
Russia’s Contemporary Approach to IHL

Part I of this thesis dealt with Russia’s historical role in shaping IHL. Part
II will analyse the current state of affairs. How does Russia contribute to
IHL today? I will tackle this question from three angles: First, let us talk
about humanitarian diplomacy: does Russia still use its diplomatic weight
to develop IHL and ensure compliance (Chapter I)? Secondly, let us look
inwards: how has Russia implemented IHL into national law (Chapter II)?
Thirdly, let us zoom in onto the battlefield: how has Moscow applied IHL
in wars since 1991 (Chapters III–V)?

Part II:
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IHL in International Diplomacy – A Lost Russian
Art?

“Diplomacy is the art of letting someone else have your way”, a famous
proverb goes. But what is Russia’s way? Is IHL still an objective of Russian
diplomacy? To find out, we will examine as a first step how Russia con-
tributed to the developments in IHL treaty law since 1991. Secondly, we
will analyse Moscow’s position regarding compliance mechanisms in IHL.
The reader will find that in both areas, Russia is a stumbling stone, rather
than a driving force. Finally, to balance this assessment, we will look at a
field where Russia still proactively engages in humanitarian diplomacy: the
delivery of humanitarian aid.

Advancing IHL treaty law – Russia, the eternal sceptic

The main pillars of IHL were erected before 1991: The weight of human-
itarian law rests on the various Hague Declarations, the Geneva Conven-
tions of 1949, and their Additional Protocols of 1977. The Soviet Union
was party to all these treaties and the Russian Federation – as the continua-
tor State of the USSR – inherited all treaty obligations from the Soviets.616

Regarding IHL, Moscow explicitly embraced this succession in a formal
note to the ICRC: “The Russian Federation continues to exercise the rights
and carry out the obligations resulting from the international agreements
signed by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.”617

Until today, the pillars supporting the protective roof of IHL remain
unchanged. Nevertheless, States have advanced IHL in certain specialised

Chapter I:

1.

616 The transition from the Soviet Union to the Russian Federation is not a clas-
sic case of State succession. I follow the predominant view that the Russian
Federation is the continuator State [государство продолжатель] of the USSR,
which means that the Russian Federation did not automatically (i.e. de jure)
succeed the Soviet Union, but consciously (i.e. de facto) accepted the rights
and obligations of the USSR, see Nußberger, ‘Russia’ (n 218) paras 92–108,
especially at 105.

617 Note from the Permanent Mission of the Russian Federation in Geneva trans-
mitted to the ICRC on January 15 1992, available at <https://casebook.icrc.org/c
ase-study/russian-federation-succession-international-humanitarian-law-treaties>.
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areas since the end of the Cold War. Notably, in the field of weapons
regulations, we have seen significant progress.618 States agreed on treaties
that either regulate the use of specific weapons or banned certain weapons
altogether. Just like the St Petersburg Declaration of 1868, such treaties
belong to the realm of IHL, because they regulate the means and methods
of warfare. The list of noteworthy treaties includes:619

– The Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) Protocol
IV that banned blinding laser weapons. It was adopted in 1995 and is
effective since 1998.620

– The so-called Ottawa Treaty or Anti-Personnel Mine Ban Convention
(APMBC) outlawing inter alia using, producing, and stockpiling anti-
personnel mines. It was signed in 1997 and entered into force in 1999.

– The Convention on Cluster Munitions (CCM) that outlawed inter alia
using, producing, and stockpiling such weapons. It was signed in 2008
and entered into force 2010.

– The Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) which regulates the trade in convention-
al weapons. It also contains a prohibition against transferring arms in
the knowledge that they will be used to commit war crimes.621 It was
adopted in 2013 and entered into force in 2014.

– Several treaties concerning nuclear weapons, especially the 2017 Treaty
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) which outlawed inter

618 In the following, I will refer to multilateral treaties instead of the bi-lateral
US-Russian disarmament treaties. The latter, however, recently lost one of its
main pillars when the US pulled out of the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces
Treaty (INF) claiming that Russia failed to respect its limitations.

619 Other recent treaties on IHL include: The Third Additional Protocol (AP III) to
the Geneva Conventions (2005) that introduced the Red Crystal as a third pro-
tective emblem, Amended CCW Protocol II Prohibiting Mines, Booby-Traps,
and Other Devices, and CCW Protocol V on Explosive Remnants of War. I
have chosen not to include these treaties in the above list for the following
reasons. AP III is of limited relevance. The Amended CCW Protocol II has
largely been deemed inefficient and was soon surpassed by the Ottawa Treaty as
I will explain below. CCW Protocol V applies to post-conflict situations, see Art
1(1), and thus falls outside of my strict focus on IHL.

620 The following dates and facts are taken from <https://treaties.un.org/>.
621 See Art 6(3) ATT: “A State Party shall not authorize any transfer of conventional

arms covered under Art 2(1) or of items covered under Art 3 or Art 4, if it has
knowledge at the time of authorization that the arms or items would be used
in the commission of genocide, crimes against humanity, grave breaches of the
Geneva Conventions of 1949, attacks directed against civilian objects or civilians
protected as such, or other war crimes as defined by international agreements to
which it is a Party.”
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alia using, producing and stockpiling such weapons. It has entered into
force on 22 January 2021.622

Out of this list, Russia has only joined one single instrument: The CCW
Protocol IV on Blinding Laser Weapons. This attracts criticism in two
respects. First, in comparison with other States, Russia’s number of ratified
treaties is very low. To compare: Germany, France, and the UK have signed
and ratified four out of five of the above-mentioned treaties.623 Even the
US has ratified two of the above and for a long time de facto adhered
to a third.624 Among the P5-States, only China has the same poor record
as Russia.625 Secondly, the only treaty that Moscow ratified has a very
limited scope: While the CCW Protocol IV does represent an important
addition to IHL, it also concerns a weapon that has never been used in
combat.626 On the other hand, Moscow refused to sign important treaties
on anti-personnel mines (APMBC) and cluster munitions (CCM). These
are weapons that continue to take a high civilian toll on modern-day bat-
tlefields. In the following, I will analyse Russia’s sceptical attitude towards
the regulation of existing and emerging weapon systems. Has the State that
once initiated the very first weapons treaty of modern day IHL – the St
Petersburg Declaration – turned its back on weapons regulation?

The APMBC – resisting the regulation of anti-personnel mines

The APMBC saw the light of day thanks to a joint effort of international
diplomacy and civil society. It represents a milestone in weapons regu-
lation. In the late 90s, experts estimated that between 60 and 200 million

1.1

622 The treaty entered into force recently, 90 days after the 50th ratification was
deposited.

623 Germany, France, and the UK have not acceded to the TPNW.
624 The US has ratified the Fourth CCW Protocol and the ATT, although the latter

has been called into question by the Trump Administration. Washington also
banned the use of landmines everywhere but on the Korean Peninsula, where
it uses them in the demilitarised zone. This de facto adherence, however, was
recently reversed by the Trump Administration, see ‘Trump Lifts Restrictions
on US Landmine Use’ (BBC, 31 January 2020) <https://www.bbc.com/news/wor
ld-us-canada-51332541>.

625 China has only ratified CCW Protocol IV.
626 In fact, this marked the second instance after the St Petersburg Declaration

1868 that a weapon was banned before it was widely used on the battlefield. For
the history of CCW Protocol IV see Louise Doswald-Beck, ‘New Protocol on
Blinding Laser Weapons’ (1996) 36 International Review of the Red Cross 272.

Chapter I: IHL in International Diplomacy – A Lost Russian Art?

142

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51332541
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51332541
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51332541
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51332541


mines had been dug into the ground around the world. These ticking
timebombs claimed tens of thousands of casualties every year. The wider
impact went far beyond that. Thousands of villages were abandoned,
arable land left behind, entire communities uprooted.627 In 1996, the
CCW failed to prohibit landmines due to the lack of consensus. While
CCW Amended Protocol II imposed some technical restrictions on an-
ti-personnel mines, it failed to introduce a blanket ban.628 Meanwhile,
however, the scourge of landmines and their civilian toll had caught the
media’s attention. Princess Diana became one the most vocal advocates of
a ban. In a memorable moment in 1997, she strode on a mine field in
Angola, a gesture that touched millions around the world.629 To break the
stalemate in the consensus-based CCW, States embarked on the “Ottawa
Process” that culminated in the conclusion of the APMBC.630 The treaty
represented an example of how successful advocacy in the interests of war
victims can be carried out in the post-Cold War environment.631 Today,
164 countries have ratified the APMBC.632 Despite all these efforts, anti-
personnel mines remain a lurking danger. Landmine Monitor recorded
more than 7 000 casualties in 2017.633 The number of unreported cases is
likely to be higher.

Russia was only an observer at the Ottawa Conference and has still not
acceded today. Moscow continuously stresses the utility of anti-personnel
mines and the lack of viable alternatives.634 It used mines in Chechnya,
Dagestan, Tajikistan, and on the border with Georgia. Russian-manufac-

627 International Campaign to Ban Landmines, ‘Landmine Monitor 1999’ (1999)
13.

628 For example, Art 4 bans non-detectable anti-personnel mines and Art 5 intro-
duces a series of very technical rules.

629 ‘Diana's Support was “Turning Point” in Landmine Ban Effort’ (BBC, 31 Au-
gust 2017) <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-cumbria-41111012>.

630 See Stuart Maslen and Peter Herby, ‘An International Ban on Anti-Personnel
Mines: History and Negotiation of the “Ottawa Treaty”’ (1998) 38 International
Review of the Red Cross 693.

631 ibid.
632 United Nations Treaty Collection, ‘Convention on the Prohibition of the Use,

Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their
Destruction’ <https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_n
o=XXVI-5&chapter=26&clang=_en>.

633 International Campaign to Ban Landmines, ‘Landmine Monitor 2018’ (2018)
50. This number includes around 2 700 casualties through improvised mines.

634 Interview with Georgy Todua, Minister Counsellor of the Russian Embassy in
Colombia (4 December 2009), available at <http://www.the-monitor.org/en-gb/r
eports/2018/russian-federation/mine-ban-policy.aspx#ftn2>.
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tured mines have also appeared in Ukraine.635 Over the years, Russia has
been stressing that it does not exclude accession to the treaty and that a
mine-free world remains a shared goal.636 So far, however, this remains
diplomatic lip service. Russia still possesses the largest stockpile of land-
mines in the world. In 2018, it owned 26.5 million out of 45 million anti-
personnel mines worldwide.637

The CCM – resisting the regulation of “de facto mines”

The genesis of the CCM reads like the sequel to the APMBC. Cluster
munitions may be called de facto mines. A cluster bomb opens in mid-air
to release tens or hundreds of submunitions. The small bomblets can
saturate an area up to the size of several football fields. The submunitions
are supposed to explode when they hit the ground. Often, however, they
fail to detonate (so-called “duds”) and remain on the ground as unexplod-
ed ordnance (UXO).638 Experts estimate that the average dud rate ranges
from 10 to 30 percent.639 The unexploded bomblets turn into de facto
landmines and remain active for decades. In addition, cluster munitions
have a wide-area-effect, which makes it especially difficult to distinguish
between military and civilian persons and objects.640

A large portion of the international community became frustrated be-
cause States could not agree on a prohibition of cluster munitions in the
CCW. States like Russia and China strongly opposed the idea.641 There-
fore, following an invitation from Norway, several States embarked on the

1.2

635 Land Mine & Cluster Munition Monitor, ‘Russian Federation’ <http://www.the
-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2018/russian-federation/mine-ban-policy.aspx#ftn2>.

636 Statement by Vladimir Yermakov, UN General Assembly First Committee De-
bate on Conventional Weapons (20 October 2017): “We do not exclude our
possible accession to Ottawa Convention in the future. In the meantime, Russia
continues work to address a number of technical, organizational and financial
issues related to implementation of Ottawa Convention.”

637 International Campaign to Ban Landmines (n 633) 16.
638 Cluster Munition Coalition, ‘What is a Cluster Bomb?’ <http://www.stopcluster

munitions.org/en-gb/cluster-bombs/what-is-a-cluster-bomb.aspx>.
639 Mark Hiznay, ‘Operational and Technical Aspects of Cluster Munitions’, Disar-

mament Forum (2006) 22.
640 Daryl Kimball, ‘Cluster Munition at a Glace’ <https://www.armscontrol.org/fact

sheets/clusterataglance>.
641 Gro Nystuen and Stuart Casey-Maslen (eds), The Convention on Cluster Muni-

tions: A Commentary (Oxford University Press 2010) 27.
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“Oslo Process” that led to the adoption of the CCM in 2008.642 Today,
the CCM can boast 110 State parties.643 While Russia recognises the risks
of cluster munitions, it does not want to give up the military advantage
that the weapon represents. For this very reason, Moscow had already
blocked regulation in the CCW.644 Later it spoke out against the “Oslo
Process” that sought a ban outside the CCW system and chose not to
participate in the final Conference.645 In a letter to Human Rights Watch,
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Ryabkov explained that Russia
“cannot agree to the classifications and restrictions of cluster munitions
outlined in [the CCM] because they were established with disregard for
the input from the Russian Federation. Therefore, we are not considering
the ratification.”646

This continues to be the Russian position. Moscow calls the CCM an “il-
lusionary” and “political” agreement with little “impact on the ground.”647

In 2016, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov defended the use of clus-
ter munitions by the Russian Air Force in Syria calling cluster munitions
an “entirely legal means of warfare.”648 Today, Russia continues to be
a major producer and exporter of cluster munitions and stockpiles the
weapon.649 And indeed, as I will show below in the chapters on military

642 The Convention on Cluster Munitions, ‘History’ <https://www.clusterconventio
n.org/the-convention/history/>.

643 United Nations Treaty Collection, ‘Convention on Cluster Munitions’ <https://t
reaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-6&chapt
er=26&clang=_en>.

644 Mines Action Canada, ‘Banning Cluster Munitions – Government Policy and
Practice’ (2009) 3.

645 Statement by Ambassador Anatoly I Antonov at the 2008 Meeting of the States
Parties to the CCW (13 November 2008). As cited in ibid 230–232.

646 Letter from Sergey Ryabkov, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Human
Rights Watch (20 March 2009), reproduced in Mines Action Canada, ‘Cluster
Munition Monitor’ (2010).

647 Statement of Russia, CCW Group of Governmental Experts on Cluster Muni-
tions (1 September 2010), as quoted in Mines Action Canada, ‘Cluster Munition
Monitor’ (2011) 299.

648 Letter of Sergey Lavrov to Human Rights Watch (6 December 2018), available
at
<https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/supporting_resources/pdf_for_publicati
on_0.pdf>.

649 Mines Action Canada, ‘Banning Cluster Munitions – Government Policy and
Practice’ (n 644) 233–234. See also Landmine & Cluster Munition Monitor,
‘Russian Federation’ <http://www.the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2018/russian-fe
deration/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#ftn6>.
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practice, it made frequent – and indiscriminate – use of it in recent con-
flicts such as Syria and Georgia.650

Nuclear weapons – reversing Martens

Russia is one of nine States worldwide that own nuclear weapons and is
very sceptical towards any regulation of them. Most recently, this was illus-
trated by Moscow’s attitude to the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons (2017). The TPNW is a treaty born out of frustration. The nucle-
ar powers and their allies had been blocking any meaningful regulation
process for years, despite the loud calls of many States and myriads of civil
society groups.651 Their joint efforts finally culminated in the adoption of
the TPNW (2017).652 In its preamble the treaty solemnly declares that

“any use of nuclear weapons would be contrary to the rules of international
law applicable in armed conflict, in particular the principles and rules of
international humanitarian law.”

From the beginning, Russia opposed the treaty making process and called
the TPNW a “mistake.”653 It found itself in good company: All nine nucle-
ar powers and several allied States boycotted the initiative.654 In 2017, this
opposition came as no surprise, since Russia’s resistance to any restriction
of nuclear weapons under IHL dates back to the early 90s.

Moscow spelled out its position in clear terms for the first time in the
proceedings of the Advisory Opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of
Nuclear Weapons before the International Court of Justice (ICJ).655 In 1994,
the General Assembly had referred the following question to the ICJ: “Is
the threat or use of nuclear weapons in any circumstance permitted under

1.3

650 See below at pp 373 et seq.
651 Dan Joyner, ‘The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons’ (EJIL Talk!,

26 July 2017) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-treaty-on-the-prohibition-of-nuclear-
weapons/>.

652 UN General Assembly, Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, UN Doc
A/CONF.229/2017/8 (7 July 2017).

653 ‘Treaty on Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons “a Mistake” – Russian Foreign
Ministry’ (Tass, 3 May 2019) <https://tass.com/politics/1056868>.

654 Joyner (n 651).
655 ICJ, The Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons, Advisory Opinion, ICJ

Reports (1996) 226 [hereinafter Nuclear Weapons Advisory Opinion].

Chapter I: IHL in International Diplomacy – A Lost Russian Art?

146

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://tass.com/politics/1056868
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://tass.com/politics/1056868


international law?”656 To provide an answer, the Judges in The Hague had
to deal with IHL, especially the requirements of distinction, proportionali-
ty, and unnecessary suffering. Can a weapon that harms everything in its
huge perimeter be in line with these fundamental principles?

The Court confirmed that IHL applied to nuclear weapons. At the same
time, it added a caveat by ruling that nuclear weapons may not violate IHL
“in any circumstance” especially when a State’s “survival is at stake.”657

Ever since, scholars have been trying to decipher what this bail-out clause
means in practice.658

While this thesis cannot provide an answer to the ongoing discussion, it
is worth looking at the Russian position during the proceedings. In a letter
to the Court, the Russian ambassador Leonid Skotnikov explained that
IHL knows no prohibition of nuclear weapons. Furthermore, he argued
that such weapons can be used in line with the principles of the conduct of
hostilities.659 This provides a much broader range of circumstances for use
than the ICJ’s exception of a State’s “survival at stake.” Most remarkably,
however, Skotnikov’s letter tries to evade Russia’s most famous legacy
– the Martens Clause. This clause stipulates that in case of a lacuna in
IHL, individuals shall still be protected by “the laws of humanity and the
requirements of the public conscience.”660 This safety net immortalised the
name of the great Russian diplomat and lawyer Fyodor Martens whose
legacy I have described in detail in the first part of this thesis. It was
considered a monumental step and has since been reiterated in many

656 UN General Assembly Resolution 49/75 K, UN Doc A/RES/49/75K (15 Decem-
ber 1994).

657 Nuclear Weapons Advisory Opinion paras 95 and 96 (n 655).
658 See Louis G Maresca, ‘Nuclear Weapons: 20 Years since the ICJ Advisory

Opinion and Still Difficult to Reconcile with International Humanitarian Law’
(Humanitarian Law & Policy, 8 July 2018) <https://blogs.icrc.org/law-and-poli-
cy/2016/07/08/nuclear-weapons-20-years-icj-opinion/>; Hisakazu Fujita, ‘The Ad-
visory Opinion of the International Court of Justice on the Legality of Nuclear
Weapons’ (1997) 37 International Review of the Red Cross 56; Winston Nagan,
‘Simulated ICJ Judgment: Revisiting the Lawfulness of the Threat or Use of
Nuclear Weapons’ (2012) 1 Cadmus 93; Claus Kreß, ‘The International Court of
Justice and the Law of Armed Conflicts’ in Christian J Tams and James Sloan
(eds), The Development of International Law by the International Court of Justice
(Oxford University Press 2013).

659 Letter from the Ambassador of the Russian Federation, together with Written
Comments of the Government of the Russian Federation (19 June 1995), 11-14,
18.

660 See in detail at p 56.
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treaties. The Russian letter, however, made clear that in today’s world, the
Martens clause had no more role to play:

“As to nuclear weapons the 'Martens clause' is not working at all. A 'more
complete' code of the laws of war mentioned there as a temporal limit was
'issued' in 1949–1977 in the form of Geneva Conventions and Protocols
thereto, and today the 'Martens clause' may formally be considered inappli-
cable.”661

Even today, Russia resists the increasingly loud call that nuclear weapons
cannot be used in line with IHL. More strikingly, in doing so it even
dismantled its most famous legacy: the Martens Clause.

The Arms Trade Treaty – unchecked exports

In addition, Moscow refused to join the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT). From
an IHL perspective the treaty’s greatest achievement lies in Art 6(3). The
provision prohibits the transfer of arms in the knowledge that they will be
used to commit war crimes. This controversial clause represents a powerful
addition to IHL enforcement, because it tackles the root causes of viola-
tions.662 It is supposed to curb the flow of weapons into conflict areas with
a known record of war crimes. The provision thus represents the “heart” of
the ATT, because it contains the legal imperatives that led to the campaign
to regulate arms transfers in the first case.663 So far 130 States have signed
and 110 have ratified the treaty.664

At the first UN Conference in 2012, Moscow blocked the treaty at
the last minute to the surprise and irritation of many.665 At the second
Conference (2013), Russia abstained, which allowed the treaty to pass the

1.4

661 Letter from the Ambassador of the Russian Federation, together with Written
Comments of the Government of the Russian Federation (19 June 1995), 13.

662 See for this Laurence Lustgarten, ‘The Arms Trade Treaty: Achievements, Fail-
ings, Future’ (2015) 64 International & Comparative Law Quarterly 569, 588.

663 Stuart Casey-Maslen and others, The Arms Trade Treaty: A Commentary (Oxford
University Press 2016) 178.

664 United Nations Treaty Collection, ‘Arms Trade Treaty’ <https://treaties.un.org/P
ages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVI-8&chapter=26&clang=_e
n>.

665 Casey-Maslen and others (n 663) 11.
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consensus-based working modalities.666 Moscow, however, refused to join
and stressed that the “list of the treaty’s drawbacks is […] pretty long.”667

Mikhail Ulyanov, in charge of weapons control in the Russian Ministry of
Interior, called the ATT “a weak treaty that still remains a certain burden
for its participants.”668

Today, Russia remains the second largest arms exporter worldwide and
escapes the limitations of Art 6(3) ATT regarding the transfer of weapons
that might be used for IHL violations.669

Ongoing processes of regulation – no laws for LAWS?

Apart from its resistance to these existing treaties, Russia also opposes
ongoing initiatives to regulate weapons. Most notably, this concerns the
UN process to regulate autonomous weapons systems. These are systems
that can select and attack targets without human interference.670 Russia
both develops and produces such weapons. It has tested them in combat,
such as the Uran-9 robotic tank in Syria.671 The emergence of systems that
autonomously select and kill human beings has sparked an intense ethical

1.5

666 Iran, North Korea, and Syria voted against the treaty. 23 States abstained, see
Brian Wood and Rasha Abdul-Rahim, ‘The Birth and the Heart of the Arms
Trade Treaty’ (2015) 12 The SUR File on Arms and Human Rights 15, 17.

667 Daryl G. Kimball, ‘Russia Undecided on Arms Trade Treaty’ (Arms Control
Association, June 2014) <https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2014-06/news-briefs/r
ussia-undecided-arms-trade-treaty>.

668 ‘Russia Refuses to Join Major Arms Trade Treaty Citing Document’s Weakness’
(RT, 18 May 2015) <https://www.rt.com/russia/259625-russia-arms-treaty-weak/
>.

669 ‘USA and France Dramatically Increase Major Arms Exports; Saudi Arabia is
Largest Arms Importer, Says SIPRI’ (SIPRI, 9 March 2020) <https://www.sipri.o
rg/media/press-release/2020/usa-and-france-dramatically-increase-major-arms-exp
orts-saudi-arabia-largest-arms-importer-says>.

670 The debate about the legality of such systems starts with a battle over terminol-
ogy. I have chosen to follow the ICRC definition that defines autonomous
weapons as “any weapon system with autonomy in its critical functions – that is,
a weapon system that can select (search for, detect, identify, track or select) and
attack (use force against, neutralize, damage or destroy) targets without human
intervention” (emphasis added). See Davidson, 5. Such weapons already exist
and have been tested on the battlefield.

671 Sebastien Roblin, ‘This Is the Robot Tank Russia Used in Syria’ (The National
Interest, 21 October 2019) <https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/robot-tank-rus
sia-used-syria-89866>.
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and legal debate. A civil society campaign supported by actors such as
Human Rights Watch calls for a ban of “killer robots.672 An increasing
number of States are calling for a ban or a least the regulation of such
systems.673 The UN Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on Lethal
Autonomous Weapons Systems (LAWS) has been debating this issue since
2014.

Since the very beginning, Russia openly questioned “the wisdom of con-
tinuing the discussion work on this topic” in the GGE.674 A working paper
that Moscow submitted to the GGE in 2019 illustrates the fundamental
opposition towards any regulation. The paper highlights the positive as-
pects of LAWS which may be “more efficient than a human operator in
addressing the tasks by minimizing the error rate.”675 At the same time,
it concludes that “concerns regarding LAWS can be addressed through
faithful implementation of the existing international legal norms.” While
“human control” over such systems is important, Russia believes that “spe-
cific forms and methods of human control should remain at the discretion
of States.”676 In other words, Moscow is against any international provision
that limits States’ discretion to develop and use such weapons. Recently,
Time Magazine accused Moscow of “sabotaging the talks.”677 The Interna-
tional Committee for Robot Arms Control believes that Russia is “trying
to waste time” in order to “steamroll the process.”678

This scepticism towards new regulations also concerns other weapon
systems. For example, Russia opposes stricter rules on the use of white
phosphorous. White phosphorus ignites when it reacts with oxygen, pro-

672 See e.g. the campaign “Stop Killer Robots” <https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/>.
673 PAX, ‘Crunch Time – European Positions on Lethal Autonomous Weapon

Systems’ (2018) 5.
674 Statement by the Russian Federation at the Meeting of the High Contracting

Parties to the CCW (13 November 2014), as quoted in Vincent Boulanin
and Lina Grip, ‘Humanitarian Arms Control’ in SIPRI (ed), Yearbook 2017:
Armaments, Disarmament and International Security – Summary (Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute Solna 2017) 594.

675 Russian Working Paper for the Group of Governmental Experts of the High
Contracting Parties to the CCW (8 March 2019), UN Doc CCW/GGE.1/2019/
WP.1, para 2.

