Syrian, drawing largely
from the Sunni Baggara tribe, with the inclusion of a number
of Shia converts from this tribe as well as Iranians and a
select group of lragi mercenaries who assist in logistics,
security, and advisory roles.

Engaged in combat operations against opposition forces in
Aleppo from 2014 to 2016, the al-Baqir Brigade subsequently
shifteditsfocus towards expandingitsinfluencein Aleppo’s southernandeastern countryside.
This expansion was facilitated through a blend of religious and cultural programs financed
by Iranian entities, alongside strategic acquisitions of property in the region. Members of
the al-Baqir Brigade have been implicated in various human rights violations against civilians,
and have engaged in the smuggling of oil, livestock, and stolen furnishings.”

The al-Baqir Brigade includes several units such as the Rapid Intervention Battalion, the Haj
Shiro Battalion, the Haj Hamid Battalion, the Ashrafieh Battalion, the East Battalion, the
North Battalion, the Handarat Battalion, the Deir ez-Zor Battalion, the 313 Battalion, the
Mahdi Force, the al-Safira Battalion, and the Tarkan Battalion. Hundreds of its members
underwent training courses in Iran in late 2018, in special camps operated by the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps.”

Liwa al-Imam al-Hussein (a.k.a Imam
Hossein Division) - N

This militia was formed in 2012 by Sheikh Amjad al-Bahadli,
an Iragi associated with the Sadrist Movement who resided
in Syria prior to 2011. Upon his death in 2017, Asaad al-
Bahadli assumed leadership of the division.” This militia is
characterized by its multinational composition, drawing
fighters from Lebanon, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Sudan,
among other countries, alongside Syrian combatants. Its
base of operations is located in the Sayyida Zeinab area, \_ Y,

90 Khaled al-Khatib, “Aleppo: How did the Bagir Brigade become a Stumbling Block in the Face of the Russians?”, Al
Modon, 21 Apr 2019, (Arabic) https://tinyurl.com/mrx76xzz
91 “The moment Moghadam was killed"Al-Baqir Brigade™” militia during a shell fall on it in the Aleppo countryside (video)",
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serving as a launching point for military engagements against Syrian opposition forces,
notably within the Eastern Ghouta region.”

Liwa al-lmam al-Hussein consists of a range of formations, including “special forces”
units that are well-equipped with advanced weaponry, command, and logistical support
structures. Liwa al-lmam al-Hussein's arsenal is significantly supported through Iranian aid,
utilizing cargo planes landing at Syrian airports, cargo ships docking at the port of Latakia,
and container trucks traversing from Iraq into Syria. Newsweek magazine has described the
Division as the most powerful Iranian-backed faction active in Syria,” noting its capacity to
execute operations against American and Israeli targets. Training for the Division’s members
is provided by the Quds Force and elite units from the Lebanese Hezbollah, while its supplies
and logistics are provided directly from the Fourth Armored Division of the Syrian Army.

Yemeni Saada Brigade

In 2013, the Saada Brigade was established under lIranian sponsorship and financing,
incorporating fighters from the Houthi group in Yemen. These fighters were granted visas
to enter Baghdad or Beirut, where they underwent training in specially designated camps.
Following their training, they were deployed to Damascus to engage in combat.” This group
includes seasoned members who have previously participated in conflicts against the Yemeni
army. The Saada Brigade grew to comprise approximately 750 fighters, a number of whom
were lost in confrontations in the Damascus countryside locations of al-Maliha and Jobar, as
well as in Basra and lzra within Daraa Governorate. The majority of the survivors returned
to partake in conflicts in northern Yemen, leaving about 100 fighters who subsequently
integrated into the ranks of the Liwa Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas (LAFA).”
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2.4. Afghan and Pakistani Mercenaries

Liwa Fatemiyoun

The Liwa Fatemiyoun, under the umbrella of the Iranian /7 N
Revolutionary Guard, traces its origins back to the Iran-Iraq
war in the 1980s. During this period, the Revolutionary Guard
recruited hundreds of Afghans, capitalizing on their status
as refugees within Iran,” initially forming what was known
as the Abu Dharr Brigade.”-” The significant escalation of
Iranian involvement in the Syrian conflict in May 2013 led
Qasem Soleimani, the then-commander of the Quds Force, to
announce the formation of the Liwa Fatemiyoun militia. This
group draws its ranks from Afghan immigrant communities
residing in Irag and Syria, directly from Afghanistan, and
includes some Afghans who came from European countries,”
alongside a large number of Afghan refugees in Iran.

The brigade was involved in recruitment activities” targeting Afghans under the age of
18 contingent upon obtaining written consent from their parents, as well as recruitment
targeting impoverished Afghan Hazara Shia communities in Iran and in Afghanistan. They
are sent to Syria, after undergoing military training for about a month before being sent
to fight on the front lines.” By integrating Afghan refugees into combat roles, Iran aims
to alleviate the domestic pressures of hosting a large refugee population. Furthermore,
these combatants are viewed as assets that can enhance Iran’s strategic interests in the
region, potentially serving as experienced fighters against the Taliban or other adversaries
on Afghan soil following the withdrawal of American forces.”

The Quds Force plays a key role in overseeing the operations of Liwa Fatemiyoun,
providing financial support, arms, and strategic direction. Members of the militia receive
monthly salaries that vary between $500 to $1,500, which is notably higher than the
compensation offered to fighters in other militias, where salaries typically range from
$300to $700.”-"-"
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In 2015, Fatemiyoun was elevated to corps status, and expanded its presence in northern

and northeastern Syria, particularly in the Aleppo Governorate around Jabal Azzan near the
headquarters of the IRGC base, the military academies area west of the city, and in the north
of the industrial zone in Sheikh Najjar and the farmlands between the Central Prison and the
Infantry Academy and Faysal Qassem camp to the north. After 2019, with the decline of the
Syrian opposition in the northern Hama countryside, the now Fatemiyoun Corps expanded
and its members spread to several areas on both sides of the Aleppo-Damascus international
highway (M4) into the Syrian desert and the south of the middle Euphrates; in areas around
Palmyra, east of Homs; and in more than one location on both sides of the Deir ez-Zor-Homs
road, passing through al-Sukhnah to Al Bukamal on the Iraqgi-Syrian border, where militia
members are deployed and reside along with many of their families.

