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For years Yevgeny Prigozhin’s Wagner Group has been the main vehicle of Russia’s power projection in Africa, engaging in military, mining and propaganda activities across the continent from Libya and Sudan to Mali and Mozambique.
If Moscow is able to follow through on its threat to disband Wagner after Prigozhin’s aborted mutiny in Russia, the question now is what will happen to the mercenary group’s extensive African operations.
For one leader, Central African Republic President Faustin-Archange Touadéra — who owes his urvival to Wagner mercenaries after they put down an attempted rebellion in 2020 — that is down to Moscow. Fidèle Gouandjika, a top adviser to Touadéra, said Wagner’s “instructors” came with Russia’s blessing.
“If Moscow decides to withdraw them and send us the Beethovens or the Mozarts rather than Wagners, we will have them,” he said.
Wagner has played a pivotal role in some of the continent’s recent conflicts and has drawn its own funding from a mix of sources, but remains heavily dependent on Russian state backing, not least for logistical support.
“The monster will evolve, but it will not die,” said Nathalia Dukhan, senior author of a report, Architects of Terror, published on Tuesday by The Sentry, an investigative group, on Wagner’s activities in CAR.
The Kremlin has said Wagner’s activities in Africa will continue, but while it is seeking to take control of the mercenary group in Russia and Ukraine — including pushing Wagner to hand over its weapons — it has not indicated how it wishes to deal with the group’s African operations.
In at least five years of African activity, Wagner has provided Moscow with quick and cheap influence, experts said. It has also given the Kremlin plausible deniability for Wagner’s actions, which have included election interference and disinformation campaigns in several countries as well as alleged massacres in CAR and Mali.
Despite Vladimir Putin’s claim on Tuesday that the Russian state “completely financed” Wagner, in Africa — where it has thousands of personnel — the mercenary company has developed funding sources beyond Moscow.
In CAR and other countries Wagner has established a ruthless, self-financing “business model”, involving military violence and control of gold and diamond mines, Dukhan said. She said that model was too effective to easily dismantle: “A virus survives. It will adapt to the new environment.”
In Libya, Wagner’s deployment was previously financed by the United Arab Emirates, according to the Pentagon, and also by Khalifa Haftar, the warlord who contracted the mercenaries to fight alongside his forces in 2019. Western officials said the UAE funding dried up in 2021.
One western official said Wagner could continue its operations on the ground while looking for other means to arm itself, but that Russian logistical backing would be hard to replace. Wagner has used Russian military bases and aircraft to transport everything from arms to personnel.
Charles Bouessel, a senior consultant with Crisis Group on CAR, said he could not see how Wagner could continue its African operations, which employ thousands of people, without Moscow’s approval.
“Wagner relies heavily on Russian ministry of defence logistics for the delivery of military equipment,” he said. “Wagner will have trouble operating in the long term without this support.”
Samuel Ramani, a fellow at think-tank Rusi and author of the book Russia in Africa, said one possibility was that Prigozhin could use his African operations as a bolt-hole if he is unable to stay in Belarus as stipulated in his truce with Putin. “He could pop up in Sudan or pop up in CAR as a medium-term destination.”
“Prigozhin wanted to become the face and driver of Russia’s policy in Africa,” Ramani said. But Wagner’s Africa operations could survive even if Prigozhin were removed or killed, he added, since Wagner had ties to the GRU intelligence services and was run by military veterans.
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