676 ibid paras 7 and 10 (emphasis added).
677 Melissa K Chan, ‘China and the US Are Fighting a Major Battle Over Killer

Robots and the Future of AI’ (Time, 13 September 2019) <https://time.com/567
3240/china-killer-robots-weapons/>.

678 As quoted in Melissa K Chan, ‘China and the U.S Are Fighting a Major Battle
Over Killer Robots and the Future of AI’ (Time, 13 September 2019) <https://ti
me.com/5673240/china-killer-robots-weapons/>.
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ducing thick clouds of white smoke and reaching temperatures high
enough to burn through metal.679 It continues to burn until it disappears
and cannot be put out. For this reasons it causes terrible injuries that liter-
ally “burn right to the bone.”680 Nevertheless, white phosphorous falls out-
side the scope of the CCW Protocol III on Incendiary Weapons (1980) be-
cause it is not “primarily designed to set fire to objects.”681 Like with
LAWS, a growing number of States speaks out for a prohibition of phos-
phorus. At the annual meeting of the CCW in November 2018, however,
it was Russia that prevented consensus on a widely supported proposal to
continue discussions on a prohibition in 2019.682 Moscow insisted that the
existing framework is adequate.683

Conclusion

For the sake of fairness, I must stress that Russia is not alone in its opposi-
tion to new weapon treaties. The US never signed the CCM and insists on

1.6

679 Matthew J Aiesi, ‘The Jus in Bello of White Phosphorus: Getting the Law
Correct’ (Lawfare, 26 November 2019) <https://www.lawfareblog.com/jus-bello-
white-phosphorus-getting-law-correct>.

680 Charlie Dunlap, ‘White Phosphorus Sometimes Can Be Lawfully Employed as
an Anti-Personnel Weapon…but Should It Ever Be Used That Way? (Probably
Not, but Maybe.)’ (Lawfire, 29 September 2016) <https://sites.duke.edu/lawfire/2
016/09/29/white-phosphorus-sometimes-can-be-lawfully-employed-as-an-anti-per
sonnel-weaponbut-should-it-ever-be-used-that-way-probably-not-but-maybe/>.

681 See Art 1 CCW Protocol III. Furthermore, the Protocol does not ban such
weapons but only imposes limitations, see n 683.

682 ‘Russia: Don’t Block Action on Incendiary Weapons!’ (Human Rights Watch,
11 November 2019) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/11/russia-dont-block-a
ction-incendiary-weapons>.

683 This did not hinder several States to condemn reports on the use of incendiary
weapons in Syria and to call for Protocol III to be put back on the CCW agenda.
However, Russia and the US succeeded in blocking such efforts, arguing that
Protocol III adequately defined incendiary weapons and that no separate agenda
item was needed. See ‘Incendiary Weapons Draw Widespread Condemnation
– Russia, US Block Opening Up Discussions on Restrictions’ (Human Rights
Watch, 18 November 2019) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/18/incendiar
y-weapons-draw-widespread-condemnation>. The existing framework consists
of CCW Protocol III which prohibits the use of “incendiary weapons,” but
contains a series of caveats. Notably, it only covers weapons that are “primarily
designed to set fire to objects” (Art 1) and it does not cover weapons which may
have similar secondary effects. See Aiesi (n 679).
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using white phosphorous.684 Recently, Donald Trump vowed to withdraw
the US’ signature from the ATT and lifted the de facto ban on anti-person-
nel mines.685 China has signed neither the APMBC nor the CCM and
while it officially supports a ban on LAWS, it also develops its own systems
at amazing speed.686 Finally, virtually all Western States refused to join the
TPNW, because they are either nuclear powers themselves or close al-
lies.687

It is, however, striking that Russia is always among the most vocal critics
of new weapons treaties. Among the great powers it is – together with
China – the country with the most sceptical attitude. Often, it spearheads
the opposition against new regulation, such as in the case of LAWS. At
this point I may remind the reader, that this thesis does not aim to
analyse Russia’s behaviour in comparison to its fellow States. It aims to
contrast Russia’s historical and current attitude towards IHL. In this sense,
the above resistance is remarkable. The fundamental principles of the St
Petersburg Declaration are considered Russia’s “enduring legacy” that lives
on in numerous weapon treaties.688 The Martens Clause is enshrined in
the preamble to the CCM and many other weapon treaties.689 Against
this background, it is surprising that the initiator of the St Petersburg
Declaration and the Martens Clause now features among the main sceptics
of further regulation.

684 US Department of Defence (n 204) para 6.14.1.3.
685 ‘Trump Lifts Restrictions on US Landmine Use’ (BBC, 31 January 2020) <https:/

/www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51332541>.
686 Elsa Kaina, ‘China’s Strategic Ambiguity and Shifting Approach to Lethal Au-

tonomous Weapons Systems’ (Lawfare, 17 April 2018) <https://www.lawfareblo
g.com/chinas-strategic-ambiguity-and-shifting-approach-lethal-autonomous-wea
pons-systems>.

687 Among the few exceptions are Austria, San Marino, and the Vatican.
688 Crawford, ‘The Enduring Legacy of the St Petersburg Declaration: Distinction,

Military Necessity, and the Prohibition of Causing Unnecessary Suffering and
Superfluous Injury in IHL’ (n 50) 564.

689 While the APMBC also mentions the “public conscience in furthering the prin-
ciples of humanity”, it does not reproduce the Martens Clause in its entirety.
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Advancing IHL compliance – “we are free like birds”690

While adopting new IHL rules meets with resistance from Russia and
other States, few would subscribe to Cicero’s famous aphorism “silent enim
leges inter arma.”691 Virtually all States have accepted that there are basic
rules in armed conflict even if they disagree on the details.692 However, ap-
plying these rules poses a much larger challenge. What is Russia’s attitude
towards strengthening compliance with IHL through new and existing
mechanisms?

States and organisations alike have long identified that compliance with
IHL – or rather the lack thereof – represents the key problem.693 The
lack of compliance mechanisms may be called the congenital disease of
IHL. The former President of the ICRC Jakob Kellenberger describes this
chronic deficiency in the following terms:

“Despite the continuously evolving nature of armed conflict, the biggest
threat or challenge to IHL remains the same. It is the too limited respect and
compliance its rules and norms enjoy by parties to armed conflict all around
the world.”694

The reasons for this are manifold. War means chaos, and chaos is not
conducive to the rule of law. Instead of a judge, or the police, IHL largely
depends on the faithful application by the parties. While this is true for
many areas of international law, armed conflict represents a situation

2.

690 In allusion to the third stanza of A.S. Pushkin’s famous poem “The Prisoner”
(1822):“Мы вольные птицы; пора, брат, пора! Туда, где за тучей белеет гора,
Туда, где синеют морские края, Туда, где гуляем лишь ветер… да я!”.

691 In times of war, the laws fall silent (Cicero, ‘Pro Milone’ 52 BC).
692 The Geneva Conventions of 1949, for example, can boast 196 ratifications.
693 See 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, Resolu-

tion on Strengthening the Compliance with International Humanitarian Law,
32IC/15/R2 (10 December 2015), 1. The Resolution stresses “that the imperative
need to improve compliance with IHL was recognized by all States in the
consultation process facilitated by the ICRC and Switzerland as a key ongoing
challenge, and that more can be done to address the current weaknesses and
gaps in the implementation of IHL, including by non-State parties to armed
conflict.”

694 ICRC, ‘Sixty years of the Geneva Conventions and the decades ahead’ <https://w
ww.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/statement/geneva-convention-stateme
nt-091109.htm>.
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where not only vital interests, but sometimes the very existence of the
warring parties is at stake.695

What can help to ensure compliance in the fog of war? More than in
other fields of international law, prevention becomes a crucial factor.696

Prevention, in turn, largely depends on the national implementation of
IHL. For example, has a State disseminated the rules to its armed forces?
Do national courts know about IHL? Are political circles sensitive to
IHL issues? I will analyse these questions with regards to Russia’s in the
subsequent chapter on national implementation. This chapter, however,
focusses on the international component of compliance. What mechanisms
are there to prevent or repress IHL violations on an inter-national level?

As I have just mentioned, IHL suffers from a shortage of gritty compli-
ance tools. Nevertheless, IHL has been equipped with certain compliance
mechanisms. Firstly, the prosecution of war crimes addresses IHL compli-
ance from an individual angle. Today, the main actor on the international
stage is the International Criminal Court (ICC), which can build on the
legacy of several special Tribunals such as the International Criminal Tri-
bunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the International Criminal Tri-
bunal for Rwanda (ICTR), and the Military Tribunals at Nuremberg and
Tokyo.697 Secondly, IHL has several non-judicial mechanisms to ensure
compliance.
– The Geneva Conventions foresee the use of Protecting Powers.698

– Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions introduced meetings
of the High Contracting Parties that can be set up once approved by
the majority of State parties.699

– In addition, Additional Protocol I introduced a fact-finding commis-
sion to investigate IHL violations: The International Humanitarian
Fact-Finding Commission (IHFFC).700

695 Marco Sassòli, ‘The Implementation of International Humanitarian Law: Cur-
rent and Inherent Challenges’ (2007) 10 Yearbook of International Humanitari-
an Law 45, 48–49.

696 See for this ibid 46.
697 Domestic courts play an increasingly important role in the prosecution of war

crimes as I will discuss in the subsequent chapter on national implementation
in Russia, see p 201.

698 The Geneva Conventions define the tasks of Protecting Powers in numerous
Articles, e.g. Art 126 GC III and 76 GC IV. The concept of a Protecting Power is
defined in Art 2(c) AP I.

699 Art 7 AP I.
700 Art 90 AP I.
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– The ICRC may act as an (indirect) compliance tool through its interac-
tion with warring parties and the affected population701

Finally, de lege ferenda, the ICRC and Switzerland have been pushing for
a new periodic review mechanism. Such a mechanism already exists in
human rights law in the form of the Universal Periodic Review in the Hu-
man Rights Council. So far, however, these efforts have been unsuccessful.

How does Russia position itself concerning the existing compliance
tools? And what is its attitude towards strengthening compliance in IHL
through a new reporting mechanism?

International criminal law – leaving the ICC

International criminal law received a boost after the end of the Cold War.
Most importantly, the creation of the ICTY (1993) represented a huge
leap forward for the prosecution of war crimes. Russia, however, has been
watching the developments in international criminal law from a cautious
distance. Being a close ally of Serbia, Moscow repeatedly questioned the
Tribunal’s impartiality and usefulness.702 While the ICTY officially termi-
nated its work in 2017, States had agreed on establishing a permanent In-
ternational Criminal Court in 1998. Russia signed the founding document
of the ICC – the so-called Rome Statute – in 2000, but it repeatedly post-
poned the ratification necessary for the treaty to take effect. Nevertheless,
scholars and practitioners did not abandon hope that the Kremlin would
ratify the Rome Statute in the long run.703

In a symbolic gesture of disapproval, however, Russia withdrew its
signature in 2016 by a Presidential Order704 reasoning that the Court

2.1

701 Steven R Ratner and Rotem Giladi, ‘The Role of the International Committee
of the Red Cross’ in Andrew Clapham, Paola Gaeta and Marco Sassòli (eds), The
1949 Geneva Conventions – a Commentary (Oxford University Press 2015) para
37.

702 Gennady Esakov, ‘International Criminal Law in Russia’ (2017) 15 Journal of
International Criminal Justice 371, 376.

703 See e.g. Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov, ‘The Implementation of International Hu-
manitarian Law in the Russian Federation’ (2003) 85 International Review of
the Red Cross 385, 391.

704 More precisely, it was decided that Russia should “not become a member of the
ICC”, i.e. it should not ratify the Rome Statute, see Распоряжение Президента
Российской Федерации, 16.11.2016, N 361-рп ‘О намерении Российской
Федерации не стать участником Римского Статута Международного
Уголовного Суда’ [Decree of the President of the Russian Federation, 16
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“did not live up to its expectations and never became an independent,
authoritative organ of international jurisprudence.”705 Russia did not with-
draw out of the blue. Rather it decided so following two key events: On
27 January 2016, the ICC Pre-Trial Chamber authorised an investigation
linked to crimes during the Russo-Georgian War (2008).706 Later in the
same year, the Office of the Prosecutor qualified the situation in Donbas
as an international armed conflict and called Crimea “occupied.”707 Even
though Russia had not ratified the Statute, the Court could also exercise
its jurisdiction if crimes were committed on the territory of a State party
– which was the case for both Georgia and Ukraine.708 In other terms, the
ICC could pronounce itself on possible war crimes by Russian nationals or
Russian allies during the Russo-Georgian War, the occupation of Crimea,
and the war in Donbas.

Thus, Russia’s “un-signing” is partly symbolic. It cannot shield Russian
nationals from prosecution before the ICC in the ongoing investigations
regarding Ukraine and Georgia.709 However, it does mean that Russian war
crimes could not be prosecuted if they have taken place in countries that
are also not party to the Rome Statute – such as Syria.710 In addition, it

November 2016, No 361-rp ‘On the Intention of the Russian Federation Not
to Become a Party to the Rome Statute of the ICC’].

705 ‘МИД объяснил отказ России ратифицировать Римский статут МУС [The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Announced the Refusal of Russia to Ratify the Rome
Statute of the ICC]’ (Tass, 16 January 2016) <https://tass.ru/politika/3788778>.
Moscow had previously criticised the Court because the ICC Pre-Trial Chamber
authorised an investigation of alleged crimes during the Russo-Georgian War
2008, see ICC, Situation in Georgia (ICC-01/15–12), Pre-Trial Chamber I, 27
January 2016.

706 ICC, Situation in Georgia (ICC-01/15–12), Pre-Trial Chamber I, 27 January 2016.
707 The Office of the ICC Prosecutor, ‘Report on Preliminary Examination Activi-

ties 2016’ (2016) paras 158, 169.
708 See Art 12(a), 13(a) and (c), 14, 15 of the ICC Statute. Georgia ratified the

Statute in 2003. Ukraine has lodged a declaration under Art 12(3) accepting the
jurisdiction of the Court as a non-State-party.

709 Sergey Sayapin, ‘Russia’s Withdrawal of Signature from the Rome Statute
Would Not Shield Its Nationals from Potential Prosecution at the ICC’ (EJIL
Talk!, 21 November 2016) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/russias-withdrawal-of-signat
ure-from-the-rome-statute-would-not-shield-its-nationals-from-potential-prosecut
ion-at-the-icc/>.

710 Unless there were a referral by the UN Security Council. This is highly unlikely
because of Russia’s veto, see Matt Killingsworth, ‘Justice, Syria and the Interna-
tional Criminal Court’ (Australian Institute of International Affairs, 13 March
2019) <https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/justice-syria-in
ternational-criminal-court/>.
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sent a strong political sign that Russia is not willing to cooperate in any
manner with the Court.711 The precise moment of Russia’s withdrawal af-
ter the announcement of an investigation in Georgia and Ukraine suggests
that any external interference in terms of IHL compliance is unwanted. In
a wider sense, the withdrawal dealt a blow to the ICC as an institution and
shattered all hopes that Russia’s deficient war crimes legislation would im-
prove after a ratification.712

Other compliance mechanisms – three sleeping beauties

The family of non-judicial compliance mechanisms consists of Protecting
Powers, the meeting of the High Contracting Parties under Art 7 AP I, and
the IHFFC. All these institutions, however, may be called the “sleeping
beauties” because their use in recent conflicts is extremely limited.713

A Protecting Power is not party to the conflict but fulfils certain func-
tions under IHL that contribute to compliance. For example, it has the
right to carry out visits to POW camps, pass on information on the wound-
ed, or verify the food supply in occupied territories.714 Protecting Powers
were of major importance during the two World Wars. Swiss delegates,
for instance, carried out visits to POW camps and dealt with accusations
of ill-treatment.715 After 1945, the use of Protecting Powers fell into desue-
tude. While the 1949 Geneva Conventions still placed emphasis on the
role of Protecting Powers, they have only been used in five conflicts since
the Second World War. The last recorded use dates back more than 35
years to the Falkland War (1982).716 The record of the Meeting of High
Contracting Parties under Art 7 AP I looks even bleaker. Not once has

2.2

711 Esakov (n 702) 378.
712 See for this Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 391. For a detailed analysis of the deficien-

cies of the Russian war crimes legislation see below at pp 184 et seq.
713 For the IHFFC see Catherine Harwood, ‘Will the “Sleeping Beauty” Awaken?

The Kunduz Hospital Attack and the International Humanitarian Fact-Finding
Commission’ (EJIL Talk!, 15 October 2015) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sle
eping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanit
arian-fact-finding-commission/>.

714 See Art 16 GC I, Art 126 GC III, and Art 55 GC IV.
715 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 8, paras 1012, 1016–1022; Alfred M De Zayas,

The Wehrmacht War Crimes Bureau, 1939–1945 (University of Nebraska Press
1989) 82–83.

716 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 8 para 1115.

2. Advancing IHL compliance – “we are free like birds”

157

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/will-the-sleeping-beauty-awaken-the-kunduz-hospital-attack-and-the-international-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission/


such meeting been convened.717 Hence, neither the institute of Protecting
Powers nor the meeting under Art 7 AP I play a significant role in the
current struggle for IHL compliance.718 This is true not just for Russia, but
for the entire international community.

Arguably the most relevant “dormant” mechanism is the IHFFC. The
Commission was established in 1991 pursuant to Art 90 AP I. It is a
permanent body that consists of 15 independent experts. Its main purpose
is to contribute to the respect of IHL by clarifying the facts on the ground.
Any State party can refer a situation to the Commission on the condition
that all parties to the conflict have recognised its competence.719 The UN
General Assembly720 and the UN Security Council721 repeatedly called
upon States to accept the competence of the IHFFC. The Commission
itself offered its services in various conflicts.722 Despite that, its overall
record is poor. Despite having existed for almost 30 years, it has exercised
its statutory functions only once.723

Russia recognised the Commission when acceding to AP I in 1989.724

Yet, to everyone’s surprise, Moscow withdrew from the IHFFC in October
2019. Shortly before, the Commission had carried out its first investigation
which happened to be in Russia’s “backyard.” The mission concerned a

717 Sofia Poulopoulou, ‘Strengthening Compliance with IHL: Back to Square One’
(EJIL Talk!, 14 February 2019) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/strengthening-compli-
ance-with-ihl-back-to-square-one/>.

718 Robert Kolb, ‘Protecting Powers’ in Andrew Clapham, Paola Gaeta and Marco
Sassòli (eds), The 1949 Geneva Conventions – a Commentary (Oxford University
Press 2015) 559–560.

719 See <https://www.ihffc.org/index.asp?page=home>.
720 UN General Assembly Resolution 63/125, UN Doc A/RES/63/125 (11 December

2008); UN General Assembly Resolution 65/29, UN Doc A/RES/65/29 (10 Jan-
uary 2011).

721 UN Security Council Resolution 1894, UN Doc S/RES/1894 (11 November
2009); UN Security Council Resolution 1265, UN Doc S/RES/1265 (17 Septem-
ber 1999).

722 IHFFC, ‘Report on the Work of the IHFFC on the Occasion of Its 20th Anniver-
sary Constituted in 1991 Pursuant to Article 90 of Protocol I Additional to the
Geneva Conventions’ (2011) 15.

723 See e.g. ibid 18. At the time of the report (2011) there was not a single example
of an investigation.

724 When ratifying AP I on 29 September 1989 the Soviet Union declared that the
“State recognized the competence of the International Fact-Finding Commis-
sion in cases where international humanitarian law is violated.” The declaration
is available at <https://ihl‑databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Notification.xsp?ac
tion=openDocument&documentId=74BABBD71087E777C1256402003FB5D4>.
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tragic incident in eastern Ukraine in 2017. An OSCE observer was killed
and two more wounded when their vehicle hit a mine. Following a mem-
orandum of understanding between the OSCE and IHFFC, the Commis-
sion’s first ever investigation took place.725 It found that the explosion
was caused by a Russian-manufactured anti-tank mine which had been
laid very recently. At the same time, the mine had not been aimed at the
OSCE vehicle which had taken an unplanned route.726 Shortly after this
investigation, the IHFFC offered its services to Ukraine and Russia with
regards to the clash in the Kerch Strait (2018).727 This offer, however, was
rejected.728

In October 2019, Moscow revoked its recognition of the IHFFC arguing
that “the commission has not functioned effectively during its existence.”
It went on to state that the IHFFC “was not used for its designated pur-
pose” and that the majority States “have not recognised the commission’s
competence.” In a way, the Russian position makes a compelling point.
For a long time, the Commission had remained a dead letter. Nevertheless,
Moscow’s decision came as a surprise. On the one hand, its withdrawal is
noteworthy precisely because of the Commission’s weak record. It would
have been easy to reject any inconvenient offers in the future, but Russia
seemed eager to eliminate any possible leverage of external compliance.
On the other hand, the timing of Russia’s withdrawal is telling. Just be-
fore, the IHFFC had finally carried out its first mission. Moscow withdrew
shortly after the successful investigation in eastern Ukraine – a conflict
with Russian involvement – and after receiving another offer regarding
the clash in the Kerch Strait. Some commentators already predicted the

725 Authors disagree over the fact whether this investigation was within the man-
date of Art 90 AP I or merely constituted a provision of good offices, see
Poulopoulou (n 717).

726 OSCE/IHFFC, ‘Executive Summary of the Report of the Independent Forensic
Investigation in Relation to the Incident Affecting an OSCE Special Monitoring
Mission to Ukraine Patrol on 23 April 2017’ (2017) <https://www.osce.org/
home/338361?download=true>.

727 For details on the clash see below at pp 272 et seq.
728 Normally the Commission does not publish its offers. However, its website in-

forms us that on 29 January 2019 “the International Humanitarian Fact-Finding
Commission (IHFFC) has proposed its services to the governments of both the
Russian Federation and the Ukraine through identical letters dated 4 December
2018. The IHFFC stands ready to assist both the Ukraine and the Russian
Federation with regard to the situation relating to the incident, which occurred
in the Kerch Strait on 25 November 2018.” This statement is available at <https:/
/www.ihffc.org/index.asp?page=news>.
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“awakening” of the “sleeping beauty.”729 The course of events suggests that
the Kremlin did not approve of such a sudden awakening. Rather, much
like in the case of the ICC, it perceived any external compliance mecha-
nism as a possible threat.

The ICRC – behind the veil of confidentiality

Finally, the ICRC may be called an indirect compliance mechanism. The
organisation acts as the “guardian of IHL” and works to promote compli-
ance with the law.730 Despite this, it resorts to public legal judgments
mostly as a last resort, preferring to emphasise pragmatic service.731 On top
of this the organisation conducts its work based on strict confidentiality
which makes it difficult to assess the impact of the ICRC with regards
to Russia. It does not publish its correspondence with the authorities and
it rarely denounces violations. All this makes the organisation’s impact
“difficult to gauge” and “impossible to determine robustly.”732 For this
reason, I will rather deal with its work in Chapters III, IV, and V, when
analysing Russia’s practice on the battlefield.

Suffice it to say that, while the ICRC certainly carries out compliance
work in Russia, the actual impact remains unclear. On the one hand, the
diplomatic channels between the ICRC and the Kremlin are functioning.
In the past, for example, Vladimir Putin has received the current President
of the ICRC, Peter Maurer.733 The ICRC delegation in Moscow is very
active and organises numerous events on IHL.734 On the other hand,
external observers remain sceptical about how much influence the ICRC
really exerts on the Kremlin. Marco Sassòli argues that the ICRC could

2.3

729 Cristina Azzarello and Matthieu Niederhauser, ‘The Independent Humanitarian
Fact-Finding Commission: Has the “Sleeping Beauty” Awoken?’ (Humanitarian
Law & Policy, 9 January 2018) <https://blogs.icrc.org/law-and-policy/2018/01/09/
the-independent-humanitarian-fact-finding-commission-has-the-sleeping-beauty
-awoken/>.

730 Ratner and Giladi (n 701) 537.
731 Forsythe (n 522) 281.
732 Ratner and Giladi (n 701) 542.
733 President of Russia, ‘Meeting with President of the International Committee of

the Red Cross (ICRC) Peter Maurer’ (24 February 2015) <http://en.kremlin.ru/e
vents/president/news/47734>.

734 ICRC, ‘Where we work’ <https://www.icrc.org/en/where-we-work/europe-centra
l-asia/russian-federation>.
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never gain much leverage on Russia.735 It may serve as proof, that the orga-
nisation recently had to close its offices in and around Chechnya. While
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs thanked the ICRC for its efforts in
the Northern Caucasus, it stressed that “a cardinal change of the situation
allows us to reorient the efforts of the ICRC to States in need, especially
those caught up in armed conflicts.”736 In some cases, the ICRC and Russia
even clashed publicly, for instance, on the question of an enhanced com-
pliance mechanism, as I will explain in the following section.

The ICRC-Swiss-led compliance initiative – good intentions, bad
prospects

So far, I have described existing compliance mechanisms. Recently, how-
ever, the call for an enhanced compliance mechanism gained traction. In
the run-up to the 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and
the Red Crescent (2015), a consultation process led by the ICRC and
Switzerland pushed for the creation of a new compliance mechanism.
It envisaged an obligation for States to periodically report on IHL com-
pliance, similar to the Universal Periodic Review in the Human Rights
Council that scrutinises their human rights records at regular intervals.
However, the idea met with fierce resistance from certain States. Russia
was among the most vocal critics.737 Prior to the 32nd Conference, the idea
of a compulsory reporting mechanism was watered down to a forum for
voluntary reporting and thematic discussions.738

In the end, States did not even manage to agree on these limited func-
tions. According to the official ICRC report, a “very small number of
States” managed to prevent agreement.739 While the report does not name

2.4

735 Sassòli (n 695) 53.
736 Press statement ‘О сотрудничестве Российской Федерации с Международным

комитетом Красного Креста (МККК) [About the Cooperation Between the
Russian Federation and the ICRC]’ (Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 28
December 2018) <https://www.mid.ru/mezdunarodnyj-komitet-krasnogo-kresta
-mkkk-/-/asset_publisher/km9HkaXMTium/content/id/3468164>.