The Fatemiyoun Corps is reported to be in total control of the city of al-Mayadeen, even
renaming its neighborhoods and extensively promoting IRGC and religious symbolism."” The
Corps also made efforts to recruit young Syrian men into its ranks. In the first months of 2021
alone, it was able to recruit 710 people in Qamishli and Hasakah, 315 of whom were former
members and leaders of the National Defense Forces (NDF), and 395 civilians and members
of tribes. The Fatemiyoun Corps also acquired dozens of properties within areas of Syrian
government influence in the city of al-Hasakah,” and also established its own detention
center in the town of al-Tibni in the western countryside of Deir ez-Zor.” It also dissolved
the Peasants’ Union in the areas where it was located in the countryside of al-Mayadeen, and
replaced it with its own affiliate agency that provides plowing and harvesting equipment to
farmers at lower than market prices, and subsidizes agricultural production at its various
stages in exchange for the exclusive right to purchase crops.”

Finally, members of the Fatemiyoun Corps were involved in violations against civilians in Syria
in Damascus and its countryside, such as Qalamoun and Zabadani, including participation
in sieges leading to civilian deaths from starvation, notably in Madaya, and involvement in
the conflict in Eastern Ghouta and around Damascus International Airport, the southern
Damascus countryside, extending to Daraa Governorate, and in Homs, Palmyra, Qusayr, and
the Shaer gas field. It also participated in force in the battles to break the siege of Aleppo

CentralPrison.”
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Liwa Zainebiyoun

Liwa Zainabiyoun is one of the least known mercenary [ )
militias operating in Syria and the least reported in the
media, partly due to its relatively small number and limited
contribution to the conflict, and because its fighters are
more keen on secrecy and discreteness for fear of retaliation
by the Taliban or Pakistani intelligence, on the other. Some
sources reported the ineffectiveness of this brigade, which
was known to participate in the battles to lift the siege of
the cities of Nubul and al-Zahra, north of Aleppo, without
affecting the outcome of the battle. This suggests that
Tehran's utilization of Liwa Zainabiyoun primarily serves
to furnish its fighters with combat experience, potentially \ J
preparing them for future regional conflicts, particularly in

the middle and western parts of Asia.”

Iran’s engagement with the Pakistani Shiite community dates back to the early years of
the Islamic Revolution, marked by efforts to integrate into Pakistani society through the
establishment of cultural centers, religious institutes, and sectarian universities. These
institutions aim to attract Shiite students, many of whom receive Iranian citizenship annually,
highlighting the depth of Iran’s investment in cultivating influence within Pakistan’s Shiite
population. This influence extends to support for the extremist Shiite *Movement for
the Application of Jaafari Jurisprudence™ and the Lashkar Muhammad militia (or “Sepah
Muhammadiyah™), both implicated in sectarian violence and assassinations during the early
1990s. Additionally, Iran has initiated training camps in the tribal regions of Parachinar,
bordering Afghanistan, and has established recruitment centers to bolster the ranks of
militias such as Asa’ib Ahl al-Haqg and Liwa Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas in Iraq.

The IRGC also opened a recruitment and training center in the Iranian city of Mashhad to
attract fighters from Pakistan and train as an elite attack force, then named Liwa Zainabiyoun
announced in 2013. The first batch of them belonged to al-Mustafa International University,
a religious institution in Qom with recruitment activity in Islamabad and Beirut, and to which
the Islamic College in London, the Islamic College of Indonesia, and the University of Islamic
Sciencesin Ghana are affiliated.”

Later, Iran stopped recruiting fighters from inside Pakistan, after the Anti-Terrorism Court
accused local leaders of the Pakistan People’s Party, the party of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto and his
daughter, which is a center-left party with reported ties to to Iran, of recruiting Shiite youth
and sending them to Syria and Irag." Iran thus turned to recruiting Pakistani Shiite workers
living in the United Arab Emirates, some of whom were deported in the wake of the Arab
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Spring revolutions. -
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I1. Private Military and Security Contractors

3. General Conceptual and Legal framework

Private military and security companies are private business entities that provide military
and/or security services including, in particular, the provision of armed protection for
persons, convoys, and critical infrastructure. In some cases, such contractors provide the
maintenance and operation of weapons systems, the monitoring of detention centers, and
consulting or training of local forces and security personnel.” Today, American research
centers circulate” two main terms in this field, which are:

Private Security Contractors (PSCs) focus on providing defensive services such
as protection of individuals, convoys, buildings, and critical infrastructure. Their
operations are primarily non-offensive, catering to both public and private clients in
various settings, including conflict zones.

Private Military Security Contractors (PMSCs) offer more comprehensive services
that include armed support and operational assistance in conflict areas, often
participating directly in hostilities.

The distinction between security and military companies is nuanced due to their intersecting
operational domains. Typically, security companies provide protection services in times of
peace and war for individuals and properties, and their services are generally defensive,
albeit they sometimes carry out offensive combat missions. Military contractors, however,
specialize in providing services primarily to governments and de facto authorities engaged
in conflict or areas of high tension, with a focus on offensive operations. These companies
are also divided into local companies that operate within the national scope and are subject
to the laws in force within each country, and others that are crossborder. The emergence
of PMSCs in the 1990s paralleled shifts in the nature of warfare and the privatization of
traditional military functions,” such as supply chains and training programs.”

Perspectives on private military and security contractors vary widely. On one side, critics
argue that PMSCs serve as modern conduits for mercenary recruitment, and that they are
contractors with the aim of obscuring the accountability of the employing state for any
human rights abuses committed by these entities.  This criticism is rooted in the belief
that privatizing security inherently benefits those with the means to afford such services,
undermining the universal right to security as outlined in Article 3 of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights.Conversely, supporters and advocates argue that PMSCs, being legally
established commercial entities, should not be indiscriminately labeled as mercenaries.
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From this viewpoint, the employees of these companies, especially in conflict zones, should
be evaluated based on the specific nature of their operations. These proponents assert that
PMSCs, when operating under the auspices of legitimate governmental or international
authority and adhering to international conflict standards, represent a lawful and valuable
component of contemporary security and military operations. They differentiate PMSC
personnel from traditional mercenaries by emphasizing their adherence to legal and
ethical standards, arguing that PMSCs can play a crucial role in humanitarian interventions
and peacekeeping missions under international law. For instance, the use of PMSCs by
Western countries for peacekeeping missions in Somalia has been rationalized as an
efficient alternative to deploying regular military forces. Furthermore, the United Nations,
acknowledging the evolving landscape of international security, has increasingly engaged
PMSCs for logistical support, mine clearance, and the training of security personnel.” This
engagement is regulated under specific conditions that ensure such activities are endorsed
by, and conducted via bilateral agreement with, the host government.”