737 As cited in Emanuela-Chiara Gillard, ‘Promoting Compliance with Internation-
al Humanitarian Law’ (Chatham House 2016) 4.

738 ibid 5.
739 ICRC/Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, ‘Strengthening Compliance

with International Humanitarian Law – Concluding Report of the 32 Interna-
tional Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent (32IC/15/19.2)’ (2015) 17.
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the sceptics, other sources describe that Russia submitted an alternative
resolution a few days before the International Conference that torpedoed
the process. In it, Moscow objected to any reporting – be it voluntary, or
compulsory. It rather proposed to enhance the role of the International
Conference in hosting State-led thematic discussions on IHL, strengthen-
ing States’ bilateral confidential dialogue with the ICRC, and regional
discussions between States and the ICRC.740 In other words, it argued for
leaving everything as it was.

Hence, the ICRC, Switzerland, and like-minded States had to abandon
the idea of a reporting procedure. The final resolution at the 2015 Con-
ference settled for an empty formula. It recommended the “continuation
of an inclusive, State-driven intergovernmental process […] to find agree-
ment on a […] potential forum of States and to find ways to enhance
the implementation of IHL.”741 Until today States have not managed to
overcome these differences. The stalemate continues and the process of
enhanced compliance is back to “square one.”742

Conclusion

Russia has successfully slipped away from the all international compliance
mechanisms in IHL. It remained wary of the ICTY, turned its back on the
ICC, and left the IHFFC. Furthermore, it took the lead role in stalling the
initiative for an enhanced compliance mechanism at the 32nd International
Conference. All this suggests that Russia regards any international external
compliance mechanisms as a threat to its autonomy that needs to be
neutralised.

Humanitarian aid – from Russia with love?

Admittedly, the above analysis paints a bleak picture of Russian IHL diplo-
macy. In one field, however, Moscow plays a more proactive – if not less
controversial – role in diplomatic circles: humanitarian relief. In 2017,

2.5

3.

740 Gillard (n 737) 4.
741 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, Resolu-

tion on Strengthening the Compliance with International Humanitarian Law,
32IC/15/R2 (10 December 2015).

742 Poulopoulou (n 717).
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Vasiliy Nebenza, the Russian representative in the UN Security Council
solemnly declared:

“In the past 10 years our country has provided humanitarian aid in the
form of food deliveries in more than 100 States, all in all sending more than
650 thousand tons of humanitarian cargo. In the past years Russia has daily
carried out more than 45 humanitarian operations to deliver humanitarian
relief worth the overall sum of around 120 million Dollars.”743

Is this evidence of a true humanitarian credo or merely a diplomatic lip
service? First, I will briefly highlight some legal issues that are necessary to
understand the challenges that humanitarian relief schemes face in current
wars. Then, I will use two major Russian relief operations – Syria and
eastern Ukraine – to illustrate Moscow’s diplomatic efforts to deliver aid in
armed conflict.744

The legal framework of humanitarian relief – examining the care
package

“Humanitarian relief” describes physical aid to the population affected by
armed conflict, for example in the form of medicine, food, or water.745 In
order to be labelled “humanitarian”, it needs to fulfil four basic principles:

3.1

743 ‘Постпред при ООН: Россия за 10 лет отправила 650 т гуманитарной помощи
в 110 стран [Ambassador to the UN: Russia Has Sent 650 Tonnes of Humanitar-
ian Aid in the Past 10 Years to 110 Countries]’ (Tass, 13 October 2017) <https://t
ass.ru/obschestvo/4641966>.

744 The events following the so-called 44-day War over Nagorno-Karabakh (2020)
might serve as another example for Russia’s humanitarian efforts. They will
not be discussed in this chapter, since they took place after the finalization of
the doctoral thesis on which this book is based. Russia not only brokered an
effective cease-fire between Armenia and Azerbaijan in November 2020, but
also deployed around 2 000 peace keepers that frequently engaged in humani-
tarian activities. Furthermore, Russia distributed humanitarian aid in Nagorno-
Karabakh through its own agents and funded aid organizations operating in the
region.

745 “Humanitarian relief” is the term used in the Geneva Conventions and their
Additional Protocols. It designates assistance in the context of an armed con-
flict. Thus, the term is narrower than “humanitarian assistance” which, for
example, also encompasses aid after natural disasters. See Flavia Lattanzi, ‘Hu-
manitarian Assisstance’ in Andrew Clapham, Paola Gaeta and Marco Sassòli
(eds), The 1949 Geneva Conventions – a Commentary (Oxford University Press
2015) 232.
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humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence.746 Humanitarian
relief may be delivered by specialised neutral actors such as the ICRC,
but States play an increasingly active role in delivering humanitarian aid
directly.747 Early examples range from the Belgian support of the operation
“Lifeline Sudan” (1989), or US relief programmes in eastern Congo in the
90s.748 More recent examples include Russian aid in Syria and Ukraine,
which I will further discuss below.

746 ICRC, ‘20th International Conference of the Red Cross, “Proclamation of the
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross”’ (1965) 5 International Review of the
Red Cross 567, 573–574; Jean Pictet, The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross
(Henry Dunant Institute 1979) 14–45. The four terms have a distinct meaning:
Humanity is the concept “from which all the other principles flow” and means
valuing every single human life.
Neutrality dictates not to take sides in a conflict. It concerns the greater picture
(as opposed to impartiality). Humanitarian actors may not stand on the side
of one party to the conflict – be it ideologically or militarily. For example,
delivering military material under the guise of humanitarian aid would be a
violation of this principle.
Impartiality is neutrality on a micro level. For instance, aid may not be dis-
tributed in a discriminatory way, according to political allegiance or religious
belief.
Independence refers to the lack of influence from governmental, religious, or
other bodies.

747 The Conventions and their Additional Protocols mostly speak about neutral
“relief societies.” This goes back to the original idea of the First Geneva Conven-
tion 1864, according to which national (and later international) relief societies
should take care of those in need without distinction. Only one article in the
Geneva Conventions, Art 59 GC IV, refers to humanitarian relief delivered
by States and the provision only applies during occupation – and even then,
only under very specific conditions. IHL regards States primarily as potential
belligerents and not as humanitarian actors in their own right. In the system
of the Geneva Conventions humanitarian relief is provided by international
organisations such as the ICRC and domestic entities such as the National Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies. The reality on the ground, however, is quite
different. States have long played an important role in delivering humanitarian
supplies. See Kubo Mačák, ‘A Matter of Principle(s): The Legal Effect of Impar-
tiality and Neutrality on States as Humanitarian Actors’ (2015) 97 International
Review of the Red Cross 157, 168; Lattanzi (n 745) 238–239.

748 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ‘Civilian and Mili-
tary Means of Providing and Supporting Humanitarian Assistance during Con-
flict: A Comparative Analysis Note by the Secretariat (DCD/DAC(97)19/REV1)’
(1998) 7.
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The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols regulate hu-
manitarian relief in great detail.749 In a nutshell, the primary responsibility
for meeting the needs of civilians lies with their home State (in the follow-
ing, I will refer to it as the “Territorial State”). If this State is unwilling or
unable to do so, for example, because it has lost control of a certain region
or has limited resources, external actors may offer their services.750 This
can lead to controversies regarding consent. Let’s assume the relief actor A
wants to deliver aid to the population in country B. Can A do so without
the consent of B?

Humanitarian law foresees such consent in both IAC and NIAC. Not
only must the Territorial State agree prior to any operation, it has a certain
margin of discretion to withhold its consent.751 Art 70(1) AP I represents
the pivotal norm for humanitarian relief in IAC. The provision urges
States to undertake relief actions if civilians are not “adequately provided”
with essential goods. However, it also emphasises that such external relief
is “subject to the agreement of the Parties concerned.” Other provisions use
a similar language. Art 10 GC IV, for instance, requires the “the consent of
the Parties to the conflict” for any relief action.

In NIAC, Art 18(2) AP II represents the most important treaty provi-
sion. It resembles Art 70(1) AP I. While urging States to provide humani-
tarian relief, the provision insists on the Territorial State’s consent. Even if
“the civilian population is suffering undue hardship” relief actions “shall
be undertaken subject to the consent of the High Contracting Party con-
cerned.”752 Similarly, customary IHL – which applies both in IAC and
NIAC – strikes the same balance. While States must “allow and facilitate

749 The main provisions can be found in Art 23, 59 GC IV, Art 69–71 AP I, CA 3,
and Art 18 AP II.

750 See Emanuela-Chiara Gillard, ‘The Law Regulating Cross-Border Relief Opera-
tions’ (2013) 95 International Review of the Red Cross 351, 355.

751 The only exception to this is Art 59 GC IV. According to the provision the
occupying power “shall agree relief schemes […] and facilitate them by all
means at its disposal.” This represents a hard law obligation to negotiate relief
schemes and to follow through. Providing aid is considered an obligation of
result. This stems from the underlying rationale of occupation that obliges the
occupying power to uphold law and order and imposes a series of positive
obligations, see Lattanzi (n 745) 242.

752 Art 18(2) AP II (emphasis added). In a NIAC that falls below the threshold of
application spelled out in Art 1 AP II only CA 3 applies. CA 3 foresees a right of
initiative for humanitarian actors: “An impartial humanitarian body, such as the
International Committee of the Red Cross, may offer its services to the Parties
to the conflict […].”
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rapid and unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief” this is subject to the
consent of the Party concerned.753

Of course, consent may be abused as an “escape clause” to keep out for-
eign aid.754 The ICRC commentary argues that the discussions at the draft-
ing conferences clearly showed that the parties must not refuse aid “for
arbitrary or capricious” reasons.755 While this formula is well intended, it
does little to clarify the exact limits of the Territorial State’s discretion.
Furthermore, neither customary law, nor treaty law establish a procedure
to substitute consent, even if the Territorial State acts “capriciously.” This
may lead to unsatisfactory results. Trucks containing precious cargo such
as medicine, food, and water may be blocked at the border for months
while the beneficiaries suffer on the other side.

Recently, some authors have challenged the consent-based view, but it is
too early to say whether this trend will prevail.756 However, even if consent
were to become obsolete as a legal criterion in the long run, the practice
on the ground would not necessarily change. Most humanitarian actors are
not willing or able to engage in relief schemes without the consent of the
Territorial State due to security concerns.757

To sum up, the issue of consent in relief schemes remains controver-
sial. As of today, it represents a prerequisite for any relief action, even if
this might lead to unsatisfactory results. An unauthorised relief operation
would violate the sovereignty and integrity of the Territorial State.758 At
the same time, the usual exceptions apply. Notably, the UN Security Coun-
cil may authorise relief operations against the will of the Territorial State
as I shall explain in the following case of Syria.

753 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 55.
754 Yves Sandoz, Christophe Swinarski and Bruno Zimmermann (eds), Commentary

on the Additional Protocols of 8 June 1977 to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August
1949 (Martinus Nijhoff Publishers 1987) Art 70 paras 2805–2808.

755 ibid Art 70 paras 2805-2808.
756 For a very progressive view that opposes the traditional requirement of consent

– at least for IACs – see Lattanzi (n 745) 242–246.
757 The ICRC, for example, will never work in a country without the consent of the

central power.
758 Gillard (n 750) 370.
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Russian humanitarian relief in Syria – aide sans frontières?

Russian relief in Syria has two dimensions: First, aid provided directly by
Russia in government-controlled areas. Secondly, Russia’s attitude towards
relief delivered by third parties (i.e. States or humanitarian organisations) in
rebel-controlled areas, notably the so-called “cross-border aid.”

Russia has been running its own relief programmes in government-con-
trolled areas for years. It represents a classic example of aid provided with
the consent from the Territorial State. The relief aims at winning the
“hearts and minds” of the population and is “designed to significantly
improve Russia’s image in the Middle East and the Arab World as a whole,
to show that Russia also cares about the population.”759 Some Russian
organisations were specifically created for the Syrian context. The head of
the Chechen Republic Ramzan Kadyrov, for example, initiated a founda-
tion that has provided aid in Damascus, Aleppo, Deir al-Zour, and eastern
Ghouta. These organisations can rely on Russian military infrastructure in
Syria.760 Another major humanitarian hub is the Russian Centre for the
Reconciliation of Opposing Sides in the Syrian Arab Republic – an entity
created by the Ministry of Defence.761 According to its own information,
it has carried out more than 2 000 humanitarian actions delivering over
3 000 tonnes of aid.762 In delivering humanitarian aid, Russia has even
cooperated with members of the US-led coalition, such as France.763

The other side of humanitarian aid in Syria is the so-called “cross-border
aid,” i.e. relief schemes in rebel-controlled areas coming from third parties
without the consent from Damascus. In this respect, Russia’s attitude is
most remarkable. It allowed the free flow of aid shipments against the
explicit will of its close ally Syria.

3.2

759 ‘Russia Tries to Win Hearts and Minds with Aid in Syria’ (Financial Times, 12
August 2018) <https://www.ft.com/content/e034bdde-96f0-11e8-b747-fb1e803ee
64e>.

760 ibid.
761 Russian Ministry of Defence, ‘Peacemaking Bulletins’ <https://syria.mil.ru/peace

making_bulletins.htm>.
762 Briefing by Russian Centre for Reconciliation of Opposing Sides in Syria (13

April 2019) <http://syria.mil.ru/en/index/syria/peacemaking_briefs/brief.htm?id=
12225367@egNews>.

763 ‘France and Russia to Jointly Deliver Humanitarian Aid to Syria’ (France 24, 20
July 2018) <https://www.france24.com/en/20180720-france-russia-jointly-deliver
-humanitarian-aid-syria-eastern-ghouta-refugees>.
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Why was there a need for cross-border aid in the first place? The Syri-
an government prohibited humanitarian organisations from working in
rebel-controlled areas. If they did, they were banned from working in
government-controlled territory. At the same time, there was and is no real
alternative to these cross-border operations, because access to rebel-con-
trolled areas from the hinterland would require crossing many frontlines
and de facto render humanitarian relief impossible.764

To solve this conundrum, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution
2165 (14 July 2014) which established the regime of cross-border aid.765

Russia chose not to block the resolution and essentially helped to override
Damascus’ resistance.766 The resolution set up a monitoring mechanism
which allowed for humanitarian relief from Syria’s neighbouring countries
through designated checkpoints. Syria was to be notified about each ship-
ment and the cargo was to be checked in order to confirm its humanitar-
ian nature.767 Following the Resolution, UN agencies such as UNHCR
launched large-scale relief schemes aimed at helping the population in
rebel-controlled territory. More than four million beneficiaries depended
on these shipments.768

On 13 December 2018, the contentious issue of cross-border aid was
put on the agenda for a re-vote in the Security Council. The renewed
success of the resolution was certainly not a given. The Assad regime
had reconquered large parts of its territory and it wanted to clamp down
on the aid organisations that operated in the remaining rebel-controlled
areas. In public, Russia backed its ally.769 However, when the UN Security

764 Somini Sengupta, ‘Russia Balks at Cross-Border Humanitarian Aid in Syria’
(The New York Times, 6 December 2017) <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/0
6/world/middleeast/syria-russia-humanitarian-aid.html>.

765 UN Security Council Resolution 2165, UN Doc S/RES/2165 (14 July 2014).
766 While the Resolution does not clearly state whether it falls under Chapter VII

of the UN Charter, certain provisions of the Resolution aim to impose binding
obligations on the parties to the conflict in Syria and other relevant States, see
Gillard (n 750) 380–381.

767 UN Security Council Resolution 2165, UN Doc S/RES/2165 (14 July 2014).
768 ‘Security Council Beats Midnight Deadline, Renews Syria Cross-border Aid in

Contentious Vote’ (UN News, 10 January 2020) <https://news.un.org/en/story/2
020/01/1055181>.

769 Somini Sengupta, ‘Russia Balks at Cross-Border Humanitarian Aid in Syria’
(The New York Times, 6 December 2017) <https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/0
6/world/middleeast/syria-russia-humanitarian-aid.html>.
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Council voted on the extension of cross-border aid, Moscow did not use
veto-power but rather abstained.770

Only in January 2020, Russia did change course. When the Security
Council voted on the same issue again, Moscow used the threat of its
veto power to significantly reduce the volume of cross-border aid.771 The
watered-down UN Security Council Resolution 2504 only allowed for two
instead of four border crossings into Syria.772 This had tragic effects, be-
cause even in 2020, cross-border aid remained vital for Syrian civilians.773

Russia’s efforts to downsize the operation mark the sad ending of a success-
ful chapter of joint humanitarian relief. However, we should acknowledge
that Moscow has allowed the flow of goods for nearly six years against
the explicit will of its close ally in Damascus. Thanks to this, international
organisations could supply aid to more than four million Syrians.774

Russian humanitarian relief in Ukraine – Trojan aid?

While Russia facilitated UN-led aid in Syria, it acted unilaterally in eastern
Ukraine, installing its own relief scheme. I will elaborate on the conflict
in eastern Ukraine (2014–today) at page 255. For the purpose of humani-
tarian relief, suffice it to say that the humanitarian situation in eastern
Ukraine looked dire. From the very beginning, civilians were cut off from
relief shipments. The self-proclaimed People’s Republics of Luhansk and
Donetsk controlled large chunks of the Donbas area in eastern Ukraine
and categorically rejected humanitarian aid from international organisa-
tions.775 The de facto authorities in Donetsk, for instance, declared that “de-
spite the growing humanitarian catastrophe, the people of DNR [Donetsk
People’s Republic] will not take so-called humanitarian aid from Ukraine,

3.3

770 UN Security Council Resolution 2449, UN Doc S/RES/2449 (13 December
2018).

771 Russia and China first vetoed a draft Security Council resolution in December
2019 and then watered down UN Security Council Resolution 2504, UN Doc
S/RES/2504 (10 January 2020).

772 UN Security Council Resolution 2504, UN Doc S/RES/2504 (10 January 2020).
773 Edith M Lederer, ‘Russia Scores Victory for Ally Syria in UN Vote Cutting Aid’

(AP News, 11 January 2020) <https://apnews.com/b2e6f5bb76ba00f6fbc3a4c32c
2c2c9b>.

774 ibid.
775 Sabine Fischer, ‘The Donbas Conflict – Opposing Interests and Narratives,

Difficult Peace Progress’ (Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik 2019) 29.
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even if it is cynically concealed as an ICRC mission.”776 Slamming the
door in the face of the international community opened the gates for a
Russian-led initiative.

Moscow could position itself as a mediator. In a television interview in
2015, Sergey Lavrov called upon the separatist authorities to “continue to
coordinate with the UN humanitarian organisations and non-governmen-
tal organisations, that provided humanitarian aid to the population, in
order to see in which way this work can continue.”777 In reality, there
was little to coordinate. International organisations had great difficulties in
accessing the rebel-controlled areas at all.

In this humanitarian vacuum, Russia launched its own aid scheme.
The first Russian trucks arrived in August 2014 before the eyes of the
world. Russia openly used the assistance to win over the local population.
Many of the trucks bore the Russian Flag and Coat of Arms as well as
the slogan: “Humanitarian aid from the Russian Federation.” Originally,
Moscow suggested a relief scheme “under the aegis of the ICRC”778 which
was to check the cargo, accompany the convoy, and distribute the aid. In
the end, however, this plan failed. Ukraine categorically opposed the idea
of Russian relief and the ICRC was not ready to take the responsibility for
a convoy without special assurances. Finally, the convoy changed its course
and crossed the border into Donbas through a rebel-controlled checkpoint
without any international checks.779 In the four following years up to the
summer of 2018, nearly 80 convoys have crossed the border from Russia
into separatist territory. These convoys range from as few as 10, to more
than 40 trucks.780

776 ‘Власти ДНР отказались от украинской гуманитарной помощи [The Authori-
ties of DNR Refuse Ukrainian Humanitarian Aid]’ (Interfax, 21 August 2014)
<https://www.interfax.ru/world/392604>.

777 The interview is available at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=6
&v=LFaq-hdDoRI>, quoted from minute 2:35.

778 ‘Москва предложила направлять российскую гуманитарную помощь на
Украину под эгидой МККК – Чуркин [Moscow Suggested to Send Humanitari-
an Aid into Ukraine under the Aegis of the ICRC]’ (Interfax, 6 August 2014)
<http://www.interfax-russia.ru/South/special.asp?id=527431&sec=1724>.

779 Moritz Gathmann, ‘Russischer Hilfskonvoi in der Ukraine – Putins taktischer
Punktsieg’ (Der Spiegel, 22 August 2014) <https://www.spiegel.de/politik/auslan
d/ukraine-russischer-hilfskonvoi-als-mittel-im-propagandakrieg-a-987604.html>.

780 OSCE SMM, ‘Spot Report by OSCE Observer Mission: Seventy-Sixth Russian
Convoy of 17 Vehicles Crossed into Ukraine and Returned through Donet-
sk Border Crossing Point’ (2018) <https://www.osce.org/observer-mission-at-rus-
sian-checkpoints-gukovo-and-donetsk/386142>.
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There is an ongoing debate about the content of Russia’s “care package.”
How much of the cargo constitutes humanitarian aid and how much
military or dual use equipment is hard to say.781 Ukrainian officials claim
Russia is really importing arms and military goods. The Ukrainian foreign
ministry repeatedly called on Russia to stop the violation of Ukraine's
sovereignty.782 The EU called the convoys illegal.783 On several instances
the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission has observed suspicious cargo loads
and observers believe that the convoys also resupply fighters.784 NATO
secretary Rasmussen warned of a Russian attack “under the guise of a
humanitarian operation.”785 Despite these allegations, the true nature of
the cargo remains unclear. It is beyond doubt that Russia supports the
separatists in various ways as I will explain at page 255. However, so far,
nobody has managed to present irrefutable proof that this support was
channelled through the said humanitarian convoys.

781 See e.g. Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov], ‘Независимый Экспертный Доклад:
Путин – Война [Independent Expert Report: Putin – War]’ (2015) 27.

782 ‘Russia to Resume Sending “Humanitarian Convoys” to Occupied Donbas’
(UNIAN, 24 July 2019) <https://www.unian.info/war/10629585-russia-to-resume
-sending-humanitarian-convoys-to-occupied-donbas.html>.

783 ‘ЕС назвал незаконным второй российский гуманитарный конвой на Украину
[The EU Called the Second Russian Humanitarian Convoy into Ukraine Ille-
gal]’ (Interfax, 15 September 2014) <https://www.interfax.ru/world/396875>.

784 See the following OSCE SMM report: “OSCE […] observed a convoy of cargo
trucks from the Russian Federation. In Luhansk city, the SMM saw five white
cargo trucks in a compound known to us as used by the armed formations
at 2a Rudnieva Street and that they were being unloaded by men in blue
work uniforms without visible insignia, but could not see the cargo. One of
the trucks was labelled ‘Humanitarian Aid from the Russian Federation’, the
other trucks were not labelled. The SMM saw three armed men in military-type
clothing standing around the perimeter of the compound. At the entrance of
the compound, an armed man in military-type clothing told the SMM that it
could not enter and that none of the people traveling with the convoy could
speak to the SMM without permission from the armed formations in Luhansk.
Later the same day, the SMM observed a convoy of 11 white covered cargo
trucks exiting Ukraine at the border crossing point in Izvaryne (52km south-east
of Luhansk).” OSCE SMM, ‘Latest from the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission
to Ukraine, Based on Information Received as of 19:30, 24 May 2018’ (2018)
<https://www.osce.org/special-monitoring-mission-to-ukraine/382531>.

785 Mark Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (Osprey Publishing 2019) 35;
Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 27. See also Alex Luhn and Luke Harding,
‘Russian Aid Convoy Heads for Ukraine Amid Doubts over Lorries' Contents’
(The Guardian, 12 August 2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/au
g/12/russian-aid-convoy-ukraine-humanitarian>.

3. Humanitarian aid – from Russia with love?
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A steady flow of Russian goods still trickles across the border today.786

The relief scheme raises a series of questions. First of all: can this be called
a humanitarian operation at all, if Russia stands accused of resupplying
the rebels under the guise of a humanitarian operation? As I have men-
tioned, the facts are murky. However, it is undisputed that civilians also
benefited from the shipments. Any effort to relieve the suffering amidst
armed conflict should be welcomed, even if it does not comply with the
humanitarian criteria of neutrality, impartiality, and independence.787 For
those affected, “unhumanitarian” relief is better than no relief.

Secondly, the Russian convoy raises questions about Russia’s take on the
issue of consent as a precondition for humanitarian relief. Even though
Ukraine rejected Russian aid, Moscow delivered it anyway. Russia’s for-
mer UN ambassador Victor Churkin openly admitted that “we found
ways and means in order to deliver humanitarian assistance to people
in need.”788 The Kremlin never provided any legal arguments for its pos-
ition and de lege lata the operation certainly violated Ukraine’s sovereignty.
On the other hand, advocates of “consent-free relief” may now point to
Moscow’s aid scheme as State practice in their support.789 This thesis
cannot solve the complex legal question of consent in relief schemes. How-
ever, whatever the outcome of the ongoing debate may be, the Russian

786 In early 2019 the humanitarian relief shipments were put on hold. The Kremlin
was eager to stress that this was done in order to reassess the needs. Others,
however, speculated that the interruption of aid occurred due to a change of
leadership in the separatist republics and because Moscow was unhappy with
the diversion of humanitarian aid for private purposes. The aid shipments re-
sumed in summer 2019, see ‘Another Russian “Humanitarian” Convoy Arrives
in Occupied Donbas’ (UNIAN, 17 October 2019) <https://www.unian.info/war/
10722990-another-russian-humanitarian-convoy-arrives-in-occupied-donbas.htm
l>.

787 See the ICRC Commentary that argues that this “in no way excludes the possi-
bility […] of unilateral actions undertaken for the benefit of only one party to
the conflict. In particular, an unilateral action cannot be considered as indicat-
ing a lack of neutrality. It is important to emphasize this point, as traditional
links, or even the geographical situation, may prompt a State to undertake such
actions, and it would be stupid to wish to force such a State to abandon the
action”, Sandoz, Swinarski and Zimmermann (n 754) Art 70 para 2803.

788 ‘Russia Says Humanitarian Aid in Ukraine Is Example for UN in Syria’ (The
Moscow Times, 17 June 2014) <https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2014/06/17/r
ussia-says-humanitarian-aid-in-ukraine-is-example-for-un-in-syria-a36451>.

789 For the highly controversial question when unauthorised relief is possible see
Gillard (n 750) 369–373.
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convoys in eastern Ukraine represent one of the rare cases where Moscow
has taken the initiative in humanitarian affairs.

Conclusion

In diplomatic circles, Russia has turned from a driving force into a stum-
bling stone in IHL. Russia categorically refuses to sign important treaties
such as the APMBC and the CCM. At various instances Russia opposed
important treaty making processes. In crucial moments, Russia even com-
manded the “army of the sceptics” and managed to stall the process. For
example, it currently blocks any regulation of LAWS and it played the lead
role in preventing the IHL reporting mechanism at the 2015 International
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent.

Russia’s attitude towards humanitarian aid represents a rare exception to
this rule. In this respect, Russia is still willing to use its diplomatic weight.
In Syria, Russia agreed to cross-border aid that supplied millions in need.
In eastern Ukraine, Russia’s role was more active – albeit more controver-
sial. Relief from Moscow was tainted by allegations of secret support for
the rebels and was largely condemned by the international community.
For this reason, humanitarian relief only represents a limited exception. In
all other areas of IHL diplomacy, however, Moscow represents the eternal
sceptic.

4.

4. Conclusion
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IHL Implementation in the Domestic Russian
Legal System – A Difficult Marriage?

“If you are failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” The quote com-
monly ascribed to Benjamin Franklin holds true for most aspects of life
– including IHL. While IHL regulates conduct in war time, States need
to take steps in peace time to ensure that the law is respected. Have the
armed forces been trained in the rules of war? Are politicians, administra-
tive personnel, and courts aware of IHL when taking decisions related to
war? Have fundamental rules of IHL been transformed into national law
and how does IHL apply in the domestic legal system? These and other
questions will have a tremendous effect on the respect for the law. Hence,
one might call the incorporation of IHL into the national system (in the
following “implementation”) the national counterpart of the international
compliance mechanisms described in the previous chapter.790

The duty to implement already flows from the Geneva Conventions.
They contain a general rule to “respect and ensure respect” as well as
specific obligations, for example, concerning the dissemination of IHL or
the repression of certain IHL violations (“grave breaches”).791 How has
Russia complied with these obligations?

As in any country, the constitution forms the very basis for incorporat-
ing international law into the legal system. Hence, I will start by examin-
ing the relevant provisions of the Constitution of the Russian Federation
before moving on to selected acts of legislation that touch upon IHL. In
a second step, I will scrutinise the case law of Russian courts: did they

Chapter II:

790 Marco Sassòli, for example, identifies three ways to ensure respect with IHL.
Prevention, measures during armed conflict, and repression. While the latter
two refer to the mechanisms that I have described at pp 153 et seq, the former
relies on the implementation in domestic law, see Sassòli (n 695) 46.

791 The obligation to “respect and ensure respect” can be found in CA 1, see n
1775 for further references. The obligation to disseminate the Conventions can
be found in Art 67 GC I, Art 48 GC II, Art 127 GC III, and Art 144 GC IV.
The obligations with regards to grave breaches can be found in Art 49–52 GC
I, Art 50–53 GC II, Art 129–131 GC III, and Art 146–149 GC IV. See also An-
dreas R Ziegler and Stefan Wehrenberg, ‘Domestic Implementation’ in Andrew
Clapham, Paola Gaeta and Marco Sassòli (eds), The 1949 Geneva Conventions – a
Commentary (Oxford University Press 2015) 648.
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take IHL into consideration whenever appropriate? In this, I will analyse
ground-breaking judgments like the Chechnya Decision of the Russian Con-
stitutional Court. Also, I will explore why Russian courts have never con-
victed anyone for war crimes despite Russia’s frequent involvement in
armed conflicts.

The Russian Constitution of 1993

The current Constitution of the Russian Federation (CRF) was adopted
by national referendum on 12 December 1993. It echoed the ideas of
the radical reformers headed by Boris Yeltsin who had won the power
struggle against more conservative forces.792 Many hailed the CRF as the
“complete departure from the Communist dictatorship and a passage to
democratic government.”793 The new Constitution contains numerous ref-
erences to international law, e.g. in Art 46(3), 55(1), 62(1)(3), 67(2), 69,
and its preamble. Already in its first chapter it addresses the issue of the
interplay of international and national law, notably in Art 15(4) and 17(1).
The status of IHL as a sub-branch of international law hinges upon these
norms.

Art 15 – great expectations

Art 15(4) CRF is the main provision that regulates the interrelation of
Russian law and international law. For the sake of the discussion I have
divided it into two sub-paragraphs.

(i) “The universally-recognised principles and norms of international law
and international treaties of the Russian Federation shall be a component
part of its legal system.
(ii) If an international treaty or agreement of the Russian Federation fixes
other rules than those envisaged by law, the rules of the international agree-
ment shall be applied.”

The application of any norm of international law in the Russian domestic
system relies on this provision. In the following, I will explore the pivotal

1.

1.1

792 See Angelika Nußberger (ed), Einführung in das russische Recht (Beck 2010) 22.
793 Gennady M Danilenko, ‘The New Russian Constitution and International Law’

(1994) 88 The American Journal of International Law 451, 451.
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provision in detail. What does Art 15(4) mean when it speaks about “uni-
versally recognised norms”? Do international norms take precedence over
national law? And what does Art 15(4) entail for IHL in concrete terms?

Art 15(4)(i) – Russia’s gateway to international law

Art 15(4)(i) is the pivotal norm for the incorporation of international
law. “Treaties” and “universally recognised principles and norms” automa-
tically become part of the national “legal system” of Russia without any
further act of implementation. Whether this makes Russia a monist or
dualist country is still subject to debate, even though the majority of
scholars interprets Art 15(4) as “moderate dualism.”794 The question of
monism or dualism, however, has little practical relevance.795 The debate
also carries a significant historical burden, because “monism” in Russia is
historically understood as a tainted concept that allows for excessive inter-
ference in internal affairs.796 Whatever one might call it, the Constitution
displays remarkable openness towards international law which stands in
stark contrast to the strict dualist doctrine of the Soviet Union.797 The

1.1.1

794 Some authors argue in favour of monism, see Ilya Levin and Michael Schwarz,
‘At a crossroads: Russia and the ECHR in the aftermath of Markin’ (Verfas-
sungsblog, 30 January 2015) <https://verfassungsblog.de/crossroads-russia-echr-af-
termath-markin-2/> ; Tarja Långström, Transformation in Russia and International
Law (Martinus Nijhoff Publishers 2003) 375; the majority, however, argues in
favour of dualism: В.Д. Зоркин [V.D. Zorkin], Комментарий к конституции
Российской Федерации [Commentary to the Constitution of the Russian Federa-
tion] (3rd edn, Norma 2013) 158; Angelika Nußberger and Yury Safoklov,
‘Artikel 15’ in Bernd Wieser (ed), Handbuch der russischen Verfassung (Verlag
Österreich 2014) para 21; Julia Haak, Die Wirkung und Umsetzung von Urteilen
des Europäischen Gerichtshofs für Menschenrechte: ein Rechtsvergleich zwischen der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland und der Russischen Föderation (Lit 2018) 146; for an
extensive overview over the different opinions of Russian scholars on this issue
see Bogdan Zimnenko, International Law and the Russian Legal System (William
E Butler tr, Eleven International Publishing 2007); А.А. Ковалев [A.A. Kovalev]
and С.В. Черниченко [S.V. Chernichenko], Международное право [Internation-
al Law] (3rd edn, Омега-л 2008) 80–82.

795 Långström (n 794) 436–437.
796 Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 112–113.
797 The Soviets agreed neither with “Western” monist nor dualist theories but

adopted an approach that resembled a strict dualism, Långström (n 794) 348–
351.
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latter foresaw a rigid separation of the two fields with limited possibilities
for incorporation.798

This gives Art 15(4)(i) a twofold effect: First of all, it automatically
incorporates all “international treaties” on the condition that they have
been ratified.799 The Federal Law ‘On International Treaties of the Russian
Federation’ reiterates this and clarifies that there is no further need for “in-
terior acts for the application” of the treaty.800 Secondly, Art 15(4)(i) also
incorporates all “universally recognised principles and norms” into the nation-
al legal system. What does this include? The Constitution itself does not
define the term “universally recognised principles and norms.” In 1995,
however, the Russian Supreme Court published a resolution in which it
advises Russian courts on how to deal with this provision.801 While the
resolution is non-binding, its guiding principles are widely regarded as
authoritative and they have been confirmed by the Russian Constitutional
Court.802 The Supreme Court argues that “universally recognised norms”
refers to treaty law such as the ICCPR and ICESCR. In addition, it also
includes “other documents” such as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR).”803 The UDHR is not a treaty but originated as a non-

798 Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht (n 792) 61; Tuzmukhamedov (n
703) 386.

799 Постановление Пленума Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 10.10.2003,
N 5 ‘О применении судами общей юрисдикции общепризнанных принципов
и норм международного права и международных договоров Российской
Федерации’ [Resolution of the Plenum of the Supreme Court of the Russian
Federation, 10 October 2003, No 5 ‘On the Application of Universally Recog-
nized Principles and Norms of International Law and International Treaties by
Lower Instance Courts’] para 3.

800 Art 5(3) of the Федеральный закон, 15.07.1995, N 101-ФЗ ‘О международных
договорах Российской
Федерации’ [Federal Law, 15 July 1995, No 101-FЗ ‘On International Treaties of
the Russian Federation’].

801 Постановление Пленума Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 31.10.1995,
N 8 ‘О некоторых вопросах применения судами Конституции Российской
Федерации при осуществлении правосудия’ [Resolution of the Plenum of the
Supreme Court of the Russian Federation, 31 October 1995, No 8 ‘On Certain
Questions of the Application of the Constitution of the Russian Federation by
Courts when Adjudicating’].

802 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 388 with further sources at n 8.
803 Постановление Пленума Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 31.10.1995,

N 8 ‘О некоторых вопросах применения судами Конституции Российской
Федерации при осуществлении правосудия’ [Resolution of the Plenum of the
Supreme Court of the Russian Federation, 31 October 1995, No 8 ‘On Certain
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binding Resolution of the UN General Assembly before it crystallised into
customary law.804

It may surprise the reader that the resolution of the Russian Supreme
Court does not explicitly mention customary international law. At first
glance, this might seem counterintuitive. What is custom, if not a “univer-
sally recognised norm?” Why did the Russian Supreme Court not mention
this fundamental component of international law? The omission of custom
may be attributed to the traditional scepticism that Russian jurists have
harboured against this concept since Soviet times.805 Nevertheless, most
current authors argue that Art 15(4)(i) also covers customary international
law.806 This seems convincing, because treaty law is explicitly mentioned
in Art 15(4). The additional element of “universally recognised norms”
would be deprived of its independent meaning if it were only limited
to treaties. In another resolution (2003) the Supreme Court seems more
open to the concept of customary international law. The Court argued
that 15(4) includes all “rules that are accepted and recognised as legally
binding by the international community as a whole.”807 This comes close
to a description of consuetudo (“accepted”) and opinio iuris (“recognized as
legally binding”), i.e. the two elements that form the basis of customary
law. Hence, it is safe to say that not only treaty law, but also customary in-
ternational law is automatically incorporated into the Russian legal system
thanks to Art 15(4)(i).

Questions of the Application of the Constitution of the Russian Federation by
Courts when Adjudicating’] para 5.

804 Hilary Charlesworth, ‘Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)’, Max
Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law (Oxford University Press 2008)
paras 1, 16.

805 Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht (n 792) 62.
806 Nußberger and Safoklov (n 794) para 24; А.А. Ковалев [A.A. Kovalev] and С.В.

Черниченко [S.V. Chernichenko] (n 794) 111; Haak (n 794) 138; Zimnenko (n
794) 171.

807 Постановление Пленума Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 10.10.2003,
N 5 ‘О применении судами общей юрисдикции общепризнанных принципов
и норм международного права и международных договоров Российской
Федерации’ [Resolution of the Plenum of the Supreme Court of the Russian
Federation, 10 October 2003, No 5 ‘On the Application of Universally Recog-
nized Principles and Norms of International Law and International Treaties by
Lower Instance Courts’.
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Art 15(4)(ii) – establishing a hierarchy

Art 15(4) does more than just open the national legal system to interna-
tional law. The second part of the provision also assigns international law
its place in the national legal hierarchy. In case of collision between an
international “treaty” and a national “law”, the treaty rule shall prevail.
This does not mean that the national law is permanently invalid, but
rather temporarily pushed aside.808

It is important to note that international treaties only take precedence
over ordinary national law. International law remains subordinated to the
Constitution. While, Art 15(4) does not state this subordination in explicit
terms, this is evinced from other constitutional norms: Art 15(1), for exam-
ple, declares that the Constitution “shall have the supreme juridical force.”
The Russian Constitutional Court has always used this provision to argue
that international law may not contradict the Constitution.809 Scholars
also point to Art 125(2)(d) and (6) CRF, which give the Court the power to
review the constitutionality of international treaties before their entering
into force, thus subordinating international law to the CRF.810

It may strike the reader that the second sentence of 15(4) does not
address “universally recognised norms,” let alone customary law. While
customary norms are automatically incorporated by virtue of 15(4)(i), they
do not enjoy the same privileged status as treaty rules under 15(4)(ii). In
a similar vein, the Federal Law ‘On International Treaties of the Russian
Federation’ mentions “adherence to customary norms” in its preamble,
without any further guidance, as to what rank such norms should hold
in the national system.811 Angelika Nußberger ascribes this difference to
the general scepticism towards customary law that dates back to Soviet
times.812 Consequently, customary law finds itself on the same level as or-

1.1.2

808 А.А. Ковалев [A.A. Kovalev] and С.В. Черниченко [S.V. Chernichenko] (n 794)
109.

809 Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации, 09.07.2012,
N 17-П ‘По делу о проверке конституционности не вступившего в силу
международного договора Российской Федерации’ [Ruling of the Constitu-
tional Court of the Russian Federation, 9 July 2012, No 17-P ‘On the Issue of
the Constitutional Review of Treaties of the Russian Federation that Have not
yet Entered into Force’] para 3.

810 See Haak (n 794) 142 with further sources.
811 Федеральный закон, 15.07.1995, N 101-ФЗ ‘О международных договорах

Российской Федерации’ [Federal Law, 15 July 1995 No, 101-FZ ‘On Interna-
tional Treaties of the Russian Federation’].

812 Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht (n 792) 62.
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dinary national law, which means that it can be easily derogated, deleted,
or pushed aside according to the lex posterior principle.813

This reluctance to give customary law an equal status to treaty law
creates tension with regards to IHL. Even today, after 150 years of codifi-
cation, certain domains of IHL heavily depend on customary internation-
al law. The framework of non-international armed conflicts (NIACs) in
particular relies heavily on custom, because treaty law remains underde-
veloped.814 For example, while in international armed conflicts (IACs)
States have agreed on ample treaty rules on the conduct of hostilities, the
treaties that apply in NIAC do not even touch upon this issue.815 The fun-
damental principles that govern hostilities – distinction, proportionality,
and precautions – have never been codified for NIACs. Nevertheless, it is
universally accepted that the IAC treaty rules apply in NIACs by virtue of
their customary nature.816 The ICRC Customary Law Study has identified,
written down, and thus “quasi-codified” all customary norms in IAC and
NIAC. This entire body of law would not enjoy the elevated status of treaty
law in Russia. I will explain below what this means in concrete terms using
the example of war crimes.

Art 17(1) – a heart for humanity?

If Art 15(4)(ii) denies customary norms the privileged status under the
Russian Constitution, is there another way to achieve such privilege under
the CRF? Some argue that Art 17 CRF may elevate the status of certain
customary norms. It reads:

“In the Russian Federation recognition and guarantees shall be provided
for the rights and freedoms of man and citizen according to the universally
recognised principles and norms of international law and according to the
present Constitution.”

1.2

813 А.А. Ковалев [A.A. Kovalev] and С.В. Черниченко [S.V. Chernichenko] (n 794)
111.

814 See e.g. Blank, 223. Generally, CA 3 applies to all non-international armed
conflicts. In addition, AP II applies provided that the threshold of Art 1(1) AP II
is met.

815 See Art 48–60 AP I.
816 Theodor Meron, ‘The Geneva Conventions as Customary Law’ (1987) 81 Ameri-

can Journal of International Law 348, 348–349. See also ICRC, Customary IHL
Database, Rules 1, 14, 15, and in a wider sense Rules 1–24.
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The language of the Article is somewhat cryptic. Yet, certain scholars think
that it places “rights and freedoms of man” on the same rank as the
Constitution817 or even above.818 Others vehemently oppose this view and
regard Art 17(1) as a mere “general political statement.”819 The majority
of scholars, however, acknowledge that Art 17(1) elevates the “rights and
freedoms of man” beyond ordinary law, but stress that these rights take a
rank below the Constitution.820 In essence, this would equate the status of
such “rights and freedoms” to the status of international treaties – above
ordinary law and below the Constitution. If one accepts this finding, the
elevated status under Art 17(1) would not only apply to treaties, but also to
customary norms. After all, Art 17(1) mentions the “universally recognised
principles” which – as I have shown above – include treaties and custom.
It would seem only logical to interpret the term in the same way as in Art
15(1).821 Could this also elevate customary IHL to a status above ordinary
national law? Or in other words: Does IHL fall under the “rights and
freedoms of man?”

Historically, IHL was perceived as classic inter-State law that protected
individuals without granting them individual rights. This is a fundamental
difference when compared with Human Rights Law. The past decades,
however, may have changed this inter-State nature of IHL turning it into a
field that also confers rights on individuals.822 This change is controversial

817 See e.g. И.И. Лукашук [I.I. Lukashuk], Нормы международного права в
правовой системе России [Norms of International Law in the Legal Sytem of
Russia] (Спарк 1997) 39–40.

818 See e.g. В.П. Звеков [V.P. Zvekov], Б. И. Осминин [B.I. Osminin],
Комментарий к Федеральному закону ‘О международных договорах
Российской Федерации’ [Commentary to the Federal Law ’On international
Treaties of the Russian Federation’] (Спарк 1996) 17.

819 Manja Hussner, Die Übernahme internationalen Rechts in die russische und deutsche
Rechtsordnung: eine vergleichende Analyse zur Völkerrechtsfreundlichkeit der Verfas-
sungen der Russländischen Föderation und der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Ibidem
2005) 94.

820 Gennady M Danilenko, ‘Implementation of International Law in CIS States:
Theory and Practice’ (1999) 10 European journal of international law 51, 64;
Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht (n 792) 63; И.И. Лукашук [I.I.
Lukashuk] (n 817) 39–40; Haak (n 794) 139; Igor Lukashuk, ‘Das neue russische
Gesetz über internationale Verträge und das Völkerrecht’ (1997) 43 Osteuropa-
Recht 182, 183.

821 Rainer Arnold and Anastasia Berger, ‘Artikel 17’ in Bernd Wieser (ed), Hand-
buch der russischen Verfassung (Verlag Österreich 2014) para 9.

822 See Lawrence Hill-Cawthorne, ‘Rights under International Humanitarian Law’
(2017) 28 European Journal of International Law 1187, 1215. Hill-Cawthorne
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and ongoing.823 In scholarly literature on Art 17(1) the scope of “rights
and freedoms of man” is limited to human rights law.824 None of the au-
thors addresses the question whether “the rights and freedoms of man”
could include IHL norms. Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov who has published
one of the most comprehensive articles on IHL implementation in Russia
does not even mention Art 17(1).825 This avenue appears to be unchartered
terrain, unexplored by Russian or international scholars alike. Hence, it
would be premature to draw any conclusions at this point. While Art 17(1)
might include IHL in the future, it is currently restricted to human rights
law and similar norms.

Conclusion

Scholars agree that Russia’s Constitution is open to international law.
Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov speaks of a text that is “conducive” to the
incorporation of international norms.826 Nußberger commends its “open-
ness to international law.”827 Gennady Danilenko regards the Constitution
as proof of the “desire of democratic Russia to become an open and
law-abiding member of the international community.”828 William E Butler
hails the “considerable innovation” of Art 15(4) that embraces internation-
al law as an integral part of the Russian legal system.829 Indeed, Art 15(4)
demonstrates that the Russian Constitution holds international law in

1.3

retraces the development towards granting individual rights. He argues that
“early support for the individual rights perspective appeared to be superseded
by practice relating to war reparations over much of the 20th century, only to
re-emerge again in recent practice that, in part, reflects a more legalized (and
individualized) approach to reparations for violations of IHL. The inclusion in
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court of the power to award
reparations to victims of international crimes is indicative of this more recent
trend.”

823 ibid 1211–1212.
824 Arnold and Berger (n 821) para 9; Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht

(n 792) 63.
825 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703).
826 ibid 396.
827 Nußberger, Einführung in das russische Recht (n 792) 62.
828 Danilenko (n 793) 452.
829 William E Butler, ‘Foreign Policy Discourses as Part of Understanding Russia

and International Law’ in P Sean Morris (ed), Russian Discourses on International
Law: Sociological and Philosophical Phenomenon (Routledge 2018) 194.
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high regard. It stands in stark contrast to the isolationist approach of
the Soviet Union and even grants international treaty law priority over
national law. Unfortunately, this privilege does not extend to customary
international law, which still plays an important role in IHL.

At the moment of writing, however, the Constitution’s remarkable
openness faces an uncertain future. On 15 January 2020 Vladimir Putin
delivered an address to the Federal Assembly. In it he announced an exten-
sive reform of the 1993 Constitution. The centrepiece of the reform lifts
the restriction of two consecutive terms in office and allows him to stay
President until 2036.830 On another note, the reform also touches upon the
status of international law in the Russian legal system. According to Putin

“the requirements of international law and treaties as well as decisions of
international bodies can be valid on the Russian territory only to the point
that they […] do not contradict our Constitution.”831

This clause might surprise the reader, because such constitutional
supremacy already exists under the 1993 Constitution. While it gives inter-
national law precedence over ordinary national law, it subordinates it to
the Constitution. However, by such a pointed re-iteration of the status quo
Putin’s statement signals to the international community that any external
interference by means of international law is unwanted and will be met
with fierce resistance.832

The constitutional reforms have already passed Parliament and were
confirmed by a popular vote with an approval rate of 79 percent.833 While
Art 15 CRF remained unchanged, the reforms modified Art 79 CRF which
now stipulates that “decisions by international organs […] that contradict
the Constitution […] are not subject to implementation in the Russian

830 For details on the reform see Thielko Grieß, ‘Verfassungsänderungen in Russ-
land: Der Plan des Autokraten’ (Deutschlandfunk, 20 April 2020) <https://www.
deutschlandfunk.de/verfassungsaenderungen-in-russland-der-plan-des-autokrate
n.724.de.html?dram:article_id=475021>.

831 President of Russia, ‘Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly’ (15 January
2020) <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/62582>.

832 Yulia Ioffe, ‘The Amendments to the Russian Constitution: Putin’s Attempt
to Reinforce Russia’s Isolationist Views on International Law?’ (EJIL Talk!, 29
January 2020) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-amendments-to-the-russian-constitu-
tion-putins-attempt-to-reinforce-russias-isolationist-views-on-international-law/>.

833 Amy Mackinnon, ‘Putin’s Russia Gets Voters’ Rubber Stamp’ (Foreign Policy, 3
July 2020) <https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/03/putin-russia-voter-rubber-stam
p-approval-constitutional-referendum-2036/>.
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Federation.”834 Putin’s constitutional “corrections”835 will not put an end
to the Constitution’s openness towards international law on paper. They
will, however, reinforce a tendency that we have already seen in practice
over the past years; a trend of growing isolationism and scepticism towards
international law.836

Other selected acts of implementation

The Order of the Ministry of Defence of the Soviet Union (16 February
1990) transformed the Geneva Conventions and its Additional Protocols
into national law.837 It is still in force today. Since then, Russia has enacted
a plethora of instruments that deal with IHL. In the following, I will
present the most important aspects of this legislation and analyse its im-
pact.

Criminal law – Russian minimalism

International Criminal Law (ICL) has become a central pillar in the imple-
mentation of IHL. National courts play an increasingly important role

2.

2.1

834 For a comparative table highlighting all changes in the Russian Constitution see
<http://duma.gov.ru/media/files/WRg3wDzAk8hRCRoZ3QUGbz84pI0ppmjF.p
df>.

835 In Russian: “поправки.”
836 Recently, this scepticism surfaced with regards to the implementation of judg-

ments of the ECtHR. The Russian Constitutional Court, for example, opposed
the implementation of the judgments ECtHR, Anchugov and Gladkov v Russia,
Nos 11157/04 and 15162/05, 9 December 2019 and ECtHR, OAO Neftyanaya
Kompaniya Yukos v Russia, No 14902/04, Judgment Just Satisfaction, 31 July
2014. This trend, however, is not confined to the case law of the ECtHR, but it
affects international law in a wider sense and thus also IHL. For details see Bill
Bowring, ‘Russian Cases in the ECtHR and the Question of Implementation’ in
Lauri Mälksoo and Wolfgang Benedek (eds), Russia and the European Court of
Human Rights: the Strasbourg Effect (Cambridge University Press 2017); Mälksoo,
Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 121; Ioffe (n 832).