3.1. Definition of military and security companies

Due to their relatively recent emergence on the international stage, legal jurisprudence
has not been able to formulate a comprehensive, unified definition of security and military
companies and their personnel. The UN Special Rapporteur on the use of mercenaries, in
a report to the Economic and Social Council on January 13, 1999, outlined them as entities
providing a broad spectrum of assistance, training, and advisory services in the security
field. This includes logistical support unrelated to direct military actions, armed security
personnel, and involvement in both defensive and offensive military activities within armed
conflict or post-conflict situations.

Additionally, the Draft of a possible Convention on Private Military and Security Companies
(PMSCs)” offers a more formal definition. Article 2 identifies a PMSC as a corporate entity
created under the laws of a State Party, engaging in military and/or security services for
financial compensation, facilitated by natural persons and/or legal entities, under a specific
license.

3.2. Legal regulation of security companies and private
military companies

Two attempts have emerged to ensure military and security companies’ compliance with
international humanitarian law, without the two attempts being binding. The first of these
is the International Stability Operations Association (ISOA) Code of Conduct,” which was
adopted in 2006 by companies operating in the context of armed conflicts involved in
international peace operations to confirm commitment to ethical standards, international
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humanitarian law, and human rights law. Likewise, the 2008 Montreux Document” outlines
international legal obligations and good practices relevant to the operations of private
military and security companies during armed conflict.

Criminal liability of private military security companies

For members of PMSCs: Members of private military and security companies, regardless
of their designation as “civilian-combatants™ or as workers, are required to adhere to
the national laws of the state in which they operate, as well as the rules of international
humanitarian law applicable to armed conflicts. They bear individual criminal responsibility
for any actions that constitute violations of national or international law, whether these
actions are taken independently or under orders.

For states that hire PMSC services: The countries that engage the services of these
companies also bear criminal and civil liabilities, particularly in terms of ensuring compliance
with international humanitarian law. The Geneva Convention mandates that states must
respect and enforce the principles of international humanitarian law, including establishing
mechanisms to monitor adherence to these rules, not only by regular forces but also by
any groups involved in military operations. Consequently, hiring states are tasked with
closely monitoring the activities of private military-security companies and ensuring their
continuous education and adherence to international humanitarian law.

The state is responsible for the actions of the PMSC that it contracts, because it has
delegated part of its governmental functions to it, and it is responsible for violations of
international humanitarian law committed by the company as long as it carries out tasks
that are originally part of its tasks, that is, the state in the context of an armed conflict.
According to Article 5 of the draft of the International Law Commission on Responsibility
of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts of 2001:” “The conduct of a person or entity
which is not an organ of the State under article 4 but which is empowered by the law of that
State to exercise elements of the governmental authority shall be considered an act of the
State under international law, provided the person or entity is acting in that capacity in the
particular instance.”

This framework allows the attribution of responsibility for the actions of individuals in PMSCs
to the states that contract them, and is only useful in that operational relationship, as it
requires the delegation of tasks from the state based on the law. As for the relationship
with the state in whose territory the PMSC operates, or the company’s state of origin, such
responsibility is based on the text of Article 8 of the same draft, which requires the existence
of a tangible connection of supervision, control or guidance in the relationship between
contractors and the state: "The conduct of a person or group of persons shall be considered
an act of a State under international law if the person or group of persons is in fact acting
on the instructions of, or under the direction or control of, that State in carrying out the
conduct.”
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Furthermore, the state of the company's nationality, establishment, or operational base must
implement robust legal measures to exert control over PMSCs functioning abroad, ensuring
adherence to international humanitarian law. Such measures may include legislative actions
akin to those taken by South Africa, which established regulations governing the overseas
activities of its nationals’ companies, emphasizing the requirement for comprehensive
oversight, training in international humanitarian law, internal disciplinary protocols, and
specific licensing for operational contracts. These measures aim to ensure that PMSCs,
regardless of their location, uphold the principles of international humanitarian law, with
states imposing stringent conditions and penalties for non-compliance to maintain a degree
of control and supervision over these private entities.”

While international law has made efforts to regulate the operations of security and military
companies, it lacks a cohesive framework for their registration and governance. This gap
complicates the attribution of responsibility and poses significant challenges for holding
these entities accountable for violations and crimes committed by their personnel. Victims
seeking redress for actions that breach human rights, violate international humanitarian
law, contravene the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, or constitute crimes
in the victim’'s home country, face a convoluted path with several theoretical avenues for
legal action:

National Judiciary of the Company's Country of Registration: Victims can appeal
to the courts in the country where the company is registered, especially if the state
where the company operates has conferred judicial immunity upon it.

National Judiciary of the Contractors®’ Home Countries: Legal action can be taken
in the home countries of the company’'s members or contractors, contingent upon
the identification of those individuals.

Courts with Universal Jurisdiction: Some national courts, particularly in Europe,
can exercise jurisdiction over serious human rights violations, provided specific legal
criteria for litigation are satisfied.

Moreover, international criminal justice mechanisms, such as the International Criminal
Court (ICC), can adjudicate these matters if the prosecutor deems it appropriate to initiate
a case. However, these theoretical avenues for accountability are fraught with challenges, as
the intricate web of political considerations, state interests, and international agreements
often impedes the pursuit of justice. Additionally, the clandestine nature of the operations
undertaken by what are sometimes referred to as “shadow armies” further complicates
efforts to identify and prosecute responsible individuals. This obscurity in operation and
identification significantly hampers the foundational process of litigation or prosecution.

129 Thomas Grove, "Up to Nine Russian Contractors Die in Syria, Experts Say”, The Wall Street Journal, 18 Dec 2015,
https.//web.archive.org/web/20210225022216/https:/www.wsj.com/articles/up-to-nine-russian-contractors-die-in-syria-
experts-say-1450467757

)

)


https://web.archive.org/web/20210225022216/https:/www.wsj.com/articles/up-to-nine-russian-contractors-die-in-syria-experts-say-1450467757
https://web.archive.org/web/20210225022216/https:/www.wsj.com/articles/up-to-nine-russian-contractors-die-in-syria-experts-say-1450467757

4. Russian Private Military Security Companies

4.1. General Framework for Russian Military Security
Companies

In early 2015, reports surfaced of Russian involvement in the Syrian conflict via
mercenaries from private military companies fighting for the Syrian government.”