837 USSR Ministry of Defence, 16 February 1990, Order No 75 promulgating
the Geneva Conventions on the Protection of Victims of War of 12 August
1949 and their Additional Protocols. Such an implementing act was necessary,
because the Soviet Constitution did not contain a clause like 15(4) CRF that
would have given treaties immediate effect in the domestic system.
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in this process.838 Russian scholars have always taken specific interest in
the issue of war crimes.839 Maybe the reasons for this curiosity lie in
Russia’s history. Long before the emergence of modern-day ICL, the Rus-
sian Empire criminalised violations of the laws of war.840 At Nuremberg,
the Soviets played a crucial role, and Soviet Scholars like Aron Traynin
contributed immensely to the breath-taking development of ICL after
the Second World War.841 Today, there are several Russian textbooks on
ICL842 which is part of Russian curricula, and Russian scholars debate
world events such as the wars in former Yugoslavia under the angle of
individual criminal responsibility.843

How did the Russian government translate this enthusiasm into nation-
al law? First of all, the criminalisation of war crimes is not a voluntary
act. States have a hard-law obligation to make certain violations of IHL
crimes under domestic law. The Geneva Conventions of 1949 introduced
the concept of “grave breaches.”844 The term describes acts of such gravity
that States have an obligation to “enact legislation necessary to provide
effective penal sanctions.”845 In addition, it is widely recognised that seri-
ous violations other than “grave breaches” may represent war crimes.846

States need to repress such violations of IHL effectively and have a legal

838 Barbora Holá, Róisín Mulgrew and Joris van Wijk (eds), ‘Special Issue: National
Prosecutions of International Crimes: Sentencing Practices and (Negotiated)
Punishments’ (2019) 19 International Criminal Law Review 1.

839 See e.g. Esakov (n 702).
840 ibid 372. The author quotes Art 267 and Art 273–275 of the Войнский устав о

наказаниях [Military Law on Punishments] of 1868 that foresaw a punishment
for imposing an unauthorised indemnity on residents of localities occupied by
the army, robbing dead or wounded soldiers, and pillaging.

841 А.Н. Трайнин [A.N. Traynin] (n 474). For the Soviets’ role at Nuremberg see
above at p 111.

842 А. В. Наумов [A.V. Naumov], Международное уголовное право [International
Criminal Law] (2nd edn, Юрайт 2014).

843 See Е.Ю. Гуськова [E.Yu. Guskova], А.Б. Мезяев [A.B. Mezayev] and А.И.
Филимонова [A.I. Filimonova] (eds), Международный трибунал по бывшей
Югославии: Деятельность. Результаты. Эффективность. [The International
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia: Actions. Results. Effectiveness.] (Индрик 2012).

844 For the criminalisation of grave breaches see Knut Dörmann and Robin Geiß,
‘The Implementation of Grave Breaches into Domestic Legal Orders’ (2009) 7
Journal of International Criminal Justice 703.

845 Art 49–52 GC I, Art 50–53 GC II, Art 129–131 GC III, Art 146–149 GC IV; see
also Art 85 AP I.

846 See ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 156 and Cassese and Gaeta (n 466)
67–70.
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framework in place that allows for criminal prosecution.847Usually, this
requires – even in monist countries – some sort of implementation into
criminal law, in order to observe the principle nulla poena sine lege.848

The Soviet Union ratified the Geneva Convention in 1954. Shortly
afterwards, the Criminal Code of the RSFSR (1960) was adopted and
translated some of the grave breaches into national law. It criminalised
violence against POWs,849 the civilian population, and civilian property.850

It also banned the misuse of the Red Cross emblem.851 After the fall of
the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation adopted a new Criminal Code in
1996 (CCRF) which is still in force today. Unfortunately, the CCRF only
contains one provision that directly refers to war crimes – Art 356.852 It
reads:

“Cruel treatment of prisoners of war or civilians, deportation of civilian
populations, pillage of national property in occupied territories, and use in a
military conflict of means and methods of warfare prohibited by an interna-
tional treaty of the Russian Federation, shall be punishable by deprivation
of liberty for a term of up to 20 years.”

The provision has three major weaknesses. The first shortcoming of Art
356 is obvious. It is simply too short. Tuzmukhamedov argues that the
Russian legislator “squeezed the whole body of international humanitarian
law into a single sentence.”853 Unsurprisingly, this was doomed to fail. Art
356 does not even cover all grave breaches the criminalisation of which is
explicitly prescribed by the Geneva Conventions. While open terminology
like “cruel treatment of civilians or POWs” could be stretched to include
many acts, it could hardly cover “compelling a protected civilian or a POW
to serve in the forces of a hostile power; wilfully depriving a protected
civilian or POW of the right to a fair trial; taking hostages; and destruction

847 See e.g. ILC, ‘The Obligation to Extradite or Prosecute (Aut Dedere Aut Judi-
care) – Final Report’ (2014) para 18.

848 Sassòli, Bouvier and Quintin (n 72) 360–361.
849 Art 268 of the Criminal Code (1960) of the RSFSR.
850 Art 266 and Art 267 of the Criminal Code (1960) of the RSFSR.
851 Art 202 and Art 269 of the Criminal Code (1960) of the RSFSR. While the

misuse of the emblem does not amount to a grave breach, the First Geneva
Convention obliges States to prevent such conduct, see Art 54 GC I and Art 45
GC II, see n 859.

852 There are other provisions that deal with related issues, such as ecocide (Art
358), mercenarism (Art 359), and the use of a weapon of mass destruction (Art
356(2)).

853 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 390.
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of property not justified by military necessity.”854 All of them, however, are
listed as grave breaches in the Geneva Conventions. On top of that, Art
356 does not criminalise many “other serious violations of IHL” despite
the fact that they are widely accepted as war crimes.855 To compare: The
Rome Statute lists 26 such violations. They are not grave breaches, but
nevertheless war crimes.856 Many of them will fall outside the scope of
Art 356.857 Finally, Art 356 falls short in other aspects. It does not contain
a clause on command responsibility,858 and it does not criminalise the
misuse of the Red Cross or Red Crescent emblem.859 The latter is especial-
ly surprising, because the previous Criminal Code of the RSFSR (1960)
contained such a provision.860

In theory, the prevalence clause of Art 15(4)(ii) CRF could fill these
gaps. Is this not a classic case, where ordinary law (i.e. the Criminal Code)
contradicts international treaties (i.e. the Geneva Conventions)?861 This

854 See Art 148 GC IV and Art 132 GC III.
855 Cassese and Gaeta (n 466) 67–70. For NIAC, treaty law does not define grave

breaches at all. Yet, it is widely accepted that war crimes are not restricted to
grave breaches and that such crimes may also occur in NIAC, see n 846.

856 See Art 8 No 2(b) ICC Statute.
857 See e.g. Art 8 No 2(b)(xiv) ICC Statute: “declaring abolished, suspended or

inadmissible in a court of law the rights and actions of the nationals of the
hostile Party”; Art 8 No 2(b)(xxiii) ICC Statute: “utilizing the presence of a
civilian or other protected person to render certain points, areas or military
forces immune from military operations”; Art 8 No 2(b)(xxv) ICC Statute:
“intentionally using starvation of civilians as a method of warfare by depriving
them of objects indispensable to their survival, including wilfully impeding
relief supplies as provided for under the Geneva Conventions”; Art 8 No 2(b)
(xxvi) ICC Statute: “conscripting or enlisting children under the age of fifteen
years into the national armed forces or using them to participate actively in
hostilities.”

858 Esakov (n 702) 382. See also Art 86 AP I.
859 While the misuse of the emblem does not amount to a grave breach, the Geneva

Conventions oblige States to prohibit such conduct under Art 54 GC I and 45
GC II; see also Art 6 AP III which Russia, however, has not ratified. Only the
perfidious misuse of the emblem represents a grave breach under Art 85(3)(f).

860 Art 202 Criminal Code of the RSFSR (1960).
861 See also the 2003 Resolution of the Supreme Court which argues that in

the case of Art 356 international treaty law could be applied directly to crim-
inalise a certain act, Постановление Пленума Верховного Суда Российской
Федерации, 10.10.2003, N 5 ‘О применении судами общей юрисдикции
общепризнанных принципов и норм международного права и международных
договоров Российской Федерации’ [Resolution of the Plenum of the Supreme
Court of the Russian Federation, 10 October 2003, No 5 ‘On the Application of
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approach, however, encounters two problems. First, what penalty would
a court give for a violation? The Geneva Conventions do not provide any
guidance in this respect but leave it up to the legislator.862 Secondly, it is
very unlikely that a Russian court would have recourse to international
law in order to introduce a crime that is not part of the criminal code.
Unlike other treaties, the Criminal Code does not even reproduce the
prevalence clause.863 Furthermore, experience shows that judges concern
themselves chiefly with national law. For these reasons, Anatoly Naumov
even deems the direct application of international crimes by Russian
courts “practically impossible.”864

The second shortcoming of Art 356 CCRF lies in its blatant disregard
for customary law. The provision refers to “means and methods of warfare
prohibited by treaties of the Russian Federation” and thereby completely
excludes custom.865 As I have explained above, this is highly problematic,
because the entire framework of the conduct of hostilities depends on cus-
tomary rules in NIAC. No treaty rules enshrine the principles of distinc-
tion, proportionality and precautions in NIAC – yet they form the central
pillars of any military attack. It is widely accepted among scholars, States,
and international organisations that an intentional violation of these prin-
ciples in NIAC constitutes a war crime.866 Since their application entirely
depends on customary international law, they fall outside the scope of Art
356. Interestingly, some Russian scholars seem to overlook this deficiency.
Kuznetsovoy writes in his commentary that

Universally Recognized Principles and Norms of International Law and Interna-
tional Treaties by Lower Instance Courts’].

862 See Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 391.
863 ibid 390–391.
864 А. В. Наумов [A.V. Naumov] (n 842) 57. Naumov argues that Decision No

5 (10.10.2013) of the Supreme Court does not foresee a direct application of
international law through the courts. Rather, the State is bound to implement
international law. Whatever the merit of this argument, the ruling of the
Supreme Court makes it highly unlikely that any lower court will go against
it.

865 Leaving aside IHL, Art 356 CCRF may also violate the principle of nullum
crimen sine lege certa. However, since Art 356 has never actually been applied by
Russian courts – as I will explain below – no one has ever challenged it before
the Constitutional Court, see Esakov (n 702) 380.

866 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Decision on the Defence Motion
for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, 2 October 1995, paras 135–136; ICTY,
The Prosecutor v Tihomir Blaškić (IT-95–14), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 March
2000, para 176; ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 156; see also Art 8(2)(e)
(i)-(iv) ICC Statute.
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“As is well known the rules of war are not only regulated in international
treaties, but also in custom. […] However, the most serious war crimes
with respect to the conduct of war have been codified in international
instruments. The reference to international treaties in Art 356 means that it
must be a treaty which is ratified and in force.”867

The author thus excludes customary law from the scope of Art 356, but
claims that treaty law enshrines the most “serious war crimes.” For NIAC,
however, such treaty law simply does not exist.

Art 356 gives us no leeway to close this gap. While the Criminal Code
states in Art 1(2) that it is based on the “generally recognised principles
and norms of international law” this is hardly enough to introduce a refer-
ence to customary law against the strict wording of Art 356. Even the Rus-
sian Constitution cannot fix this problem, because its prevalence clause of
Art 15 (4)(ii) CRF does not apply to customary law. It only elevates treaty
law to a status above ordinary legislation. Finally, the Russian Supreme
Court is openly sceptical of a direct application of international law in
domestic criminal proceedings. It argues that international law which pro-
vides “elements of criminally punishable actions cannot be directly applied
by the courts.”868 In any case, national judges are unlikely to deduce a
criminal provision directly from international law in practice, as I have
pointed out above.

In sum, Russian penal legislation contains numerous lacunas with re-
gards to war crimes. There is no prospect for quick remedy. The faults have
existed since 1996. In 2003 Tuzmukhamedov still hoped that they could
be repaired as soon as Russia ratified the ICC Statute which it had signed
in 2000.869 Today, this has become a distant dream after Moscow publicly

867 Н.Ф. Кузнецовой [N.F. Kuznetsovoy], Комментарий к уголовному кодексу
Российской Федерации [Commentary to the Criminal Code of the Russian Federa-
tion] (2nd edn, Зерцало 1998) 784.

868 While the Supreme Court cites Art 356 as an exception to this rule (because
it explicitly refers to the treaties of the Russian Federation) this exception
would only apply to treaty law – not customary law, see Постановление
Пленума Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 10.10.2003, N 5 ‘О
применении судами общей юрисдикции общепризнанных принципов и норм
международного права и международных договоров Российской Федерации’
[Resolution of the Plenum of the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation, 10
October 2003, No 5 ‘On the Application of Universally Recognized Principles
and Norms of International Law and International Treaties by Lower Instance
Courts’] para 3.

869 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 391.
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withdrew its signature in 2016.870 What remains is a deficient framework.
While Russian scholars seem to share the general enthusiasm for legisla-
tion concerning war crimes, and their recognition as such, Moscow does
not like to “consider that international criminal law could play a certain
role in Russia’s own historical and political contexts.”871 We find evidence
for this bias not only in the sloppy wording of Art 356 CCRF, but also in
the attitude concerning the prosecution of war criminals before Russian
courts, as I will explain below at page 207.

Legislation concerning the armed forces – Russian abundance

Unlike in the sphere of war crimes, there is no shortage of IHL legislation
in military law. A number of instruments spell out the rights and obliga-
tions of Russian soldiers under IHL. Firstly, the ‘Law on the Status of
Military Service Personnel’ (1998) contains a reference that soldiers need
to observe the “universally recognised principles and norms of internation-
al law and the international treaties of the Russian Federation.”872 The
wording is identical to Art 15(4)(i) CRF which suggests that the reference
comprises treaty and customary law.

Secondly, the ‘Service Regulation of the Armed Forces of the Russian
Federation’ (2007) urges Armed Forces to “know and respect the norms
of international humanitarian law, the rules on the treatment of the
wounded and sick, shipwrecked persons, medical and spiritual personnel,
civilians in the zone of military operations as well as prisoners of war.”873

2.2

870 Распоряжение Президента Российской Федерации, 16.11.2016, N 361-рп ‘О
намерении Российской Федерации не стать участником Римского Статута
Международного Уголовного Суда’ [Decree of the President of the Russian
Federation, 16 November 2016, No 361-rp ‘On the Intention of the Russian
Federation Not to Become a Party to the Rome Statute of the ICC’]; see also
above at p 155.

871 Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 136.
872 Федеральный закон, 27.05.1998, N 76-ФЗ ‘О статусе военнослужащих’ [Fed-

eral Law, 27 May 1998, No 76-F3 ‘On the Status of Military Service Personnel’]
Art 26.

873 ‘Устав внутренней службы Вооруженных Сил Российской Федерации’
утвержден указом Президента Российской Федерации, 10.11.2007, N 1495
[‘Service Regulation of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’ Confirmed
by Presidential Decree of 10 November 2007 No 1495] para 22.
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Thirdly, the ‘Ministry of Defence Order No 333’ (1999) regulates the
education of soldiers in IHL.874 It was later replaced by ‘Order No 878’
(2013) according to which education plays an important role to “realize
the obligations of the Russian Federation concerning dissemination of
IHL”875 The Order foresees IHL training for all soldiers, the dissemination
of the laws, and considers education in IHL an “integral part of the prepa-
ration for military service.”876 Legal training furthermore became manda-
tory for officers and may be a prerequisite for receiving a promotion in the
Army.877 At this point, it is worth noting that Russia has always been very
progressive in terms of IHL education – not only with regards to its armed
forces. After the fall of the USSR, Moscow allowed the ICRC to introduce
a subject called “humanitarian values” in schools. It included elements of
IHL and other humanitarian subjects. Students in higher classes even had
to take a written IHL exam. The programme reached around 20 million
school children between the ages of 11 and 17 before it was phased out.878

Fourthly, Russia issued a military manual in 2001.879 This voluminous
document contains 182 paragraphs that summarise the central elements
of IHL such as the rules governing the conduct of hostilities, the rules
in occupied territories, naval and aerial warfare, and the dissemination of
IHL. It can be considered as very progressive and is partly based on the
German military manual.880

Finally, Russia has made numerous references to the importance of in-
ternational law in general. Moscow’s ‘Foreign Policy Conception’ (2016),

874 Приказ, 29.05.1999, N 333 ‘О правовом обучении в Вооруженных Силах
Российской Федерации’ [Order No 333, 29 May 1999 ‘On the Legal Training of
the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’].

875 See the introductory paragraph of Приказ, 07.12.2013, N 878 ‘О правовом
обучении в Вооруженных Силах Российской Федерации’ [Order No 878, 7
December 2013 ‘On the Legal Training of the Armed Forces of the Russian
Federation’].

876 ibid para 2.
877 ibid para 9; see also ‘Наставление по международному гуманитарному праву

для Вооруженных Сил Российской Федерации’, 08.08.2001 [‘Manual on Inter-
national Humanitarian Law for the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’, 8
August 2001] para 182.

878 Matthew Evangelista, ‘How the Geneva Conventions Matter’ in Matthew Evan-
gelista and Nina Tannenwald (eds), Do the Geneva Conventions Matter (Oxford
University Press 2017) 340.

879 ‘Наставление по международному гуманитарному праву для Вооруженных
Сил Российской Федерации’, 08.08.2001 [‘Manual on International Humanitar-
ian Law for the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’, 8 August 2001].

880 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 394.
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for instance, is “based on the generally accepted norms of international
law.”881 The 2015 ‘Decree on the Strategy of National Security’ used a simi-
lar formula and holds international law in high regard.882

Conclusion

On the one hand, the Russian war crimes framework remains painfully
incomplete. Some even call the 1996 Criminal Code a “step back” com-
pared with the legislation of Soviet times.883 On the other hand, Russia
can boast an impressive compendium of legal instruments that refer to the
laws of war. To some degree, this shows that Russia remains genuinely
committed to the implementation of IHL. Yet, the question remains if and
how this framework is applied in practice. Tuzmukhamedov suggests that
there might be a discrepancy between law and life:

“The legal framework is there. All members of the armed forces are aware
that they are bound by international humanitarian law and that violators
will be punished. They are under orders to study international humanitar-
ian law and their knowledge is tested periodically. Promotion within the
armed forces could depend in part on the results of those tests. What is not so
clear is how that law would be enforced, should the need arise.”884

2.3

881 Para 23 of Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation (approved by
President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on 30 November 2016); an
English translation is available at <https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/officia
l_documents/‑/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248>; for details
on the current Foreign Policy Concept and the role of Foreign Policy Concepts
in Russia see Butler (n 829).

882 “Российская Федерация сосредоточивает усилия на укреплении […]
обеспечении стратегической стабильности и верховенства международного
права в межгосударственных отношениях.“ [The Russian Federation focusses
its efforts on strengthening the strategic stability and primacy of internation-
al law in international relations], taken from Указ Президента Российской
Федерации, 31.12.2015, N 683 ‘О Стратегии национальной безопасности
Российской Федерации’ [Decree of the President of the Russian Federation,
31 December 2015, No 683 ‘On the Strategy of National Security of the Russian
Federation’] available in Russian at <http://kremlin.ru/acts/bank/40391>; an
updated security doctrine is expected for 2020.

883 Бахтияр Тузмухамедов [Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov] ‘Как воевать по
правилам? [How to Wage War by the Rules?]’ (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 15 Febru-
ary 2010) <http://www.ng.ru/dipkurer/2010-02-15/11_wars.html>.

884 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 395–396.
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Indeed, what if the need arises? Are these military regulations only empty
words? At this point we leave the sphere of implementation and risk delv-
ing into Russia’s conduct in recent wars. I will treat this subject extensively
in Chapters III, IV, and V. But before that, I would like to shed light on
another aspect of implementation: what role do Russian courts play in
translating IHL into the domestic system? Do they refer to IHL when deal-
ing with issues related to armed conflict?

IHL before Russian courts

Domestic courts play a crucial role in the implementation of IHL. On
the one hand, they contribute to IHL by interpreting and developing
the law in concrete cases. On the other hand, they can impose judicial
review on the executive branch.885 Yet, analysing the implementation of
IHL through the Russian judiciary often means listening to the sound
of silence. While William E. Butler highlights that courts have played a
“veritably revolutionary role” in the implementation of international law
in general, IHL has not received a lot of attention.886 There is one notable
exception: the Chechnya Decision (1995) of the Constitutional Court. It
represented a landmark ruling and could have strengthened respect for
IHL in the long run.887 However, ever since then, a strange silence has
come upon Russian courts. Judges (and prosecutors) have ignored IHL in
cases where it should have played a leading role.

3.

885 Laurie R Blank, ‘Understanding When and How Domestic Courts Apply IHL’
(2011) 44 Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 205, 224.

886 Butler (n 829) 195.
887 Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации, 31.07.1995,

N 10-П [Ruling of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation, 31
July 1995, No 10-P] in the following Chechnya Decision; an unofficial English
translation of the decision is available at <https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl
/ihl-nat.nsf/caseLaw.xsp?documentId=B0DD23E1E049B402C1257EF2005B87ED
&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=RU&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-9
92BUA&from=state&SessionID=DNLLK0ZN62>.
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The Chechnya Decision – a wake-up call?

Paola Gaeta, one of today’s leading experts in the field of IHL and ICL,888

commented on the Chechnya Decision in 1996. According to her, the deci-
sion of the Constitutional Court

“[…] must be commended for the strongly internationalist outlook it reflects.
The Court has given pride of place to international law […] The Court
proves to be fully conscious that even the highest bodies of the Russian
Federation must comply not only with constitutional provisions, but also
with international rules whenever such rules impinge upon the conduct of
State organs at home or abroad.”889

What prompted the Italian scholar to sing such praise unto the Consti-
tutional Court of the Russian Federation? Undoubtedly, the Chechnya
ruling is the single most important decision with regards to IHL in Russia.
The Court had to assess the constitutionality of certain decrees passed by
President Yeltsin during the First Chechen War.890 I will explain the legal
and practical issues of the Chechen Wars in great detail below at page 279.
Nevertheless, the Court’s ground-breaking decision must be understood
against its historical background. For this reason, I would like to provide
the reader with the context. The First Chechen War lasted from 1994–
1996. Moscow aimed to quash separatist tendencies in the self-proclaimed
independent Chechen Republic which was officially part of the Russian
Federation. In many respects, the conflict can be called “Yeltsin’s war.” It
was waged without the approval of Parliament and based on the decrees
of a single man: President Yeltsin.891 He called the fully-fledged war in
Chechnya a “fight against bandits” and considered it a law enforcement
operation outside the scope of IHL.892

3.1

888 See e.g. Cassese and Gaeta (n 466); Clapham, Gaeta and Sassòli (n 543).
889 Paola Gaeta, ‘The Armed Conflict in Chechnya before the Russian Constitu-

tional Court’ (1996) 7 European Journal of International Law 563, 570.
890 It concerned the Presidential Decrees No 2137 (30 November 1994), No 2166

(9 December 1994), No 1360 (9 December 1994), and No 1833 (2 November
1993).

891 Matthew Evangelista, The Chechen Wars: Will Russia Go the Way of the Soviet
Union? (Brookings Institution Press 2002) 11 et seq; for the divide between
the Parliament, the Constitutional Court and the President see also Мемориал
[Memorial], ‘Правовые аспекты чеченского кризиса [Legal Aspects of the
Chechen Crisis]’ (1995).

892 See for this p 288.
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A group of deputies challenged his decrees in front of the Constitutional
Court. They argued that they contradicted Art 15(4) CRF, because the
military operation in Chechnya systematically violated IHL.893 The Judges
did not follow this argument. They rather held that the review of concrete
IHL violations “cannot be subject for consideration by the Constitutional
Court and such should be performed by other competent organs.”894 It did
not directly pronounce itself on the question of whether Yeltsin’s decrees
violated Art 15(4) CRF.

The Constitutional Court did, however, make three crucial statements
with regards to IHL. Firstly, it clarified that the situation in Chechnya
represented an armed conflict under IHL and that the rules of Additional
Protocol II – i.e. the framework applicable in NIAC895 – applied. In other
words, the Judges contradicted Yeltsin’s reading that he was conducting a
law enforcement operation against bandits and fanatics outside the scope
of IHL. The Court explicitly stated that the provisions of AP II were
“binding on both parties to the armed conflict.”

Secondly, the Court criticised the government for not having sufficient-
ly implemented IHL into national law after the Geneva Conventions and
its Protocols were promulgated in 1990. While the Supreme Soviet had
instructed the Council of Ministers to do so, “that instruction was not
followed.”896

Thirdly, the Court explained in textbook-like language why the imple-
mentation of IHL is not a mere formality but affects the behaviour of
soldiers on the battlefield. It is worth citing the paragraph in its entirety:

“At the same time improper consideration of these provisions in internal
legislation has been one of the reasons of non-compliance with the rules of
the above-mentioned additional protocol whereby the use of force must be

893 Gaeta (n 889) 566–567.
894 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 5; the Court did not specify who would be the

competent for such a task.
895 The Russian Constitutional Court did not pronounce itself on the applicability

of CA 3. However, applying AP II automatically means applying CA 3. Accord-
ing to Art 1(1) AP II the Protocol “develops and supplements” CA 3. CA 3
applies in all NIACs, whereas AP II only applies if the additional threshold of
Art 1(1) AP II is met, i.e. if there is a NIAC between a State and an armed group
which has “control over a part of its territory as to enable them to carry out
sustained and concerted military operations.”

896 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 5.
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commensurate with the goals and every effort must be made to avoid causing
damage to civilians and their property.”897

Thus, the judgment represented a strong pleading in favour of IHL and
international law in general. Certainly, it would have been even more
desirable if the Constitutional Court had reviewed concrete IHL violations
instead of limiting itself to abstract statements. However, in the light
of the narrow mandate of the Court, its judicial restraint is understand-
able.898

What is much more tragic for IHL, is that the Court’s call for a better
implementation remains unheeded until today.899 Art 356 CCRF exempli-
fies this failure. The provision was adapted only one year after the ruling
but lagged far behind effective implementation. Even more unfortunately,
Yeltsin did not change course, but simply disregarded the judgment. To
him, the Chechen War remained outside the scope of IHL. For this very
reason, Mark Kramer, who has analysed Russia’s attitude in the Chechen
Wars for many years, even considers the judgment counter-productive,
because it “gave the government precisely what it wanted: de facto authori-
sation for federal forces in Chechnya to continue disregarding the Geneva
Conventions.”900 We shall see below that this attitude of denial remained
unchanged during the Second Chechen War (1999–2009) under Vladimir
Putin. While we cannot blame the Court for the fact that the President
refused to abide by a binding decision, it hampered the enthusiasm of
Russian courts to apply IHL in other instances. In the following cases IHL
should have played the lead role, but rather found itself downgraded to a
background actor.