By late October, it was reported that 3~ to 9 " Russian military contractors were killed
in @ mortar attack by Syrian opposition factions in the Latakia Governorate.

Russian opposition outlets reported that, even before Russia’s official military
intervention in September 2015,” and according to a Ukrainian law enforcement
official, Russian mercenaries were active in Syria, with an estimated 1,700 having
been deployed. Many had previous combat experience in Ukraine,” and participated

in and led offensive operations.”

The first Russian law to regulate private security companies was passed in 1992. Boris
Yeltsin later awarded contracts to protect Gazprom and Transneft's infrastructures,
effectively militarizing these companies and transforming them into quasi-armies
with thousands in their ranks.”

Post-2000, PMCs became a cornerstone of Russia's foreign policy, serving as an
unofficial army for Moscow. This strategy allows Russia to engage in military actions
discreetly and without the involvement of its regular military forces, and thus
maintain “plausible deniability” in many of its operations.

Russian President Vladimir Putin described these companies as a “means to achieve
national interests without the direct state participation.”” In 2015, he issued
Presidential Decree No. (3)” to amend the Armed Forces system, which provided
for contracts with foreign citizens residing outside Russia's borders to participate in
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combat missions and battles fought by the Russian military, inside and outside the
country, provided that those wishing to contract must submit a request to a Russian
combat unit stationed in their place of residence.”

Valery Gerasimov, Chief of the Russian General Staff, announced in November 2017
plans to reduce Russian military presence in Syria by the end of that year, due to
armed clashes declining, and replacing it by private military companies with tactical
military capabilities equivalent to modern armies."”

14

According to a study by the Norwegian Defense Research Establishment (FFI), the
success of PMCs working for Moscow has been synonymous with increasing violence
and human rights violations, including excessive use of force, killing of civilians, rape,
torture, targeting of schools, and widespread looting™ in Ukraine, Mali in Central
Africa,” and in Syria, as documented by international reports. According to a former
fighter in Wagner, members of the group beat the bodies of Syrian soldiers fleeing
the fighting with heavy hammers and decapitated them, then photographed and
published this footage in order to intimidate others.”

Russian PMCs operate in a legal gray area, unregistered and untaxed, effectively
unrecognized by Russian law,” which criminalizes mercenary activities under Article
359 of the Criminal Code, which states: “The recruitment, training, financing or other
material provision of mercenaries, as well as their use in armed conflict or hostilities,

146

shall be punished by incarceration for a period of between four and eight years.

These companies do not meet the legal definition of PMCs, due to their subordination
and commitment to the Russian leadership and its political objectives. They are by
no means merely commercial enterprises aiming to make a return on investing in
the recruitment and transportation of citizens independently of the government’s
directions.

These companies recruit widely, and beyond former army officers. Some of these
companies use the internet to advertise, and some include in their ranks convicted
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felons in Russian prisons.” According to a report published by the British newspaper
Daily Mail,“.one of the Russian mercenaries, enumerating the reasons that prompted
him and others to travel and fight in Syria, said: “There are people who were sentenced
to prison, and others who did not find work or did not have money in their country,
and among them were former volunteers who arrived for military training in the city
of Rostov.™

With the decline in military ground operations after 2018, the Kremlin maintained
forces in Syria - with two main bases in Tartous and Hmeimim.” PMCs demonstrated
high organizational efficiency, which enabled them, with the decrease in the intensity
of military operations, to reposition themselves and direct their activities to protect
vital and economic installations, combining military and security activity.”

4.2. Russian PMCs in Syria

Wagner Group

According to media reports,” Wagner Group is a company (~ )
registered in Argentina or Hong Kong, or is affiliated with
Concord for Administrative and Consulting LLC owned by
businessman Yevgeny Prigozhin, who was a close affiliate
of the Kremlin. Due to its absolute commitment to the
interests of the Russian state,”-~ Wagner Group can only
be described as a geopolitical arm used by the Kremlin to
achieve objectivesinlocations where Russia sees its strategic
interests as being threatened, or in regions where Russia’s
sphere of influence is expanding Y )
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Establishment and Spread

Wagner Group was established” in 2014, by Dmitry Utkin, who was a member of the Moran
Security Group and participated in the ranks of the Slavonic Corps in Syria. Wagner began
its operations in Ukraine, where combat units were formed from mercenary groups under
the strict supervision and control of Russian intelligence, with the Russian army providing
training and armaments.” In 2015, the Wagner Group assumed ground combat missions
with Syrian and Iranian forces in Syria.” Its scope of work would later expand to about 13
Africancountries.”

There are no official figures on the number of Wagner Group fighters In Syria.” According to
the online publication newspaper Republic, citing Russian security sources, there were 2,500
Wagner members in Syria in March 2016, including 1,600 fighters, to whom a budget of $350
million had been allocated since the start of the operation. Moreover, 40% of these recruits
are reported to be felons arrested for committing serious crimes. However, their numbers
decreased after many combat veterans were withdrawn from Syria to fight in Ukraine after
the large-scale Russian invasion in 2022.

The Wagner Group played a significant role in supporting Syrian government forces to
recapture the city of Palmyra from ISIS in spring 2016, losing 32 of its 2,500 participating
members in the process. They were again involved in the recapture of Palmyra in 2017,
this time equipped with heavy weaponry, including T-72 battle tanks, Grad multiple rocket
launchers, and 122 mm howitzers.” Despite these efforts, Wagner experienced considerable
losses in Syria, with the number of its members killed in 2017 reaching 200, in stark contrast
to the 19 losses reported by the Russian army in the same period.

Wagner presence in Syria declined™ since 2016, as the group's resources in Syria have
decreased following tensions with the Russian Ministry of Defense, which was financing
it and supplying it with weapons and equipment. This prompted Prigozhin to establish a
company called Evro Polis which signed in December of the same year a contract with the
Syrian state-owned General Petroleum Corp. The agreement stipulated the restoration of
control over oil fields and infrastructure that were under the control of ISIS.” and providing
protection, in exchange for 25% of production revenues for five years,” such that Evro Polis
would pay the salaries of Wagner's mercenaries, which range between 200,000 and 300,000
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rubles per month. In March 2021, the Syrian government concluded a deal with the little-
known Russian company Capital, which would later be revealed to be affiliated with the
Wagner Group, for oil and gas exploration in a 2,250 square kilometer off-shore block. In late
2019, companies Mercury and Velada, also associated with Wagner Group,” signed three oil
and gas contracts with the Syrian government.

According to media sources, between June 25 and 27 of 2023, immediately after the group’s
leader, Prigozhin, mutinied against the Kremlin,” Wagner fighters in Syria were asked to sign
new contracts in which they would report directly to the Russian Ministry of Defense, and
their salaries were reduced. Whoever refused these conditions was transferred on a plane to
Mali. The Russian Ministry of Defense also withdrew” Wagner fighters from the oil and gas
fields in the Syrian city of Palmyra, and replaced them with the "ISIS Hunters” special forces
unit of the Syrian army.” As for Wagner Group's assets, and its share in the production of
Syrian oil and gas fields, they have likely been repossessed by the Kremlin.

Accountability Efforts for Wagner Group

Following the circulation of a disturbing video from 2017 depicting the brutal killing of a
Syrian civilian, who the perpetrators claimed was associated with ISIS, by beating him with
a hammer, dismembering, and burning him, the International Federation for Human Rights,
the Russian Memorial Center, and the Syrian Center for Media and Freedom of Expression
took legal action. They filed a lawsuit within the Russian judiciary system in 2021, seeking
justice for the victim on behalf of his brother.

However, on January 18, 2022, the Basmanny District Court in Moscow dismissed the case.
The court’s justification was that the prosecution failed to establish the crime’s elements,
and the involvement of Russian citizens in the murder was not substantiated. This decision
was later affirmed by the Moscow Court of Appeal.

The dismissal of the case in Russia opens the pathway to pursue justice at the European
Court of Human Rights. Although decisions by this court carry significant moral weight,
their enforceability in Russia is compromised. This is due to a 2015 law passed by the Russian
Parliament,” allowing the Russian Supreme Constitutional Court to review and potentially
annul international human rights court decisions if they are found to be unconstitutional
within Russia.
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Moran Security Group

In December 2013, members of the Ahrar al-Sham Islamic Movement discovered an
identification card belonging to a Russian named Alexei Budikov, a mercenary with the
Moran Security Group, issued in December 2012. This discovery predates the official Russian
military intervention in Syria in 2015, suggesting the involvement of Russian private security
companies, such as Moran, in the Syrian conflict on behalf of government forces against
opposition groups.

The Moran Security Group, as described on its website,” Moran Security Group presents
itself as a Private Security Company (PSC) offering a variety of services including security,
transportation, medical aid, rescue operations, and consulting. The company emphasizes its
respect for the cultural norms and legal frameworks of the host countries where it operates,
asserting full compliance with international, local laws, and regulations.

Established in 1999, Moran has a history of providing security services, particularly in
maritime protection around the Bab al-Mandab strait and the Arabian Gulf. It also has a
background of operations in Iraqg, both prior to and following the American invasion. Based
in St. Petersburg, Russia, Moran is managed by Lieutenant Colonel Vyacheslav Kalashnikov
of the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB), which suggests connections between the
company and Russian intelligence services.

Vega Strategic Services Ltd

In January 2019, the security company Vega (or Vegacy) [ N
published a series of promotional videos depicting its
activities in Syria, and published pictures of training
exercises conducted by the company in the Syrian regions.
A video clip shows a Russian trainer from the company
addressing fighters from the Palestinian al-Quds Brigade,
which is fighting alongside the Syrian government forces.
The brigade’s fighters were undergoing a training course at
the hands of trainers from the company amid the ruins of
one of the destroyed villages in the Aleppo countryside.

In the promotional video, posted on the company’s official

website, clear shots appear fighters from the company

accompanied by members of the Palestinian al-Quds Brigade. Other photos show a fighter
from the company in military uniform standing in front of the Palmyra Roman Theater, and
another picture of fighters believed to be taken in southern Syria.

The company’s official website explains that it was founded in 2012 in Cyprus by veterans and
former employees of naval, army and special police units in Ukraine, Russia and Greece. The
company defines itself as *an international company that provides a wide range of specialized
services, mainly aiming to identify and prevent potential security threats to personnel and
infrastructure in vulnerable areas, and is one of the few security companies that uses its
own weapons, advanced technologies and security equipment from major manufacturers
and developers.

170 Moran-group.org/en/about/index
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Slavonic Corps”

The company, which was established by former members of the Russian Federal Security
Service (FSB) in 2012, recruits former military personnel with combat experience to work
outside Russia in exchange for $5,000 monthly wages, $20,000 compensation in the event
of disability, and $40,000 death compensation.

In 2013, the Syrian government contracted with the Russian Moran Security Group, to guard
infrastructure and provide protection services for VIPs. Moran was also engaged in missions
against ISIS and to regain control of oil facilities from the extremist organization’s fighters,
but it was not up to the assigned task. Thus, a decision was made to establish the Slavonic
Corps company,” registered in Hong Kong in 2013 by two employees of Moran Company,
to carry out the mission. 250 of its members were trained in offensive operations in the
city of Latakia and then sent to guard oil fields in Deir ez-Zor. But after suffering heavy
losses in clashes with the Islamic State/ISIS as a result of coordination problems with the
Syrian government and logistical issues related to their receiving old weapons in insufficient
numbers, the company's activity in Syria was halted.”

According to the Slavonic Corps website, the company provides defensive and preventive
services to protect economic facilities, oil refineries, ports, factories, buildings, and protect
logistical convoys. This is contrary to the evidence indicating that its members actively
participated in ongoing fighting in Deir ez-Zor Governorate in 2013, in addition to guarding
the oil fields.