897 ibid para 5.
898 See Angelika Nußberger, Carmen Schmidt and Tamara Mors̆c̆akova (eds), Ver-

fassungsrechtsprechung in der Russischen Föderation: Dokumentation und Analyse der
Entscheidungen des Russischen Verfassungsgerichts 1992–2007 (Engel 2009) 27–28.

899 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 395. See also Бахтияр Тузмухамедов [Bakhtiyar Tuz-
mukhamedov] ‘Как воевать по правилам? [How to Wage War by the Rules?]’
(Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 15 February 2010) <http://www.ng.ru/dipkurer/2010-02-1
5/11_wars.html>.

900 Kramer (n 330) 186–187.
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The Law on Cultural Objects – the beginning of a long silence

The issue of “looted art” has long haunted German-Russian relations.901

In 1998, the Russian Constitutional Court pronounced its decision on
the constitutionality of a Federal Law (in the following ‘Law on Cultural
Objects’) that gave Russia a right to retain artefacts which it had brought
back from occupied Germany after the end of the Second World War.902

The Court had to rule in an extremely tense political context. While the
Germans called these objects “looted”, the Russian law spoke of “cultural
objects relocated to the USSR as a result of the Second World War and
currently located on the territory of the Russian Federation.”903 Does this
constitute stolen art, or legitimate spoils of war?

Works of art were taken both from public museums and private collec-
tions.904 The German Ministry of Culture estimates that the Russian law
concerns around 200 000 art objects as well as 3.6 million books.905 The
dispute touched upon IHL, because the Hague Regulations of 1907 pro-
tected property in occupied territories. The Soviet Union had acceded to

3.2

901 Judy Dempsey, ‘How Looted Art Haunts German-Russian Relations’ (Carnegie
Europe, 24 June 2013) <https://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/52181>.

902 See Art 6 of the Федеральный закон, 15.04.1998, N 64-ФЗ ‘О культурных
ценностях, перемещенных в Союз ССР в результате Второй мировой войны
и находящихся на территории Российской Федерации’ [Federal Law, 14 April
1998, No 64-F3 ‘On Cultural Objects Relocated to the USSR as a Result of
the Second World War and Currently Located on the Territory of the Russian
Federation]; see also Susanne Schoen, Der rechtliche Status von Beutekunst: eine
Untersuchung am Beispiel der aufgrund des Zweiten Weltkrieges nach Russland ver-
brachten deutschen Kulturgüter (Duncker & Humblot 2004) 104–106.

903 Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации по делу
о проверке конституционности Федерального закона, 15.04.1998, ‘О
культурных ценностях, перемещенных в Союз ССР в результате Второй
мировой войны и находящихся на территории Российской Федерации’ [Rul-
ing of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation Concerning the
Constitutionality of Federal Law, 15 April 1998, ‘On Cultural Objects Relocated
to the USSR as a Result of the Second World War Currently Located on the
Territory of the Russian Federation’].

904 Kerstin Holm, ‘Großzügiges Russland’ (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 8
February 2019) <https://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/russland‑erklae
rt‑beutekunst‑diskussion‑fuer‑beendet‑16029668.html>.

905 Deutsches Ministerium für Kultur und Medien, ‘Rückführung von Beutekunst’
<https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg‑de/bundesregierung/staatsministerin
‑fuer‑kultur‑undmedien/kultur/rueckfuehrung-von-beutekunst>.
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the Hague Regulations before the Second World War.906 Hence, any legal
analysis of the constitutionality of the Law on Cultural Objects should
have considered Art 15(4) CRF and the relevant rules of the Hague Regu-
lations. The Constitutional Court, however, argued that the objects were
“seized legally”, because Germany represented an “aggressor State that was
responsible for unleashing the Second World War.”907 While the latter is
of course true, the connection between the two is flawed.908 The Court
mixed ius in bello and ius ad bellum which constitutes a deadly sin under
IHL. The laws of war guarantee the equality of belligerents, no matter
their motives for waging war.909

If the Judges had considered IHL, they would have found it difficult
to justify the Law on Cultural Objects. Already in 1945, the Hague Regula-
tions guaranteed the right to private property in occupied territory. Art
46 explicitly declared that “private property cannot be confiscated.” Art 47
adds that “pillage is formally forbidden.” This means that the seizing of
private collections violated IHL, which corresponds to the position of the
German government.910 In addition, Art 56 prohibits confiscating “works
of art and science” even if they are State property. Hence, none of the
objects were “legally seized” under IHL. Quite on the contrary: there was
a clear prohibition in both in treaty and customary law.911 Russian and in-
ternational scholars like Sergey Marochkin, Vladimir Popov, and Susanne

906 For a discussion whether and how the Soviet Union had ratified the existing
IHL treaties see pp 94 et seq.

907 Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации по делу
о проверке конституционности Федерального закона, 15.04.1998, ‘О
культурных ценностях, перемещенных в Союз ССР в результате Второй
мировой войны и находящихся на территории Российской Федерации’ [Rul-
ing of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation Concerning the
Constitutionality of Federal Law, 15 April 1998, ‘On Cultural Objects Relocated
to the USSR as a Result of the Second World War Currently Located on the
Territory of the Russian Federation’] para 4.

908 I will limit myself to the aspects relevant to IHL. For a comprehensive analysis
of the decision see Schoen (n 902) 108 et seq.

909 See above at p 90.
910 Deutsches Bundesministerium für Kultur und Medien, ‘Rückführung von

Beutekunst’ <https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg‑de/bundesregierung/sta
atsministerin‑fuer‑kultur‑undmedien/kultur/rueckfuehrung-von-beutekunst>.

911 The Hague Regulations had crystallised into customary law before the Second
World War, see above at n 406. Schoen proves the customary status of the
norms applicable to works of art, see Schoen (n 902) 43–45.
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Schoen arrive at the same conclusion.912 The decision of the Constitutional
Court is flawed through its mixture of ius ad bellum and ius in bello, and
thus completely disregards IHL.913

The Burial Law – thou shalt not mourn

The Russian Federal Law ‘On Burial and Undertaking’914 (LBU) received
wide media attention after, in 2002, an amendment inserted Art 14(1)
LBU. According to the provision, the bodies of persons, who have partici-
pated in terrorist acts and died therein, shall neither be handed over to
their families nor shall their place of burial be communicated to their rela-
tives.915 The provision sparked an intense discussion about ethics in war.
While its constitutionality was confirmed by the Russian Constitutional

3.3

912 Sergey Marochkin and Vladimir Popov, ‘International Humanitarian and Hu-
man Rights Law in Russian Courts’ (2012) 2 Journal of International Humani-
tarian Legal Studies 216, 224; Schoen (n 902) 43–45.

913 For the sake of completeness, I should add: This does not preclude that
Germany has forgone these rights by including the works of art in its repa-
ration payments to the Soviet Union. While scholars like Schoen challenge
this view the question lies beyond the scope of IHL; see for this Schoen
(n 902) 51–53. The Constitutional Court treats this issue in para 4 of its
judgment. The Judges drew parallels to peace treaties of the Soviet Union
with the former German allies Italy, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, and Fin-
land arguing that the Treaty on the Final Settlement with Respect to Ger-
many (12 September 1990) put an end to all German claims to the works
of art. See Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации
по делу о проверке конституционности Федерального закона, 15.04.1998,
‘О культурных ценностях, перемещенных в Союз ССР в результате Второй
мировой войны и находящихся на территории Российской Федерации’ [Rul-
ing of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation Concerning the
Constitutionality of Federal Law, 15 April 1998, ‘On Cultural Objects Relocated
to the USSR as a Result of the Second World War Currently Located on the
Territory of the Russian Federation’] para 4. The German government rejects
the view that the works of art were included in the reparation payments,
see Deutsches Bundesministerium für Kultur und Medien, ‘Rückführung von
Beutekunst’ <https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg‑de/bundesregierung/staats
ministerin‑fuer‑kultur‑undmedien/kultur/rueckfuehrung-von-beutekunst>.

914 Федеральный закон, 08.12.1995, N 8-ФЗ ‘О погребении и похоронном деле’
[Federal Law, 8 December 1995, N 8-F3 ‘On burial and Undertaking’].

915 The amendment was inserted by Федеральный закон, 11.12.2002, N 170-ФЗ
[Federal Law, 11 December 2002, No 170-F3].
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Court,916 the ECtHR ruled that 14(1) LBU violated the right to family
life.917 Nevertheless, Russia has not amended the relevant provision so far.

The dispute also touches upon IHL which concerns certain rules on
the treatment of the dead.918 In addition, the law was tailored to the
Chechen terrorists, whose acts – whether lawful or not – took place in
the context of the armed conflict in the Northern Caucasus. The Second
Chechen War still raged on when Art 14(1) LBU was inserted in 2002.919

Nevertheless, the Constitutional Court did not address IHL, not even to
discard its application. The majority vote completely ignored the hint of
Judge Kononov in his dissenting opinion that the Geneva Conventions
contained relevant rules concerning the respect of the dead. Kononov was
outraged that the Court chose to “ignore these highly important norms
of international law.”920 Marochkin and Popov ascribe this silence to the
“deeply seated tradition of courts deciding with reference only to internal
legislation […] and the contemporariness of the current Constitution and
the legal system to which courts are not yet accustomed.”921

The Court need not have feared the application of IHL, because Art
14(1) LBU does not contradict the laws of war. Admittedly, States have a

916 Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации, 28.06.2007,
N 8-П по делу о проверке конституционности статьи 14(1) Федерального
закона ‘О погребении и похоронном деле’ [Ruling of the Constitutional Court
of the Russian Federation, 28 June 2007, No 8-P Concerning the Constitutional
Review of 14(1) of the Federal Law ‘On Burial and Undertaking’].

917 ECtHR, Sabanchiyeva and Others v Russia, No 38450/05, 6 June 2013; ECtHR,
Maskhadova and Others v Russia, No 18071/05, 6 June 2013; ECtHR, Kushtova
and Others v Russia, No 21885/07, 16 January 2014; ECtHR, Arkhestov and Others
v Russia, No 22089/07, 16 January 2014; ECtHR, Zalov and Khakulova v Russia,
No 7988/09, 16 January 2014.

918 See ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rules 112–116; see also See Art 17 GC I,
Art 120 GC III, Art 130 GC IV.

919 The open battle phase had already ended, but it was followed by a vicious
period of guerrilla warfare. The last Russian troops withdrew in 2009, see below
at p 279.

920 The Court did, however, mention other international instruments, such
as the UDHR. For the dissenting judgement of Judge A.L. Kononov
see: Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации,
28.06.2007, N 8-П по делу о проверке конституционности статьи 14(1)
Федерального закона ‘О погребении и похоронном деле’ – Особое Мнение
А.Л. Кононова [Ruling of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation,
28 June 2007, No 8-P Concerning the Constitutional Review of Art 14(1) of
the Federal Law ‘On Burial and Undertaking’ – Separate Opinion of Judge A.L.
Kononov].

921 Marochkin and Popov (n 912) 235–236.
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customary obligation to “endeavour to facilitate the return of the remains
of the deceased […] upon the request of their next of kin.”922 This custom-
ary rule is based on several treaty rules in the Geneva Conventions.923

However, States are only obliged to “endeavour to facilitate” the return of
the dead. This indicates a weak obligation of means, from which certain
exceptions can be made. In addition, even the ICRC Customary Law Study
admits that the rule only exists in IACs.924 The Chechen War, however,
qualified as a NIAC as I will explain below at page 283. Finally, courts in
other countries found provisions like Art 14 LBU to be in line with IHL.
The Israeli Supreme Court, for instance, confirmed that the State may hold
back the bodies of deceased terrorists.925

In conclusion, while Art 14(1) LBU violates the right to family life
under the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) it does not
contradict IHL. However, what is striking is that the Russian Constitution-
al Court avoided any discussion of IHL in its ruling. This is all the more
surprising, because Judge Kononov published a separate opinion, which
suggests that the issue of IHL was raised in discussions but left out on pur-
pose. The Court’s silence stands in stark contrast to its Chechnya Decision
and tells us about the low current standing of IHL in Russia.

War crime trials – living up to Nuremberg?

I have already explained why Art 356 CCRF is a deficient provision. In a
way, it is also a dead provision. There have been no registered convictions
under Art 356 since its introduction in 1996.926 Why is that so? In many
cases, the criminal investigations are already deficient. An act that might
constitute a war crime never reaches the stage of judicial review.927 In
the rare exceptions where an investigation takes place, courts do not refer
to Art 356, but rather sentence the accused for ordinary crimes. In the

3.4

922 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 114.
923 See Art 17 GC I, Art 120 GC III, Art 130 GC IV. The treaty rules would only

apply in an IAC. However, the customary rules are virtually identical.
924 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 114.
925 Heba Nasser and Shatha Hammad, ‘Supreme Court Allows Israel to Continue

Holding Bodies of Killed Palestinians’ (Middle Eastern Eye, 9 September 2019)
<https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/supreme-court-allows-israel-withhold-bod
ies-palestinians>.

926 Esakov (n 702) 380 at n 23.
927 For the deficiencies of the criminal investigations see below at 204.
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following, I will explain both phenomena in detail drawing on examples
from Russia’s recent wars in Chechnya, Georgia and Ukraine.

Criminal convictions for Russian wartime crimes – a handful of
nothing

The rare convictions that Russian courts handed down for wartime crimes
concern Chechnya. The killing of Kheda Kungaeva, a Chechen teenager
who had been abducted, beaten, raped, and murdered by a Russian offi-
cer on duty, represented the first case in which the Russian authorities
successfully prosecuted a wartime crime.928 The case is also known under
the name of the perpetrator – Yuri Budanov. His actions clearly violated
Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions which protects persons not
taking part in the hostilities against murder, cruel treatment and outrages
on personal dignity. The Rostov Military Court, however, “only” convicted
the officer for “abuse of power, abduction and murder.”929 These are all
peacetime crimes.

While the prosecution of Yuri Budanov as such should be welcomed, it
is hard to understand why the Court avoided Art 356 CCRF. The provision
would have covered the crime. The murder of Kheda Kungaeva concerned
the mistreatment and killing of a civilian at the hands of a Russian soldier
which would qualify as “cruel treatment of […] civilians” under Art 356.
Not only did the Court refuse to call the act a war crime, but its verdict
also failed to reflect the gravity of the deed. Budanov was sentenced to 10
years’ imprisonment and conditionally released in 2009.930

There are a few other instances where Russian courts dealt with the
killing of civilians during the Chechen Wars. None of them entailed
convictions under Art 356, even though the crimes were committed by
Russian soldiers in an armed conflict. For example, Eduard Ulman and
three of his subordinates stood accused of having killed six civilians. In
July 2007, a Military Court convicted Ulman and three other culprits

3.4.1

928 Human Rights Watch, ‘Backgrounder on the Case of Kheda Kungaeva – Trial of
Yuri Budanov Set for February 28’ (2001) 1 <https://www.hrw.org/legacy/back-
grounder/eca/chech-bck0226.htm>.

929 See Военная Коллегия Верховного Суда Российской Федерации, 06.10.2003, N
5–072/02 [Military Division of the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation, 6
October 2003, No 5–072/02].

930 Esakov (n 702) 383. After his release, Budanov was murdered in the streets of
Moscow by a Chechen in an act of retaliation.
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to long prison sentences.931 However, they were not there to hear their
verdict. Ulman and two other accused had gone into hiding. Only the
fourth defendant appeared in court. The other three were sentenced in
absentia and up to this day remain on the run.932 In another trial, the Rus-
sian servicemen Evgeny Khudiakov and Sergey Arakcheev were accused of
having killed three Chechen civilians. Khudiakov was sentenced to 17 and
Arakcheev to 15 years of imprisonment. Again, only one defendant was
there to hear the verdict. Arakcheev escaped justice and is still on the loose
today.933

Four out of seven criminals on the run; this lax enforcement is another
setback for the effective punishment of war crimes in Russia. In addition,
none of the accused were convicted of violations of IHL, but only for ordi-
nary crimes. What is truly shocking, however, is the absence of convictions
in relation to the number of victims. The First Chechen War (1994–1996)
claimed between 60 000 and 100 000 deaths, most of them civilians.934 The
Second Chechen War cost the lives of 14 000 civilians during the active
battle phase alone (1999–2002).935 Many more died due to the repressions
in the ensuing guerrilla warfare. There are countless cases of torture, rape,
and enforced disappearances.936

The stark contrast between the tens of thousands of dead civilians and
the handful of convictions is painfully obvious.937 What are the reasons

931 ibid. Unfortunately, the final judgment of the Supreme Court is not available
online. While the defendants were first acquitted by a military Court, the Con-
stitutional Court ordered a retrial without the participation of a jury. Finally,
the Supreme Court quashed the acquittals and ordered a retrial by professional
judges of the Military Court of Northern Caucasus without the participation of
laymen. See Постановление Конституционного Суда Российской Федерации,
06.04.2006, N 3-П [Decision of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federa-
tion, 6 April 2006, No 3-P].

932 See e.g. ‘Где сейчас находится капитан Ульман? [Where is Captain Ulman
Now?]’ (Yandex Zen, 5 February 2019) <https://zen.yandex.ru/media/faculty_of_
history/gde-seichas-nahoditsia-kapitan-ulman-5c58363c18d56e00ae42e423>.

933 Amnesty International, ‘Europe and Central Asia Summary of Amnesty Inter-
national’s Concerns in the Region, July–December 2007 (EUR 01/001/2008)’
(2008) 72.

934 Emil Souleimanov, An Endless War: The Russian-Chechen Conflict in Perspective
(Peter Lang 2007) 125.

935 ibid 171.
936 See for this below at pp 288 et seq.
937 Civilian deaths may be justified under IHL as proportional “collateral damage”,

see Art 51(5) AP I and ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 14. However, the
numbers in Chechnya point to an absolutely disproportionate death rate among
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for this judicial silence? It may be the lack of political willingness to admit
that Chechnya constituted an armed conflict under IHL. It may be the ab-
stract wording of Art 356 which deters courts and prosecutors for ventur-
ing into unchartered terrain. It may be the lack of precedents.938 Whatever
the reasons, the result is clear: perpetrators enjoy impunity for their war
crimes in Chechnya.

Ignoring Strasbourg – from silence to defiance

Pressure on Russia to prosecute the culprits of the Chechen War increased
when the ECtHR issued its first judgment Isayeva and Others v Russia in
February 2005.939 More than 250 decisions would follow. The Strasbourg
case law was truly ground-breaking. For the first time in its history, it dealt
with an active large-scale conflict.940 When Isayeva was decided, the Second
Chechen War was still ongoing.941 Furthermore, the Court found extreme-
ly grave violations:942 extrajudicial killings,943 torture,944 enforced disap-

3.4.2

civilians. In addition, direct and intentional violence against civilians, such as
rape, murder, or torture may never be justified under IHL.

938 Esakov (n 702) 384.
939 ECtHR, Isayeva v Russia, No 57950/00, 24 February 2005.
940 While the Court did not directly apply IHL, it made an important contribution

to the protection of war victims, see William Abresch, ‘A Human Rights Law of
Internal Armed Conflict: The European Court of Human Rights in Chechnya’
(2005) 16 European Journal of International Law 741.

941 Michael Schwirtz, ‘Russia Ends Operations in Chechnya’ (The New York Times,
17 April 2009) <https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/17/world/europe/17chechny
a.html>.

942 For a detailed thematic overview see Philip Leach, ‘The Chechen Conflict:
Analysing the Oversight of the European Court of Human Rights’ [2008] Euro-
pean Human Rights Law Review 732; Philip Leach, ‘Egregious Human Rights
Violations in Chechnya: Appraising the Pursuit of Justice’ in Lauri Mälksoo and
Wolfgang Benedek (eds), Russia and the European Court of Human Rights: the
Strasbourg Effect (Cambridge University Press 2017); Abresch (n 940).

943 See e.g. ECtHR, Amuyeva and Others v Russia, No 17321/06, 25 November 2010.
944 See e.g. ECtHR, Khadisov and Tsechoyev v Russia, No 21519/02, 5 February 2009;

ECtHR, Sadykov v Russia, No 41840/02, 7 October 2010; ECtHR, Gisayev v
Russia, No 14811/04, 20 January 2011.
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pearances,945 indiscriminate aerial bombardments, and artillery shelling.946

In many instances, the Court found substantial as well as procedural
violations of Convention rights, because Russia had not investigated the
alleged crime. Authorities failed to question the applicant, carry out an
autopsy, or look for evidence. Often, no investigation at all took place,
which represents the very root cause for the absence of convictions for war
crimes.947 How did Moscow react to this criticism?

Art 46 ECHR obliges all member States to abide by the final judgments
of the ECtHR. In most cases, Russia paid the pecuniary and non-pecuniary
damages.948 However, implementing a judgment may also include chang-
ing the legal framework or practice in order to improve the standards of
investigation and deter future violations.949 In this respect, the Russian
government has done almost nothing to ensure accountability for the
abuses of security forces and prevent similar cases in the future. Philip
Leach has represented several Chechen claimants before the ECtHR and
extensively written on the issue. He argues that “although there have now
been in excess of 250 judgments since 2005, finding the Russian author-
ities responsible for such breaches, there has been little or no political
will to respond.”950 Initially, Russia took some steps such as setting up a
special investigations unit. However, it quickly became obvious that this

945 See e.g. ECtHR, Malika Dzhamayeva and Others v Russia, No 26980/06, 21
December 2010; ECtHR, Aslakhanova and Others v Russia, No 2944/06 et seq,
18 December 2012; ECtHR, Turluyeva v Russia, No 63638/09, 20 June 2013;
ECtHR, Yandiyev and Others v Russia, Nos 34541/06, 43811/06, and 1578/07, 10
October 2013; ECtHR, Akhmatov and Others v Russia, Nos 38828/ 10, 2543/11,
2650/11 et al, 16 January 2014.

946 See e.g. ECtHR, Umayeva v Russia, No 1200/03, 4 December 2008; ECtHR,
Abuyeva and Others v Russia, No 27065/05, 2 December 2010; ECtHR, Es-
mukhambetov and Others v Russia, No 23445/03, 29 March 2011; ECtHR, Ker-
imova and Others v Russia, No 17170/04 et al, 3 May 2011; ECtHR, Khamzayev
and Others v Russia, No 1503/02, 3 May 2011; ECtHR, Damayev v Russia, No
36150/04, 29 May 2012; ECtHR, Abdulkhanov and Others v Russia, No 22782/06,
3 October 2013; ECtHR, Mezhidov v Russia, No 67326/01, 25 September 2008;
ECtHR, Taysumov and Others v Russia, No 21810/03, 14 May 2009.

947 See for this with further references to ECtHR case law: Leach, ‘The Chechen
Conflict: Analysing the Oversight of the European Court of Human Rights’ (n
942) 750–755.

948 ibid 758.
949 See e.g. ECtHR, Abakarova v Russia, No 16664/07, 15 October 2015, para 112.
950 Philip Leach, ‘The Continuing Utility of International Human Rights Mechan-

isms?’ (EJIL Talk!, 1 November 2017) <ejiltalk.org/the-continuing-utility-of-inter-
national-human-rights-mechanisms/>.

3. IHL before Russian courts

205

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


would not yield tangible results.951 Human Rights Watch laments that
not a single perpetrator in the Chechen cases decided by the ECtHR has
been held criminally accountable and provides a detailed account of the
evidence that the Russian investigators ignored.952

Similarly, PACE953 Rapporteur Dick Marty speaks of the “near-total im-
punity” of Russian servicemen. The rare convictions are almost exclusively
for petty theft, traffic violations, or disorderly conduct.954 Where new
investigations were opened, the old flaws persisted. This is exemplified by
three consecutive judgments that regarded the same shelling of the village
Katr-Yurt in 2000.955 The first case – Isayeva and Others v Russia (2005) –
stated that the investigation of the bombardment was delayed and totally
ineffective.956 Five years later, in the case Abuyeva and Others v Russia the
ECtHR held that “all the major flaws in the investigation indicated in
2005 persisted throughout the second set of proceedings.”957 Another five
years later, but still concerning the same attack, the Court rendered a third
judgement: Abakarova and Others v Russia. There, it criticised the fact that
nothing had changed:

“The inadequacy of the investigation into the deaths and injuries of dozens
of civilians, including the deaths of the applicant’s family, was not the result
of objective difficulties that can be attributed to the passage of time or the
loss of evidence, but rather the result of the investigating authorities’ sheer
unwillingness to establish the truth and punish those responsible.”958

Such insufficient investigations not only violate the procedural limb of
the right to life under the ECHR, but also the obligation under IHL to ac-
count for civilian deaths. In addition, States have the duty to prosecute and
punish war crimes.959 Hence, the reluctance to investigate the Chechen

951 PACE, ‘Legal Remedies for Human Rights Violations in the North-Caucasus
Region: Report of the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights to the
PACE’ (2010) para 29.

952 Human Rights Watch, ‘“Who Will Tell Me What Happened to My Son?”
Russia’s Implementation of European Court of Human Rights Judgments on
Chechnya’ (2009) 11 et seq.

953 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe.
954 PACE (n 951) 25.
955 See for this in detail, Leach 283 et seq.
956 ECtHR, Isayeva v Russia, No 57950/00, 24 February 2005, paras 214–225.
957 ECtHR, Abuyeva and Others v Russia, No 27065/05, 2 December 2010, para 210.
958 ECtHR, Abakarova v Russia, No 16664/07, 15 December 2015, para 98.
959 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 117; see also Art 33 AP I, Art 8 AP II, and

ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 158.
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cases not only constitutes a failure to comply with the ECHR, it also vio-
lates IHL. This is the root cause of the absence of a single conviction for
war crimes delivered by a Russian court.

Critical assessment – ICL in Russia: a selective application

Apart from the few cases mentioned above at page 202, the Russian
authorities have not investigated, let alone convicted Russian citizens
for crimes committed during armed conflict. After the Russo-Georgian
conflict, Moscow declared that “during the hostilities, no crimes were
perpetrated against civilians by any military personnel” and there were
“no instances where Russian military personnel were involved in crimes
against citizens of other countries including Georgia.”960 In Syria, there are
no known prosecutions.961

It is telling that Russian prosecutors are even reluctant to use Art 356
CCRF against citizens of “enemy-States.” Following the Russo-Georgian
War, Russian investigators opened criminal cases against Georgian citi-
zens. Georgia had allegedly targeted the Russian peacekeeping contingent
when it launched its offensive to win back South Ossetia in the 2008 war.
If one accepts that these personnel were present as genuine peacekeepers,
this might amount to a war crime.962 Yet the Russian prosecution “only”
investigated the “murder of two or several persons in the line of duty using
socially dangerous means” according to Art 105(2) CCRF.963 No mention
of Art 356 CCRF. In another case, the Ukrainian pilot Nadiya Savchenko
stood accused of murdering two Russian TV journalists. Instead of Art 356,
the prosecution charged her with “ordinary” murder.964 The only possible
exception to this rule could have been the work of the Investigative Com-

3.4.3

960 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (2009) 489.

961 See, however, the interesting case of Slavonic Corpus where two CEOs of a
private military company were convicted for mercenarism under Art 359 of the
Russian Criminal Code, below at p 311.

962 Art 8(2)(b)(iii) ICC Statute.
963 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 488.

964 Initially, Savchenko was also charged with war crimes and genocide, but these
charges were later separated. The reason for this was not communicated, see
Esakov (n 702) 386. In any case, Savchenko was later released in a prisoner swap
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mittee of the Russian Federation (Sledkom), the main investigative agency
in Russia. In 2014, it set up a special department to investigate alleged
war crimes by the Ukrainian military in Donbas. Sledkom issued a strong
statement stressing that it “will be working until all Ukrainian militants
and individuals committing crimes against civilians have been prosecuted
for them.”965 Nevertheless, its work remains purely symbolic. None of the
investigations has ever made it to a trial stage.966

In this sense, Art 356 can be called dead letter law. In most cases,
the criminal proceedings are already stalled at the investigative stage. The
poor implementation of the ECtHR decisions has made it very clear that
Russia is not interested in improving this. When violations of IHL actually
make it to court, Art 356 is consistently ignored. While Russian legislation
embraces the concept of war crimes in theory, the idea of prosecuting
Russian citizens in practice meets with opposition from jurists, politicians,
and certain scholars. Professor Irina Umnova heavily criticised the recom-
mendation by the PACE967, which called for the establishment of an inter-
national tribunal for Chechnya, as a “grave violation of political ethics.”968

Such misgivings against ICL even concern events that predate the Russian
Federation. Classifying the massacre of Polish officers at Katyn or the
deportation of civilians from the occupied Baltic States as a war crime
breaks a Russian taboo.969 International case law that dealt with these
incidents, such as Kononov v Latvia, comes under heavy fire from Russian
politicians.970 Pavel Leptev, the Russian representative at the Council of
Europe reacted sharply to the ECtHR’s ruling and argued that war crimes

in 2016. For details on her case and for the question whether she was a POW see
below at p 271.

965 ‘Russia’s Investigative Committee Sets up Special Unit to Investigate Interna-
tional Crimes in Ukraine’ (Sledkom, 4 June 2014) <https://en.sledcom.ru/news/i
tem/517777/>.

966 Esakov (n 702) 386.
967 See PACE, ‘Recommendation 1600 (2003) – The Human Rights Situation in the

Chechen Republic’ (2003) para 3.5.
968 Quoted in Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 137.
969 Lauri Mälksoo, ‘Soviet Genocide? Communist Mass Deportations in the Baltic

States and International Law’ (2001) 14 Leiden Journal of International Law
757; Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 138.

970 ECtHR, Kononov v Latvia, No 36376/04, 17 May 2010. The case concerned
Vasiliy Kononov, a former Soviet partisan fighter who had been convicted by
Latvian courts for killing civilians during the Second World War. The Grand
Chamber of the ECtHR ruled that this conviction did not violate the prohibi-
tion of retrospective punishment under Art 7 ECHR.
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could not be committed in a war against the aggressor.971 In sum, this
proves a sad truth: not only is Art 356 a deficient and dead provision,
but also the very idea of international criminal law meets heavy resistance
when it is supposed to be applied to Russians.

At the same time, ICL still receives much interest from Russian scholars.
My take on Russian implementation would be incomplete, if I did not
honour their valuable – and highly critical – contributions: Gennady
Esakov has published an article that denounces the “deplorable” current
Russian framework and points out ways to mend the deficiencies.972

Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov, who has served as the Russian Judge at the
ICTR from 2009–2015, has been lamenting the faulty implementation of
war crimes in international973 and domestic fora.974 Even at the height
of the Chechen War, voices like Vladimir Galitsky’s penetrated the veil
of indifference. Galitsky, who was at the time a professor at the Military
Academy, criticised that Russia’s Army waged war “in a legal vacuum.”975

Despite these persistent calls, however, the discussion has never gained
enough momentum in political circles. Esakov concedes that the “rising
interest in international criminal law and a cognizance of the need for
reforms” is confined to the “theoretical level.”976 At the same time, he
argues that the debate could reach far beyond the ivory tower and ends
his article with a plea: “Now, many Russians are involved in the armed
conflict on Ukraine’s territory and to dismiss their possible unlawful acts is
a wanton disregard of reality. It is necessary to bring justice to our courts,
if not today, then certainly tomorrow.”977 The hearing of his plea would
prove a great step forward for the Russian implementation of IHL.

971 ‘Павел Лаптев: срок жизни Европейского суда может быть сокращен [Pavel
Laptev: The Days of the European Court May be Numbered]’ (Kommersant, 31
May 2010) <https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/1378599>.

972 Esakov (n 702).
973 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703).
974 Бахтияр Тузмухамедов [Bakhtiyar Tuzmukhamedov] ‘Как воевать по

правилам? [How to Wage War by the Rules?]’ (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 15 Febru-
ary 2010) <http://www.ng.ru/dipkurer/2010-02-15/11_wars.html>.

975 Владимир Галицкий [Vladimir Galitsky], ‘Война в правовом вакууме [War in a
Legal Vacuum]’ (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 16 June 2000) <http://nvo.ng.ru/concept
s/2000-06-16/4_vacuumwar.html?id_user=Y>.

976 Esakov (n 702) 371.
977 ibid 392.
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Conclusion

“A farmer went out to sow his seed. […] Some fell on rocky places, where it
did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow.
But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered
because they had no root. […] Still other seed fell on good soil. It came
up, grew and produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, some sixty, some a
hundred times.”

Mark 4:2–8 (New International Version).

Judging by the Russian Constitution, one could argue that the seed of
IHL fell on “good soil.” Art 15(4) CRF displays a laudable openness to
international law; but did IHL spring up too quickly and wither? The
Constitutional Court voiced its enthusiasm for IHL in its Chechnya Deci-
sion (1995) and reminded the government that war should not be waged
outside the law. This marked a glorious moment of judicial oversight
and IHL implementation. Unfortunately, the Court has fallen silent ever
since and the Kremlin successfully ignored its wake-up call during both
Chechen Wars.978

Similarly, IHL did not thrive in other respects. Today, the Russian
framework is deficient concerning the criminalisation of war crimes.
Worse, even the existing framework is not applied by the judiciary. Either
the law enforcement organs already fail to investigate, or courts are reluc-
tant to apply Art 356 CCRF. Other efforts to implement IHL, notably the
plethora of laws concerning the military are laudable, but it remains to
be seen what impact they have on the practice of Russian warfare. As I
will show in the following chapters on Russia’s practice on the battlefield,
Moscow often denies the very application of IHL. It thereby sidelines
its own implementation mechanisms, turning them into mere decoration
with no substance.979 Due to these shortcomings, Russia has implemented
IHL only to a minor extent. Most of the good seed fell on barren land.

4.

978 See Lauri Mälksoo, ‘Case Law in Russian Approaches to International Law’
in Anthea Roberts and others (eds), Comparative International Law (Oxford Uni-
versity Press 2018) 347. The author argues that in “politically important cases,
especially in foreign affairs, Russian courts and judges do not seem to claim the
role of counterweight to the executive and the legislative powers.”

979 For the difference between implementation and internalisation see Evangelista
(n 878) 323–324.
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Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Denying
the Existence of an Armed Conflict (“The
Paintbrush”)

Does Russia turn IHL into a nice “car that never leaves the garage?”980

Despite IHL’s chronic enforcement problem, many would consider that
IHL did in fact leave the garage many times. However, when studying Rus-
sia’s behaviour in recent wars, one cannot overlook that Moscow is keen
on evading IHL, turning it into a showcase car. Moscow rarely challenges
existing IHL norms directly. Rather, it uses a toolbox of evasion tactics.
What does it contain? I contend that Russia mainly uses three tools to
produce the intended result: waging war without incurring restrictions
under IHL. Firstly, the “paintbrush.” By blurring legal lines Russia already
denies the very existence of an armed conflict – and thus the applicability
of IHL. Secondly, the “apprentice.” By outsourcing warfare to a certain
type of proxy, Russia seeks to avoid responsibility for its actions. Thirdly,
the “sledgehammer.” If neither the paintbrush nor the apprentice work,
Russia resorts to a crude denial of facts concerning the IHL violation of
which it stands accused.

Of course, these three methods do not exist in complete separation. In
the same way a mechanic might loosen a stuck screw with a hammer
before using the screwdriver, the three approaches can be combined. In
eastern Ukraine, Russia both denies the existence of an armed conflict
and outsources warfare to proxies. In Syria, Russia uses outsourcing while
denying the violations of its own troops. Yet, what is evinced from all the
following examples is a strong desire to sideline IHL – a field of law which
Russia has once influenced like no other State.

Chapter III:

980 Sir Ian Brownlie, ‘Comment’ in Antonio Cassese and Joseph Weiler (eds),
Change and Stability in International Law-making (De Gruyter 2010) 110. Brown-
lie’s original quote did not refer to IHL, but ius cogens.
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The threshold of application – the Achilles’ heel of IHL

Let us turn to the first tool – the “paintbrush.” Denying the very applica-
tion of the law strikes the Achilles’ heel of IHL. Unlike human rights
treaties that – at least within a State’s jurisdiction – apply at any time, in
any place, IHL is the framework tailored to armed conflict and belligerent
occupation.981 For it to apply, violence must reach the threshold of either
an international or non-international armed conflict. This may present a
weak spot, because denying the existence of such a conflict can be used to
discard the entire framework of IHL altogether.

In 1949 the term of “armed conflict” was meant to introduce an “objec-
tive and factual” criterion that excluded any subjectivity, formalism, and
evasion.982 At the time the drafters wanted to exclude the argument that
an undeclared war did not trigger the application of the Conventions.983

Against this background, it was a huge achievement to clarify that the
Conventions apply to “all cases of declared war or of any other armed
conflict which may arise between two or more of the High Contracting
Parties.” However, closing one loophole opened others. We shall see how
Russia uses and abuses these gaps to prevent the application of IHL:
– Moscow tries to avoid the IHL framework governing belligerent occu-

pation by resorting to a mix of legal arguments and factual denial. I
will deal with these cases under point 2 using the examples of Crimea,
Transdniestria, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia.

– In other situations, Moscow simply denies the involvement of its sol-
diers in a very crude way. This will be discussed under point 3, using
the example of eastern Ukraine.

– Finally, Moscow has “rebranded clashes” portraying them as “military”
but falling outside the scope of IHL. I will address this under point 4
using the examples of the Chechen Wars and the recent clash in the Sea
of Azov.

1.

981 See e.g. Art 2 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Art 1 Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights, Art 1 American Convention on Human
Rights, Art 1 African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, Art 2 Arab
Charter on Human Rights.

982 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2 para 209.
983 Jean Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949: Geneva Convention for the

Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field
(International Committee of the Red Cross 1952) 28.
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Avoiding occupation – ceci n’est pas une occupation

Belligerent occupation984 has been a bone of contention in the develop-
ment of IHL. It was among the reasons that led to the failure of the
Brussels Declaration.985 Later, however, States regulated the issue in great
detail in the Hague Regulations of 1899 and 1907 – Martens’ chef d’oeuvre.
14 out of 56 articles were dedicated to occupation.986 In 1949, the Fourth
Geneva Convention added another 100 Articles.987 This makes occupation
one of the most regulated situations in armed conflict.

In Russia, the issue of occupation is a highly sensitive topic. To Russians,
it is more than a legal term, and it evokes memories of the gruesome
crimes that the Nazis committed against the citizens of the Soviet Union.
I have detailed these crimes at page 105, and they remain beyond compre-
hension and comparison. It goes without saying, that I will be using the
term occupation in a strictly legal sense stripped of its historical burden.

Firstly, I will briefly outline the concept of belligerent occupation.
When is territory considered occupied and what protection does IHL
offer? In the second part we will look at the case study of Crimea, where
Russia consistently evades the application of the occupation regime. In
the second case study, we will look at Transdniestria, South Ossetia, and
Abkhazia. There, too, Russia rejects the role of the occupant, though with
an entirely different reasoning. I will argue that in Crimea – and to a lesser
extent also in Transdniestria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia – Russia tries
to outmanoeuvre the framework of occupation with arguments that are at
odds with international law.

2.

984 The term belligerent occupation is the literal translation of the Latin term
occupatio bellica. Since the term occupation is also used in other fields of inter-
national law, I would like to point out that the following analysis only deals
with occupation under IHL. See also Yoram Dinstein, The International Law of
Belligerent Occupation (2nd edn, Cambridge University Press 2019) 35.

985 See above at n 189 and pp 43 et seq.
986 See Art 42–56 HR.
987 See Art 27–34 GC IV, i.e. the common provisions that apply to all protected

persons. Art 47–78 GC IV are tailored to occupation and Art 79–141 GC IV
apply both in occupied territories and to aliens in the territory of a party to the
conflict.
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Occupation under IHL – an elaborate framework

Occupation is a frequent phenomenon in armed conflict. Yoram Dinstein,
a distinguished expert in this field, writes:

“The most persistent myth is that the occurrence of belligerent occupation is
an anomaly or even an aberration. In reality, when an international armed
conflict breaks out, armies tend to be on the move on the ground whenever
they have an opportunity to do so. Each Belligerent Party usually spares
no effort to penetrate, and if possible take possession of the territory of the
enemy.”988

The application of the full framework of occupation hinges upon one
article: Art 42 HR.989 The provision considers territory occupied “when it
is actually placed under the authority of the hostile army.” The treaty, how-
ever, does not define what it means by “authority”. Throughout history,
this vague provision has often caused uncertainty.990 Today, however, there
is consensus that a State needs “effective control” over territory in order to
have authority in the sense of Art 42 HR.991

Before clarifying what “effective control” means, I would like to flag
that the term is used in other contexts as well. This sometimes leads to
unfortunate, but avoidable confusion. The ICJ used “effective control” in
its Nicaragua judgment.992 There, the Court refers to control over groups
or individuals as a standard of attribution under today’s Art 8 ASRIWA.
Furthermore, the ECtHR uses “effective control” in its case law. There, it
refers to jurisdiction under Art 1 ECHR.993 Under belligerent occupation,
however, “effective control” simply describes the level of factual control a

2.1

988 Dinstein (n 984) 1.
989 The Fourth Geneva Convention does not contain its own definition of occupa-

tion, but rather refers to the Hague Regulations, see Art 154 GC IV. Neverthe-
less, GC IV is wider than the HR and protects individuals beyond the scope of
Art 42 HR, for example during the invasion phase, see below at n 1006.

990 Eyal Benvenisti, The International Law of Occupation (2nd ed, Oxford University
Press 2012) 44–47.

991 See ibid 47–48 with further sources.
992 ICJ, Military and Paramilitary Activities in and against Nicaragua (Nicaragua v

United States of America), Merits Judgment, ICJ Reports (1986) 14 [hereinafter
Nicaragua Case] para 115. I will deal with the ICJ judgment when addressing the
issue of occupation by proxy at p 238.

993 See e.g. ECtHR, Güzelyurtlu and Others v Cyprus and Turkey, No 36925/07, 29
January 2009, paras 191–197. Sometimes, the ECtHR also uses the term “effect-
ive overall control” leading to further confusion. Unfortunately, the Court does
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foreign army needs to have over territory in order to be called an occupying
power.

Scholars, States, and courts have rallied around two criteria that charac-
terise effective control under IHL:
– The former government does not exercise authority over the territory

anymore (1)
– The occupying power now exercises such authority, which means that

it can enforce its will on the population (2).994

Effective control is thus a matter of fact.995 But what does this mean in
concrete terms? How many men, how much military equipment is needed
to have effective control? Quite clearly, this depends on the country and
the circumstances. The standard will change from case to case, based on
population density, terrain, and other factors.996 The ICTY developed the
formula that “the occupying power has a sufficient force present, or the
capacity to send troops within a reasonable time to make the authority
of the occupying power felt.”997 Certainly, control over territory does not
necessarily mean that the army manages to control the entire population.

not always distinguish clearly between the issues of jurisdiction under Art 1
ECHR and State attribution, see n 1701.

994 Tristan Ferraro, ‘Determining the Beginning and End of an Occupation under
International Humanitarian Law’ (2012) 94 International Review of the Red
Cross 133, 141–143 with further sources; See also Robert Kolb and Sylvain Vité,
Le droit de l’occupation militaire: perspectives historiques et enjeux juridiques actuels
(Bruylant 2009) 143 et seq; Dinstein (n 984) 48; (n 72) 21; for military manuals
see Deutsches Bundesministerium der Verteidigung (n 205) para 5.4; UK Min-
istry of Defense, ‘The Joint Service Manual of the Law of Armed Conflict (Joint
Service Publication 383)’ (2004) para 11.3; US Department of Defence (n 204)
para 11.2.2. For evidence of these conditions in case law see ICJ, Armed Activities
on the Territory of the Congo (Democratic Republic of the Congo v Uganda), Judg-
ment, ICJ Reports (2005) 168 [hereinafter Armed Activities Case] para 172; ICJ,
Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Terri-
tory, Advisory Opinion, ICJ Reports (2004) 13 [hereinafter Wall Opinion] para
78; Permanent Court of Arbitration, Eritrea-Ethiopia Claims Commission (ECC)
Partial Award: Central Front – Eritrea’s Claim 2, April 28 2004, para 29; ICTY, The
Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko Martinović (IT-98–34-T), Trial Chamber
Judgment, 31 March 2003, paras 216 et seq.

995 Dinstein (n 984) 43.
996 ibid 43–44. See also ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko Martinović

(IT-98–34-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 31 March 2003, para 218.
997 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko Martinović (IT-98–34-T), Trial

Chamber Judgment, 31 March 2003, para 217.
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Personal control over each citizen is not necessary. Art 42 HR merely
requires territorial control.998

At the same time, occupation needs some amount of “boots on the
ground.”999 According to the position of the ICRC, the occupying power
has to enforce its will by virtue of the presence of its troops.1000 Mere
influence through other channels – be it political or economic – does
not suffice.1001 The ECtHR has endorsed this position in Sargsyan v Azer-
baijan where it argued that “occupation is not conceivable without boots
on the ground.”1002 This does not preclude ruling through a local civil
administration as long as the military retains the ultimate authority.1003 A
possible exception to the “boots-on-the-ground-rule” is the delicate issue
of “occupation by proxy”, which I will discuss extensively below using
the examples of Transdniestria, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia. Finally, it
is worth noting that effective control may exist only in certain parts of a
country. The Geneva Conventions speak of “partial or total occupation”
and do not require the occupant to take control of the entire territory.1004

In addition to having “effective control” through its soldiers, the occupy-
ing power will have to be present against the will of the sovereign.1005

Consensual occupation does not trigger the application of IHL. In turn,
non-consensual belligerent occupation always constitutes an international
armed conflict. IHL keeps applying to the situation of occupation even if
hostilities have long died down. This is true even if the invasion does not
meet with armed resistance as clarified by CA 2(2). The above said leaves
us with three conditions for belligerent occupation:1006

998 Benvenisti (n 990) 51–53.
999 Dinstein (n 984) 50.

1000 Ferraro (n 994) 144; ICRC, ‘Expert Meeting, Occupation and Other Forms of
Administration of Foreign Territory’ (2012) 17–19.

1001 For the issue of “virtual occupation“ see Benvenisti (n 990) 53–54.
1002 See ECtHR, Sargsyan v Azerbaijan, No 40167/06, 16 June 2015, para 94; see also

para 144 of the same judgment: “The Court finds that Gulistan is not occupied
by or under the effective control of foreign forces as this would require a
presence of foreign troops in Gulistan.”

1003 Dinstein (n 984) 65.
1004 See CA 2(2).
1005 Dinstein (n 984) 39.
1006 Finally, it is worth noting that civilians are not completely without protection

during the invasion phase, i.e. before a State establishes effective control under
42 HR. The protection under GC IV is wider than under the Hague Regula-
tions. As Jean Pictet writes in his 1958 Commentary: “So far as individuals
are concerned, the application of the Fourth Geneva Convention does not
depend upon the existence of a state of occupation within the meaning of the
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1. The former government has lost its authority over the territory
2. The occupying power replaced this authority in the sense that it can

enforce its will
3. This substitution of power was non-consensual
As mentioned above, occupation is one of the most regulated areas of
IHL. Detailed rules set out the rights and duties of the occupying power.
Generally speaking, it has to take necessary steps to restore law and order
and public life, and maintain them as far as possible while respecting the
laws in force, unless absolutely prevented from doing so.1007 Some have
compared this position to being the “trustee” for the occupied territory.1008

The regime of occupation contains both positive and negative obligations
for the occupant. On the positive side, the occupying power must restore
public order (Art 43 HR) and is responsible for the treatment of the

Art 42 referred to above. The relations between the civilian population of a
territory and troops advancing into that territory, whether fighting or not, are
governed by the present Convention. There is no intermediate period between
what might be termed the invasion phase and the inauguration of a stable
regime of occupation. Even a patrol which penetrates into enemy territory
without any intention of staying there must respect the Conventions in its
dealings with the civilians it meets.” Jean Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12
August 1949: Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in
Time of War (International Committee of the Red Cross 1958) 60. Therefore,
individuals are protected as soon as they fall into the hands of the enemy. Note,
however, that this neither turns the invader into an occupant nor the invaded
territory into occupied territory. It merely extends the protection of GC IV to
individuals in the hands of the enemy. There is still a major difference between
the invasion phase and occupation under 42 HR. In the former, a State is
only responsible for the conduct of its own troops. In the latter, States also
have numerous positive obligations to uphold law and order. For example, if
a soldier kills a civilian during the invasion this would violate Art 27 GC IV.
If a (non-attributable) militiaman kills a civilian this would not violate Art 27
GC IV. If the State, however, already exercises effective control as an occupying
power, the killing by a third actor may constitute a failure to uphold law and
order. Another major difference is that GC IV only protects persons during
the invasion phase. The protection of property requires effective control under
42 HR. See Benvenisti (n 990) 52–53; M Milanović, ‘Al-Skeini and Al-Jedda in
Strasbourg’ (2012) 23 European Journal of International Law 121, 122. See also
ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko Martinović (IT-98–34-T), Trial
Chamber Judgment, 31 March 2003, para 221.

1007 ICRC Casebook, How Does Law Protect in War, ‘Occupation’ <https://caseboo
k.icrc.org/glossary/occupation>.

1008 Allan Gerson, ‘Trustee-Occupant: The Legal Status of Israel’s Presence in the
West Bank’ (1973) 14 Harvard International Law Review 1.
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protected persons1009 in its hand (Art 29 GC IV). It has an obligation to let
in humanitarian relief (Art 59 GC IV), and to maintain the supply of food
and medical items, as well as public health (Art 55 and 56 GC IV).

Moreover, the occupying power has numerous negative obligations. The
following may only serve as examples. Generally, the occupant must treat
protected persons with “respect for their honour, their family rights, their
religious convictions and practices, and their manners and customs. They
shall at all times be humanely treated, and shall be protected especially
against all acts of violence or threats thereof and against insults and public
curiosity” (Art 27(1) GC IV). Furthermore, IHL formulates special prohibi-
tions against hostage-taking (Art 34 GC IV), pillage and reprisals (Art 33
GC IV), corporal punishment, torture (Art 32 GC IV), and deportation
(Art 49 GC IV). The protections of civilian internees especially are regulat-
ed in great detail (Art 79–141 GC IV). In addition, the Hague regulations
protect private and other types of property (Art 47–56 HR), and family
life (Art 46 HR). Finally, Art 49 GC IV prohibits forcible transfer and
deportation.

The case of Crimea – belligerent occupation or mending a
“historical injustice”?

Bearing in mind the above, we will turn to the case of Crimea where Rus-
sia has successfully ignored the framework of occupation for the past years.
Firstly, I will retrace the events on the peninsula in 2014. Then, I will apply
the three conditions of belligerent occupation as outlined above to the
Crimean case. Finally, I will show how Russia has repeatedly rebuffed calls
to respect specific IHL provisions and explain what this means for Russia’s
attitude to IHL in general.