United People’s Communal Partnerships (E.N.O.T Corps)”~

Founded in 2011 by the Russian nationalist Igor Mangushev, E.N.O.T was active in the Russian
war on Ukraine in 2014, in addition to its military activities in Syria,” and the Karabakh region,
which Azerbaijan regained from Armenia. E.N.O.T Corps was based in the Ukrainian region of
Donbass and, since 2015, the company has had training camps in Serbia and Belarus, and has
recruited fighters of all ages, including children between the ages of 12-18. Its relationship
with the Kremlin soon became strained, and a number of its officials were arrested in Russia,
most notably its financial officer, Vladimir Morozov, on charges of extortion. In addition to
the trial of Roman Telenkevich, the leader of the organization, by 2022. Roman Telenkevich,
was sentenced to prison on charges of organizing a criminal community, extortion, and
threatening to kill or cause serious bodily harm. In early February 2023, Mangushev himself
was fatally shot in the back of the head while inside Ukraine.
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Redut-Antiterror-

Redut was established in 2008,” composed of former Russian N
military personnel” from the Russian Foreign Intelligence
Service, the Air Force, units of the Ministry of Defense, who
have previous combat experience abroad, and peacekeeping
forces. Redut was active in the Ukrainian theater, and
participated in many operations in the Ukrainian Donbass
region, in addition to activities in Iraq, Somalia, Caribbean
countries, and Indonesia, to secure oil and military facilities
and Russiandiplomats. Redut hasarmored personnel carriers,
light and medium weapons, and light military equipment to
perform rapid combat missions. However, it suffered major
losses in the Ukrainian war, which weakened its capabilities
compared to other companies, most notably Wagner Group. The US Treasury designated
the Redut as a Russian mercenary force and placed it under the sanctions, prohibiting the
transfer, export, or withdrawal of any funds or property on the territory of the United States
belonging to the company. Redut participated in Syria by guarding the facilities established
by Gazprom, which the Kremlin acquired from the billionaire Gennady Timchenko. The
company is actively recruiting on Russian social networks, and requires applicants to be at
least 25 years old and to have military expertise, or experience in law enforcement agencies.”

Antiterror-Orel Group™

Founded in 2003 by former soldiers in the Russian army, Antiterror-Orel Group began its
operations in Irag to clear mines and protect energy infrastructure. In 2013, its members
established the Slavonic Corps PMSC company, which served as a precursor to the Wagner
Group. This group was also part of the establishment of Wagner Group, and formed the
nucleus of another company, Redut-Antiterror.

176 Matthew Luxmoore, Benoit Faucon, “"Russian Private Military Companies Move to Take Over Wagner Fighters”, The
Wall Street Journal, 5 Sep 2023, https://www.wsj.com/world/russia/russian-private-military-companies-move-to-take-
over-wagner-fighters-a568f938

177 http://www. ffi. no/en/

178 Nicholas Chkhaidze, *PMC Redut: The Wagner Group's Potential Replacement”, Geopolitical Monitor, 30 Aug 2023,
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/pmc-redut-the-wagner-groups-potential-replacement/

179 Mark Krutov, Sergei Dobrynin, *Who's Who Among Russia’'s Mercenary Companies”, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty,
23 May 2023, https:.//www.rferl.org/a/russia-other-mercenary-companies-ukraine/32424520.html

180 Filip Bryjka, “Russian “Contractors™ In the Service of the Kremlin®, Warsaw Institute, 14 Aug 2019, https://
warsawinstitute.org/russian-contractors-in-the-service-of-the-kremlin/



https://www.wsj.com/world/russia/russian-private-military-companies-move-to-take-over-wagner-fighters-a568f938
https://www.wsj.com/world/russia/russian-private-military-companies-move-to-take-over-wagner-fighters-a568f938
http://www.ffi.no/en/
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/pmc-redut-the-wagner-groups-potential-replacement/
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-other-mercenary-companies-ukraine/32424520.html
https://warsawinstitute.org/russian-contractors-in-the-service-of-the-kremlin/
https://warsawinstitute.org/russian-contractors-in-the-service-of-the-kremlin/

RSB-Group"*

Officially registeredin Moscow in 2011as a non-profit organization, RSB-Group was established
by a mixture of former Russian military intelligence and FSB officers.” The company
participated in protecting naval ships in African waters off the shores of Somalia and in the
Gulf of Guinea, and worked in mine clearance operations in Libya. It also participated in the
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in 2014.

Turan Group

In October 2017, the media circulated a Russian newspaper ([~ A
interview" with a fighter who claimed to have fought in
Syria for a private military company called Turan. According
to this source, along with Wagner, Turan Group is the most
important Russian private military and security company
in Russia. He also described Turan as a battalion of Muslim
fighters from Central Asia and the North Caucasus. Turan
means “the land of the Turks”, and generally refers to Central
Asia. Despite this, there is a lot of uncertainty about Turan,
as some question its existence and consider it a Russian )
media hoax.

Shield

The Russian security company known as Shield emerged as the last private company to play
a role in military activities in Syria in June 2019, following the killing of three of its members
as a result of a bombing 50 kilometers from the Tuinan gas field in Homs Governorate.

According to a report by the Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta, The number of members
of the Shield in each location in Syria is between 25 and 30 individuals, with no more than
200 or 300 members, while the rotation period for each crew is three months, subject to
renewal, in exchange for a monthly salary that amounted to 180,000 rubles (about $2,800)
last year, before it was reduced by a third.”
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The first news that circulated about the Shield Company was in 2018, and its headquarters
are located on the outskirts of Moscow, according to Novaya Gazeta sources. Its tasks are
limited to guarding five sites of the Russian company Stroytransgaz, owned since 2008 by
businessman Gennady Timchenko, which has been operating in Syria since 2000 and whose
projects include phosphate mines east of Palmyra, two gas refineries, and a 139 km long gas
pipeline.

Shield does not have any tanks, artillery weapons, or missile systems. Rather, its equipment
is limited to heavy firearms with a caliber not exceeding 12.7 mm. It also does not participate
in active combat operations, but rather performs “conventional guard” tasks for security
companies.

5. Non-Russian Security and Military Companies

5.1. Turkish Security and Military Companies

SADAT Defense

Founded in 2012 in Istanbul, SADAT initiated its operations
in Syria within the same year. A 2020 report by the French
website Africa Intelligence highlighted SADAT's role in
training Syrian opposition fighters, suggesting that groups
trained by this company might develop stronger allegiances
to Turkey and Erdogan, potentially at the expense of Syria.”
Following Turkey's Euphrates Shield military operation
in northern Syria in 2016, SADAT assumed responsibility
for overseeing the training and preparation of the Syrian  \_ J
National Army (SNA).

Contrary to the common perception of private military companies (PMCs) as entities
driven primarily by financial gain,” SADAT's operations in Syria align closely with Turkish
governmental interests and policies. It restricts its services to the armed and police forces
of nations that are friendly or allied with Turkey. Adnan Tanriverdi, the founder of SADAT,
articulated that the company’s establishment aimed to assist Islamic countries beyond the
reach of the Turkish Armed Forces, positioning the company as serving a broader ideological
goal rather than merely seeking profit. This mission includes shifting the power balance in
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SADAT's official website describes its mission as providing military training, defense
consulting, and ammunition procurement internationally, explicitly stating it operates no
military forces nor engages in illicit activities. While some perceive SADAT as a covert armed
wing of the Turkish government, it could also be viewed as an evolution of the unofficial units
associated with Turkey's “deep state" in the pre-Erdogan era.”

Malhama Tactical

Malhama Tactical, a private military company, announced its establishment in May 2016,
and has since experienced significant growth in its combat, training, and advisory roles within
territories held by the armed opposition in Syria. Securing several contracts with groups like
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (formerly al-Nusra) and the Turkestan Islamic Party,” Malhama Tactical
operates out of Uzbekistan and caters exclusively to Sunni jihadist factions. The company
specializes in military and weapons training, with its personnelincluding experienced fighters
from elite forces. In 2017, Malhama Tactical notably trained members of the Ahrar al-Sham
groups in the use of anti-tank missiles and coordinated team-based offensive and defensive
operations.”-"
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5.2. American PMCs

Media reports have highlighted the U.S. military’s reliance on civilian contractors, especially
after the U.S. administration decided to reduce its troop presence in northeastern Syria in
2019. The founder of Blackwater suggested that private military companies (PMCs) could
potentially take over the roles of U.S. army units withdrawing from Syria,” aiming to secure
U.S. allies, notably the Syrian Democratic Forces, and to counteract Iranian influence in the
region.

While official estimates indicated that American troop numbers in Syria were around 900
soldiers, General James P. Jarrard mentioned in 2017 a figure closer to 4,000, likely including
American PMC contractors in his count.” A 2018 Pentagon report acknowledged for the
first time the presence of U.S. civilian contractors in Syria, noting approximately 5,500
contractors across Iraq and Syria, with about half being U.S. citizens and the rest third-
country nationals, primarily in support and non-combat roles.”
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By February 2021, the number of U.S. security and military contractors had surged to 1,413
companies, with over 90% engaged in supportive, non-combat functions.” Data from the
fourth quarter of 2022 revealed 941 security contractors in Iraq and Syria, with no armed
PMCsreported.”

In response to an attack that killed an American contractor and wounded five service
members in March 2023 in a drone strike against a Coalition base near Hasakah in the
northeast of the country, the U.S. conducted air strikes on Iran-affiliated targets in Surba.”
Despite these developments, the identities of American military companies operating in
Syria remain largely undisclosed, with Castle International being one of the few exceptions
publicly acknowledged.

Castle International

Castle International, headquartered in
Scottsdale, Arizona, entered into a training
contract with the Kurdish People's Protection
Units (YPG) in 2014. “ On its website, Castle
International positions itself as a leading
provider of military serviceson theinternational
stage. Its Special Projects Group is active in
regions such as Africa, Iraqg, and Syria, engaging
in services tailored to high-risk areas across the
Middle East and beyond. The company is known
for employing experts who offer specialized
services, including evacuations and medical
assistance in conflict zones.

A report by Anadolu Agency highlighted a
document found on Castle International’s
website concerning its agreement with
the YPG. The document outlines the YPG's
intention to “establish close relations with
Castle International for combat medical aid
and logistical support,” indicating a desire for a
long-term partnership.”
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6. Security and Protection Companies

In Syria, local private security companies have played pivotal roles in ensuring the supply,
support, and logistical services for international security and military companies, as well as
in the recruitment of Syrians to fight abroad, notably for Russia. Iran has also utilized private
security companies to solidify its influence and sustain its presence in strategic Syrian
locales, including the Baghdad-Damascus highway and Damascus city itself.”

These companies began to proliferate in Syria with the country’s shift toward a market
economy post-2000, venturing into the security and guarding sector. Initially, these emerging
entities had to secure licenses from local governorates and the Ministry of Commerce,
alongside approval from the Political Security Division of the Ministry of Interior, with their
operations largely confined to protection duties within Damascus.

By the end of 2007, Damascus had seven registered security companies, with Aleppo hosting
two.”" late 2007, as well as two such companies in Aleppo. In 2008, al-Bustan Company joined
it to provide security for the "Damascus Capital of Arab Culture” festival. The landscape
changed dramatically post-2011; over 15,000 police officers, primarily from the Internal
Security Forces, defected from the Ministry of Interior, when the number was around
43,000 police officers according to the 2011 census.” With the subsequent escalation of
military and security operations and the increasing need for additional forces, Legislative
Decree No. 55 was issued” enabling militias to utilize military force under contract without
coordinating with security directorates, provided they were registered with the Ministry
of Interior’'s Private Protection Companies Office. The decree mandates that licenses for
security companies are valid for one year, with the possibility of renewal. It requires that
these companies must exclusively import weapons after securing approval from both
the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Defense. The approval process allows for the
importation of light weapons or, in cases where the facilities requiring protection are located
in remote areas outside of cities, medium weapons. Additionally, the decree categorizes
companies based on the size of their workforce: Category 1 includes companies with over
800 personnel, Category 2 including those with 500 to 300, and Category 3 for companies
with fewer than 300 personnel.

A 2021 survey by SCM researchers revealed a significant rise in the number of licensed
security companies, reaching between 75 to 80, registered with the Ministry of Interior.
However, the commercial registration of certain companies, like Alpha Protection, guarding,
and security systems, and Falcon for systems and services, had been annulled. Notably, a
security company associated with the Makhlouf Group faced economic sanctions. The
survey also showed the diversity of tasks, characteristics, and financial revenues of these
companies.
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The most prominent companies involved in recruiting fighters for combat missions in Syria,
or mercenaries outside, are:

Company
Name

Castle Protection,
Guarding and
Security Services
C.S.P

Al Fajr Protection

Shorouq Company
for Protection and
Guarding

Al-Areen Security
Services Company

Al-Jabal Company

National Company
for Protection and
Guarding

Al-Maham Company
for Protection and
Security Guards

. . Tasks and
Region Information X
g services
Several sources confirmed
Damascus - Iranian role in the
Homs - Latakia Category 1 PSC company, as compan
Personnel: 800+ pany, pany
- Tartous personnel work to protect
Iranian visitors.
Launched in 2018,
. Managed by Lawrence
Damascus - licensed by the ) )
. o . Halawa, and directly linked
Homs - Latakia | Ministry of Interior . )
, to the Military Intelligence
- Tartous by Resolution No. .
Directorate.
21 C.N
Damascus - Shorouq Company | Licensed in 2005, owned
Homs - Latakia | for Protection and | by Maher Desouki, a close
- Tartous Guarding affiliate of Maher al-Assad.
Name changed to Managed by Osama al-
Damascus al-Jabal Company Maliki, who has ties to

-Homs - Latakia

for Protection and
Guarding Services

the General Intelligence
Directorate.

All governorates

Formerly al-Areen
Security Services
Company

Managed by Osama al-
Maliki, who has ties to
the General Intelligence
Directorate.

Provides its
services to public

Protection of facilities
(laboratories - oil
facilities - commercial

Damascus - and private entities .
. establishments) Money
Homs and various sectors .
. transfer - escorting
and economic ,
. convoys of goods and oil
activities. L
derivatives

Owned by Ghiath and

Katerji Abdullah Katerji, who
Aleppo International are close to the security
Group services and involved in

committing violations.




Proguard

Al-Derea Company
for Guards and
Security Services

Aleb Security
Consulting

Qasioun Security
Services

Al-Hosn Guarding
and Security

Consulting Services

Falcon Security
Services Company

Alpha Security
Services

Al-Sayyad Security
Services Company

Damascus

Provides security
consultations.

Owned by Raeef Hilal and
his son Hussam Raeef
Hilal.

Latakia-Tartous

Owned by Samer Foz,
who has close ties to the
Syrian security services
and is subject to economic
sanctions.

Aleppo

Owned by Kateriji

Owned by Hussam and
Muhammad Katerji, and
directly managed by

Group the leadership of the
4th Armored Division -
Operations Office.
Managed by Owned by Rami Makhlouf
Damascus - . . .
) Raymond Ain Commercial Group, which
Latakia . . . .
Chaiba. is subject to sanctions.
Damascus Owned by Rami Makhlouf
. License revoked Commercial Group, which
Latakia . . .
is subject to sanctions.
Owned by Rami Makhlouf
Damascus - . . .
i License revoked Commercial Group, which
Latakia . . .
is subject to sanctions.
Owned by Rami Makhlouf
Damascus - . Commercial Group, which
: License revoked _ . .
Latakia is subject to economic
sanctions.
Owned by Fawaz Mikhail
Lo . Girgis, a resident of the
Specializes in the _
. city of Mharda, Hama
recruitment of men
Governorate, who was
As-Suwayda - from Suwayda

Tartous - Hama

Governorate to
send to fight in
Libya

decorated with a medal
by Russian President
Vladimir Putin in 2018 and
is closely linked to Wagner
Group.




Recommendations

Syrian Government

Acknowledging the crimes and harm inflicted on civilians by the recruitment and use of
mercenaries in Syria. Promptly implement measures for compensation, restitution, and
both structural and psychological rehabilitation to ensure victim satisfaction.

Enforcing a prohibition on all forms of propaganda, recruitment, and community activities
by mercenary groups, particularly in the provinces of al-Hasakah and Deir ez-Zor.

Revoking Legislative Decree No. 55, which permits licensing for private protection and
guarding services. A new law should be enacted to regulate these entities, including
mandatory training in international humanitarian law and human rights for members as a
prerequisite for legal registration.

Facilitating the visit of the working group on the use of mercenaries to Syria, allowing
comprehensive access to review Ministry of Interior records, aviation logs, and to study
recruitment and transportation methods. This should aim to identify individuals responsible
for mercenary use and their impacts on human rights, culminating in appropriate legal
accountability and compensation.

The United Nations and International Organizations

For the United Nations to draft a new international convention aimed at criminalizing the
use of mercenaries, including a unified and comprehensive definition that encompasses
emerging forms such as cyber mercenaries.

For the International Law Committee of the United Nations General Assembly and the
International Committee of the Red Cross to revise Article 47 of the First Additional Protocol
to the Geneva Conventions. This amendment should extend beyond merely depriving
mercenaries of prisoner status and assigned protections to outright criminalizing mercenary
use.

For the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to prioritize and
enhance awareness regarding the adverse impacts of mercenary and private military and
security company activities on human rights. Highlighting their role in state destabilization
and the obstruction of national sovereignty is crucial, particularly in contexts of armed
conflict where such entities operate.
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The International Community

Emphasize the responsibility of states for the actions of their affiliated private military
companies and ensuring that military cooperation and consulting services provided by such
entities do not result in human rights violations or infringements.

Develop a more nuanced understanding and framework to oversee mercenary activities
through national, regional, and international mechanisms. Enhancing bilateral, regional, and
international collaboration is crucial, particularly in border management and monitoring,
alongside analyzing the political, economic, and social drivers that fuel mercenary activities.

Advocate for legal action at the state or regional level against individuals with credible
evidence of involvement in using or recruiting mercenaries. This includes applying individual
sanctions, freezing bank accounts, and leveraging global jurisdiction or relevant national
laws to hold these individuals accountable.

Syrian civil society organizations

Unify efforts among human rights centers and organizations documenting Syrian human
rights violations to conduct a thorough survey of mercenary groups, security, and military
companies engaged in recruiting and using mercenaries nationally. Preserve physical
evidence and visual materials to establish their accountability.

Implement transitional justice mechanisms as a form of institutional collective therapeutic
justice in addressing the issue of mercenaries and foreign fighters. This approach aims at
reparations and compensation to foster social cohesion, restore balance, and meet Syrians’
collective demand for justice, thereby rebuilding trust among victims towards the state. This
includes offering medical treatment for survivors of detention, disappearance, and torture,
alongside psychological support, rehabilitation programs, and establishing a fund to finance
reparations and compensation for victims and their families impartially.

Ensure that transitional justice programs, while holding perpetrators accountable, also
involve restitution and compensation for human rights violations resulting from mercenary
recruitment. It's vital to differentiate compensation from social protection obligations
owed to families who have lost their primary earners, safeguarding the rights of affected
individuals and their families to seek judicial redress and compensation for any subsequent
psychological and physical harm.

Promote and instill values of diversity, freedom, equality, and a cohesive national identity
that transcends cultural, identity, and political divisions. This effort is aimed at countering
regional endeavors and the resurgence of sub-identities that undermine Syrian national
cohesion.

Increase awareness about attributing responsibility to the perpetrators of crimes, avoiding
generalizations, accusatory rhetoric, and anything that detracts from national unity. Affirm
that Syria is a nation of free and equal citizens, where communal rights are recognized
regardless of religious, sectarian affiliations, fostering a unified national identity that
embraces all societal components.
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