The events in Crimea in 2014 – arrival of the “little green men”

In the early morning hours of 27 February 2014, armed individuals seized
government institutions on the Crimean Peninsula including the region-
al Parliament in Simferopol.1010 The media quickly called them “little

2.1.1

2.1.2

1009 Art 4 GC IV defines who is a protected person.
1010 For a detailed chronology of events see Lawrence Freedman, Ukraine and the

Art of Strategy (Oxford University Press 2019) 82–90.
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green men” because they wore modern camouflage uniforms without in-
signia.1011 Although they called themselves “Crimea’s armed self-defence
force” it turned out that they actually belonged to the KSSO, Russia’s
newly formed Special Operations Command.1012 They were supported
by Russian airborne forces (VDV).1013 In the following days their units
managed to take control over the entire peninsula. On 1 March, the Rus-
sian Federation Council officially approved the use of Russian troops in
Crimea.1014

Events unfolded at an amazing speed. On 11 March, the Republic of
Crimea issued a declaration of independence which foresaw a referendum
on this question. The popular vote was originally scheduled for 25 May,
but then hastily moved forward to 16 March.1015 It produced an over-
whelming, yet internationally contested majority of 95 percent in favour
of independence and reunification with Russia.1016 On 18 March, two
days after the referendum, Putin signed the Accession Treaty. Two days
later the Russian State Duma ratified the treaty, retroactively declaring the

1011 A Finnish military magazine identified the soldiers’ uniforms and equipment
because it was only used by the Russian Federation at that time, Arto Pulk-
ki, ‘Crimea Invaded By High Readiness Forces Of The Russian Federation’
(Suomen Sotilas, 3 March 2014) <https://web.archive.org/web/201503301247
04/http://www.suomensotilas.fi/en/artikkelit/crimea-invaded-high-readiness
-forces-russian-federation>. The rest of the media quickly picked up the term
“little green men”, see e.g. Vitaly Shevchenko, “Little Green Men” or “Russian
Invaders”? (BBC, 11 March 2014) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-2
6532154>; Steve Pifer, ‘Watch Out for Little Green Men’ (Der Spiegel, 07 July
2014) <https://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/nato-needs-strategy-for-p
ossible-meddling-by-putin-in-baltic-states-a-979707.html>. People sympathetic
to the Russian intervention called the unmarked soldiers “polite people” in
allusion to their disciplined behaviour.

1012 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 11.
1013 Mark Galeotti, Spetsnaz: Russia’s Special Forces (Osprey Publishing 2015) 50.
1014 ‘Federation Council Approves Putin's Request for Troop Deployment in

Ukraine’ (The Moscow Times, 1 March 2014) <https://www.themoscowtime
s.com/2014/03/01/federation-council-approves-putins-request-for-troop-deploy
ment-in-ukraine-a32583>.

1015 ‘Аксенов: перенос референдума в Крыму связан с тем, что конфликт вышел
за пределы разумного [Aksenov: Postponing the Referendum in Crimea is
Linked to the Fact that the Conflict Left the Limits of Reason]’ (Interfax, 1
March 2014) <https://www.interfax.ru/world/362023>.

1016 ‘Crimea Referendum: Voters Back Russia Union' (BBC, 16 March 2014)
<https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26606097>.
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accession valid from 18 March onwards.1017 Within only three weeks, the
Ukrainian Republic of Crimea had been dismantled and incorporated into
Russia. On 24 March, all Ukrainian troops that had not defected to Russia
withdrew to the Ukrainian mainland.1018

Although Ukraine had 22 000 soldiers stationed in Crimea – more than
a tenth of its then military strength1019 – there was virtually no resistance.
This was partly due to the turbulent events in Kyiv after the Maidan
revolution. The new government was in chaos. Ukraine did not even have
a Minister of Defence when the first “green men” crossed the border on 27
February.1020 Furthermore, the troops were not in a high state of readiness
and the invasion simply took them by surprise. As there were no orders
from Kyiv, they did nothing.1021 Due to the Ukrainian apathy and the
disciplined behaviour of the Russian special forces, there were virtually no
casualties when the Ukrainian troops withdrew on 24 March.1022

Classifying Crimea – Russia vs the rest of the world

By now, scholars have produced abundant legal literature on the case of
Crimea.1023 The following will not – and cannot – be an in-depth analysis

2.1.3

1017 Kremlin, ‘Agreement on the Accession of the Republic of Crimea to the
Russian Federation Signed’ <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20
604>. The treaty bears the name Договор между Российской Федерацией и
Республикой Крым о принятии в Российскую Федерацию Республики Крым
и образовании в составе Российской Федерации новых субъектов [Treaty be-
tween the Russian Federation and the Republic of Crimea about the Accession
of the Republic of Crimea to the Russian Federation and the Formation of
New Subjects within the Russian Federation] 18 March 2014.

1018 ‘Ukrainian Forces Withdraw from Crimea’ (BBC, 24 March 2014) <https://ww
w.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26713727>. Reports suggest that around half of
the Ukrainian troops stationed in Crimea defected to the Russian side.

1019 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 7.
1020 ibid 11.
1021 ibid 7.
1022 Marie-Louise Gumuchian and Victoria Butenko, ‘Ukraine Orders Crimea

Troop Withdrawal as Russia Seizes Naval Base’ (CNN, 25 March 2014) <https://
edition.cnn.com/2014/03/24/world/europe/ukraine-crisis/index.html>.

1023 The following section can only summarise what others have analysed in
much greater detail. For an extensive analysis of the legal status of Crimea
see Thomas D Grant, Aggression against Ukraine: Territory, Responsibility, and
International Law (First edition, Palgrave Macmillan 2015); Christian Marxsen,
‘The Crimea Crisis – an International Law Perspective’ (2014) 74 ZaöRV/HJIL
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of all arguments that Russia has put forward in the Crimean case. For
instance, Russia has argued that the military intervention was necessary to
protect its nationals and the Russian-speaking population abroad.1024 Or
that the annexation of Crimea constituted “historical justice.”1025 Whatev-
er the bearing of such arguments, they exclusively concern the violation of
Ukraine’s sovereignty and thus belong to the realm of ius ad bellum.1026

Instead, I will limit myself to the issue of occupation under ius in bello.
The question of whether territory is occupied under IHL does not depend
on the lawfulness of the occupation under ius ad bellum.1027 This allows
us to restrict ourselves to the application of the criteria outlined above,
i.e. the substitution of authority (“effective control”) by the occupying

367; Władysław Czapliński and others, The Case of Crimea’s Annexation under
International Law (Scholar 2017); Bill Bowring, ‘Who Are the “Crimea People”
or “People of Crimea”? The Fate of the Crimean Tatars, Russia’s Legal Justi-
fication for Annexation, and Pandora’s Box’ in Sergey Sayapin and Evhen
Tsybulenko (eds), The Use of Force against Ukraine and International Law: Jus Ad
Bellum, Jus In Bello, Jus Post Bellum (Springer 2018); Juan Francisco Escudero
Espinosa, Self-Determination and Humanitarian Secession in International Law of
a Globalized World: Kosovo v Crimea (Springer Berlin Heidelberg 2018); for a
Russian perspective see Vladislav Tolstykh, ‘Three Ideas of Self-Determination
in International Law and the Reunification of Crimea with Russia’ (2015) 75
ZaöRV/HJIL 119; Anatoly Kapustin, ‘Crimea’s Self-Determination in the Light
of Contemporary International Law’ (2015) 75 ZaöRV/HJIL 101.

1024 Putin wrote in his letter to the Federation Council: “In connection with the
extraordinary situation in Ukraine, the threat to the lives of citizens of the
Russian Federation, our compatriots, the personnel of the military contingent
of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation deployed in the territory of
Ukraine (Autonomous Republic of Crimea) in accordance with an internation-
al treaty, and pursuant to Art 102–1(d) of the Constitution of the Russian
Federation, I hereby submit to the Federation Council of the Federal Assembly
of the Russian Federation a letter on the use of the Armed Forces of the
Russian Federation in the territory of Ukraine pending normalization of the
public and political situation in that country.” The letter is available at <https://
tass.com/russia/721586>.

1025 See e.g. address by President Putin on 18 March 2014: “In people’s hearts
and minds, Crimea has always been an inseparable part of Russia. This firm
conviction is based on truth and justice and was passed from generation to gen-
eration, over time, under any circumstances, despite all the dramatic changes
our country went through during the entire 20th century.” The address is
available at <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/20603>.

1026 For a comprehensive analysis of these arguments see Marxsen (n 1023).
1027 Daniel Thürer, ‘Current Challenges to the Law of Occupation’ in Mark Vui-

jlsteke and Floricica Olteanu (eds), Proceedings of the Bruges Colloquium (Col-
legium 2006) 10.
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power against the will of the sovereign. However, we cannot completely
ignore considerations of general international law. In this respect, Russia
advanced two counterarguments that could exclude occupation. Firstly,
Moscow claimed that Crimea had a right to secede from Ukraine. Sec-
ondly, the Kremlin argued that Ukrainian President Yanukovych sent an
invitation for Russian troops to intervene. If accurate, these arguments
would not only exclude a violation under ius ad bellum. They would also
preclude the presence of troops against the will of the (Crimean or
Ukrainian) sovereign – one of the three conditions of belligerent occupa-
tion.

The element of “substitution of effective control” in Crimea

During the pre-incorporation phase (27 February–18 March), we see Rus-
sia assuming control over all centres of power – both political and military
– thanks to the coordinated and decisive actions of its special forces.
While Moscow initially denied that these were on-duty soldiers, Putin
later admitted that as early as February he had given the order to deploy
special forces, naval infantry, and paratroopers in Crimea.1028 These highly
trained and well-equipped soldiers occupied central political institutions
such as the Parliament.1029 Without orders, the Ukrainian soldiers stood
by while Russian soldiers gradually took their bases one by one.1030 While

2.3.1.1

1028 Freedman (n 1010) 90. Russia’s official position changed over time. Initially,
the Kremlin denied all ties to the “little green men.” Sergey Lavrov declared
on 3 March 2014 that the armed men were “self-defence units” while Putin
suggested these units could have bought the uniforms (that bore a striking
resemblance with official Russian Army gear) in any store. Later, in April 2017
Putin admitted that Russian troops “stood behind Crimea’s defence forces.”
See, for example, ‘The Changing Story Of Russia's 'Little Green Men' Invasion’
(Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 25 February 2019) <https://www.rferl.org/
a/russia-ukraine-crimea/29790037.html>; ‘Putin Admits Russian Forces Were
Deployed to Crimea’ (Reuters, 17 April 2014) <https://www.reuters.com/article
/russia-putin-crimea/putin-admits-russian-forces-were-deployed-to-crimea-idUSL
6N0N921H20140417>.

1029 Harriet Salem, Shaun Walker, and Luke Harding, ‘Crimean Parliament Seized
by Unknown Pro-Russian Gunmen’ (The Guardian, 27 February 2014) <https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/27/crimean-parliament-seized-by-unkno
wn-pro-russian-gunmen>.

1030 Simon Shuster, ‘Ukraine Troops in Crimea Face Dilemma: To Defect, Flee or
Fight’ (Time, 4 March 2014) <https://time.com/17356/ukraine-troops-in-crimea
-face-dilemma-to-defect-flee-or-fight/>.
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the Russian forces amounted to no more than 2 000 in the first few days,
their number rose to over 20 000 before the legal incorporation date of 18
March.1031

Since the incorporation (18 March–present), Russia exercises absolute
control over the Crimean Peninsula. Crimea and the City of Sevastopol are
now listed as two new subjects in the Russian constitution.1032 The Ruble
has become the only official currency.1033 Everyone automatically became
a Russian citizen unless they explicitly objected within a one-month peri-
od.1034 The accession agreement foresaw that the laws of the Russian Fed-
eration would apply from 18 March onwards.1035 In July 2015, Medvedev
deemed Crimea “fully integrated” into the Russian Federation.1036 In sum,
it is safe to say that from the invasion in late February 2014 until today,
Russia exercises “effective control” over Crimea in the sense of Art 42 HR
and thus substituted the authority of the Ukrainian sovereign.

The element of “against the will of the sovereign” in Crimea

This substitution of authority happened against the will of the sovereign.
The fact that there was no armed resistance has no bearing according
to CA 2(2). Furthermore, we are not dealing with an “intervention on
invitation”, which would exclude the framework of occupation. Moscow
suggested that former President Viktor Yanukovych had invited Russian

2.3.1.2

1031 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 11.
1032 Art 65(1) Constitution of the Russian Federation.
1033 ‘Russian Ruble Becomes Only Legal Currency in Crimea’ (AA, 1 June 2014)

<https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/russian-ruble-becomes-only-legal-currency-in
-crimea/154839>.

1034 The Office of the ICC Prosecutor (n 707) 35.
1035 See Art 9(1) of the Договор между Российской Федерацией и Республикой

Крым о принятии в Российскую Федерацию Республики Крым и образовании
в составе Российской Федерации новых субъектов [Treaty between the Rus-
sian Federation and the Republic of Crimea about the Accession of the Repub-
lic of Crimea to the Russian Federation and the Formation of New Subjects
within the Russian Federation] 18 March 2014. However, Art 9(2) foresaw a
transition period for the old laws in force.

1036 Jess McHugh, ‘Putin Eliminates Ministry Of Crimea, Region Fully Integrated
Into Russia, Russian Leaders Say’ (International Business Times, 15 July 2015)
<https://www.ibtimes.com/putin-eliminates-ministry-crimea-region-fully-integr
ated-russia-russian-leaders-say-2009463>.
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troops to intervene after the “coup” in Kyiv.1037 Seeing his power slip
away, Yanukovych had fled Ukraine on 21 February.1038 The next day the
Parliament voted to remove him, but did not reach the necessary majori-
ty.1039 Elections were scheduled anyway. A week later in a UN Security
Council meeting, the Russian representative Vitaly Churkin presented a
letter. In it, Yanukovych begged Putin to intervene militarily in Crimea
to “re-establish the rule of law, peace, order, stability and to protect the
people of Ukraine.” The letter dated from 1 March.1040

Yanukovych, so went Russia’s argument, remained the de jure President
of Ukraine and could thus consent to the invasion in Crimea.1041 This
view, however, ignores a major aspect. Yanukovych was not in a position
to invite anybody, because he no longer possessed any real power having
fled the country days before the letter. Authors like Christian Marxsen and
Gregory Fox argue convincingly that only the effective government could
have invited foreign troops.1042 Traditionally, consent must be expressed
by the effective government. This is to avoid a battle of competing legal
claims. While the legitimacy of a leader’s claim plays an increasing role,
it is not the primary criterion.1043 Marxen argues that Yanukovych lost
effective power when he fled the country. Furthermore, even in terms
of legitimacy Yanukovych could not claim a better title than the demo-
cratically elected government after his ousting.1044 Thus, he had no legal
authority to invite the Russian forces.

Russia’s second (and main) argument in favour of consensual occupa-
tion was the alleged secession of the Peninsula from Ukraine. Moscow

1037 UN Security Council, 7125th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7125 (3 March 2014) 3.
1038 ‘Putin: Russia Helped Yanukovych to Flee Ukraine’ (BBC, 24 October 2014)

<https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-29761799>.
1039 Art 111 of the Ukrainian Constitution would have required a two thirds ma-

jority, while only 73 percent of the deputies were in favour of ousting the
President, see Marxsen (n 1023) 375.

1040 Louis Charbonneau, ‘Russia: Yanukovich Asked Putin to Use Force to Save
Ukraine’ (Reuters, 4 March 2014) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine
-crisis-un/russia-yanukovich-asked-putin-to-use-force-to-save-ukraine-idUSBREA
2224720140304>.

1041 UN Security Council, 7125th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7125 (3 March 2014) 3.
1042 Marxsen (n 1023) 375 et seq; Veronika Bílková, ‘The Use of Force by the

Russian Federation in Crimea’ (2015) 75 ZaöRV/HJIL 27, 39 et seq; Gregory
H Fox, ‘Ukraine Insta-Symposium: Intervention in the Ukraine by Invitation’
(OpinioJuris, 10 March 2014) <http://opiniojuris.org/2014/03/10/ukraine-insta-
symposium-intervention-ukraine-invitation/>.

1043 Marxsen (n 1023) 377.
1044 ibid 379.
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argued that, in the referendum, the people of Crimea had expressed their
will to leave Ukraine and subsequently join the Russian Federation.1045

This debate highlights the interface between ius ad bellum and ius in bello
and shows that IHL is not a hermetically closed system. The occupying
State can circumvent the application of GC IV by resorting to arguments
outside IHL.

However, the overwhelming majority of States, international organisa-
tions, and scholars challenged Russia’s view. They stated that Crimea
had no right to secede – neither under national nor under internation-
al law.1046 Under domestic law, the referendum violated the Ukrainian
Constitution, because territorial changes could only be introduced by a
nationwide referendum.1047 The Ukrainian Constitutional Court and the
Venice Commission confirmed this reading.1048

Similarly, Crimea could not avail itself of a right to secede under inter-
national law. Such a right may not be deduced from the principle of
“self-determination of peoples” as enshrined in Art 2(2) UN Charter. First
of all, the population of Crimea – with the arguable exception of the
indigenous Tatars – does not constitute a “people” in the sense of interna-
tional law.1049 Even if they did, the principle of self-determination would
not automatically confer on them a right to secession. According to UN
General Assembly Resolution 2625 (1970), the right to self-determination
should not be construed as “authorizing or encouraging any action which
would dismember or impair, totally or in part, the territorial integrity of

1045 Bowring, ‘Who Are the “Crimea People” or “People of Crimea”?’ (n 1023) 35.
1046 For the international reactions to the events in Crimea see below at pp 229 et

seq.
1047 Art 73 Constitution of Ukraine. In any case, the Venice Commission noted

that the referendum was not “in line with European democratic standards”, see
Venice Commission, ‘Opinion No 762/2014 on Whether the Decision Taken
by the Supreme Council of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea in Ukraine
to Organise a Referendum on Becoming a Constituent Territory of the Russian
Federation or Restoring Crimea’s 1992 Constitution Is Compatible with Con-
stitutional Principles’ (2014) para 28.

1048 Constitutional Court of Ukraine, Judgment No 2-rp/2014 (Case No 1–13/2014)
14 March 2014. The judgment is available at <https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news-fe
eds/foreign-offices-news/19573-rishennya-konstituci>; see also Venice Commis-
sion, ‘Opinion No 762/2014 on Whether the Decision Taken by the Supreme
Council of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea in Ukraine to Organise a
Referendum on Becoming a Constituent Territory of the Russian Federation
or Restoring Crimea’s 1992 Constitution Is Compatible with Constitutional
Principles’ (2014) para 27.

1049 Bowring, ‘Who Are the “Crimea People” or “People of Crimea”?’ (n 1023) 35.
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political unity of sovereign and independent States.”1050 Thus, as a rule
self-determination only confers a right to pursue its independent destiny
within a State.

A controversial exception to this rule is the concept of “remedial se-
cession.” Can a people secede in reaction to gross violations of human
rights perpetrated against it by the government?1051 The answer to this
question is highly disputed. Some see remedial secession as the last bastion
against “subjugation and tyranny.”1052 Others call it a “myth.”1053 The
issue has received much attention during the Kosovo Advisory Opinion
before the ICJ.1054 Contrary to popular belief, the Court never endorsed
the principle of remedial secession. Only two Judges expressed sympathy
for it in their separate opinions.1055 States, too, are very divided on the
issue. Western States pushed for an exception from the general rule of
territorial integrity and subsequently recognised Kosovo as an independent
State.1056 Other nations including Russia fiercely opposed the concept.1057

Ironically, Moscow’s attitude radically changed with the events in Crimea.
Vladimir Putin himself referred to Kosovo in his speech on 18 March 2014
– the day the Crimean referendum was held. He even mentioned the ICJ’s
Advisory Opinion arguing that if Kosovo’s independence was in line with
international law, so was Crimea’s.

1050 UN General Assembly Resolution 2625 (XXV), Declaration on Principles of
International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation Among
States in Accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, UN Doc A/RES/
2625 (24 October 1970).

1051 Katherine del Mar, ‘The Myth of Remedial Secession’ in Duncan French (ed),
Statehood and Self-Determination: Reconciling Tradition and Modernity in Interna-
tional Law (Cambridge University Press 2013) 79; an undisputed exception is
the secession of a State under colonial rule, Antonio Cassese, Self-Determination
of Peoples: A Legal Reappraisal (Cambridge University Press 1995) 332.

1052 ICJ, Accordance with International Law of the Unilateral Declaration of Indepen-
dence in Respect of Kosovo, Advisory Opinion, ICJ Reports (2010) 403, Separate
Opinion Judge Cançado Trindade, para 175.

1053 del Mar (n 1051) 79–80.
1054 ICJ, Accordance with International Law of the Unilateral Declaration of Indepen-

dence in Respect of Kosovo, Advisory Opinion, ICJ Reports (2010) 403 [here-
inafter Kosovo Advisory Opinion].

1055 ICJ, Accordance with International Law of the Unilateral Declaration of Indepen-
dence in Respect of Kosovo, ICJ Reports (2010) 403, Separate Opinion Judge
Cançado Trindade, para 175; and Separate Opinion Judge Yusuf, para 11.

1056 For an overview which countries have recognised Kosovo see <https://www.kos
ovothanksyou.com/>.

1057 Marxsen (n 1023) 387.
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“We keep hearing from the United States and Western Europe that Kosovo
is some special case. What makes it so special in the eyes of our colleagues?
It turns out that it is the fact that the conflict in Kosovo resulted in so many
human casualties. Is this a legal argument? The ruling of the International
Court says nothing about this.”1058

This reading, however, is incorrect.1059 First of all, the ICJ never ruled
on Kosovo’s independence, but only on the limited question whether
its declaration of independence violated international law.1060 Secondly,
Kosovo’s statehood is still subject to great debate and not even all EU
member States have managed to agree on it, let alone the international
community as a whole. Recently, Ghana was the 16th State to withdraw its
recognition showing that the issue is far from settled.1061 Hence, it makes
a weak precedent.1062 Thirdly, in Kosovo, we have seen grave human rights
violations and oppression over an extended period of time. Nothing of
that kind happened in Crimea. On the contrary. The Ukrainian Constitu-
tion gave considerable freedom to the Peninsula granting it the status of
an Autonomous Republic. Isolated events – which may well constitute
human rights abuses – like the decision of the Ukrainian Parliament to

1058 Address by President Putin, 18 March 2014. Putin also explicitly refers to the
Kosovo Advisory Opinion: “We keep hearing from the United States and Western
Europe that Kosovo is some special case. What makes it so special in the eyes
of our colleagues? It turns out that it is the fact that the conflict in Kosovo
resulted in so many human casualties. Is this a legal argument? The ruling
of the International Court says nothing about this. This is not even double
standards; this is amazing, primitive, blunt cynicism. One should not try so
crudely to make everything suit their interests, calling the same thing white
today and black tomorrow. According to this logic, we have to make sure every
conflict leads to human losses.” The address is available at <http://en.kremlin.ru
/events/president/news/20603>.

1059 Marxsen (n 1023) 387.
1060 Kosovo Advisory Opinion (n 1054) para 122.
1061 ‘Ghana is the 16th Country to Withdraw Recognition of So-called Kosovo,

more to Follow by End of Year’ (Telegraf, 11 November 2019) <https://www.tel
egraf.rs/english/3120840-ghana-is-the-16th-country-to-withdraw-recognition-of-s
o-called-kosovo-more-to-follow-by-end-of-year>.

1062 Marxsen (n 1023) 388.
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repeal a language law1063 or the deaths of nearly 50 pro-Russian protesters
in Odessa1064 could not justify secession as last resort.

Hence, Russia’s effective control over the Peninsula goes against the
will of the Ukrainian sovereign which means that Moscow’s presence in
Crimea represents a case of belligerent occupation under IHL. Virtually
all international scholars, organisations, and States – with the exception
of Russia – share this view.1065 Many organisations such as the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights,1066 UNESCO1067 and the OSCE PA1068

1063 On 23 February 2014 the Ukrainian Parliament voted to repeal a law that
allowed the use of minority languages in administration and schools where the
minority exceeded ten percent of the population. Scrapping the law targeted
the status of the Russian language in Ukraine. The decision, however, was
vetoed by the new President Turchynov, see ‘Ukraine’s Parliament-appointed
Acting President Says Language Law to Stay Effective’ (Tass, 1 March 2014)
<https://tass.com/world/721537>. Up to this day, language remains a divisive
issue in Ukraine. President Poroshenko’s election slogan in 2019, for exam-
ple, read “Army, Language, Faith.” Since 2014, Ukraine has passed a number
of controversial language laws that attracted international criticism, see e.g.
Council of Europe, ‘Opinion on the Provisions of the Law on Education of 5
September 2017 Which Concern the Use of the State Language and Minority
and Other Languages in Education (CDL-AD (2017) 030-e)’ (2017); Venice
Commission, ‘Opinion No 902/ 2017 on the Provisions of the Law on Educa-
tion of 5 September 2017 Which Concern the Use of the State Language and
Minority and Other Languages in Education’ (2017).

1064 In Odessa, 48 pro-Russian protesters died in clashes with pro-Ukrainian
protesters and the security forces on 2 May 2014. The protesters had barricaded
themselves in a trade union building when a fire broke out. Russia has called
the events a “fascist massacre” and accused Ukraine of stirring anti-Russian
sentiments, see Howard Amos and Harriet Salem ‘Ukraine Clashes: Dozens
Dead after Odessa Building Fire’ (The Guardian, 2 May 2014) <https://www.th
eguardian.com/world/2014/may/02/ukraine-dead-odessa-building-fire>; Shaun
Walker, ‘Tensions Run High in Odessa on Anniversary of Deadly Clashes’ (The
Guardian, 2 May 2016) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/02/ode
ssa-ukraine-second-anniversary-clashes>.

1065 Certain Russian scholars defended the Russian view in international academic
circles. The most prominent example are the articles by Anatoly Kapustin and
Vladislav Tolstykh that were published in the Heidelberg Journal of Interna-
tional Law, see Kapustin (n 1023); Tolstykh, ‘Three Ideas of Self-Determination
in International Law and the Reunification of Crimea with Russia’ (n 1023).

1066 The reports of the OHCHR use the terminology “temporarily occupied by the
Russian Federation.” The reports are available at <https://www.ohchr.org/en/co
untries/enacaregion/pages/uareports.aspx>.

1067 See e.g. UNESCO, Doc 204 EX/5 Part I.D (17 May 2018) 4.
1068 OSCE Parliamentary Assembly, Luxembourg Declaration AS (19) DE (July

2019) 3.
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have condemned the occupation of Crimea. Even close Russian allies such
as Belarus refused to recognise Crimea as a de jure subject of the Russian
Federation.1069

Russian denial – what occupation?

How does Russia meet this criticism? The Kremlin has become very skilled
at ignoring and avoiding the uncomfortable legal classification of belliger-
ent occupation. We shall consider the following example: on 14 November
2016, the ICC classified the situation in Crimea as belligerent occupation.
It stated that

“[t]he information available suggests that the situation within the territory
of Crimea and Sevastopol amounts to an international armed conflict
between Ukraine and the Russian Federation. This international armed
conflict began at the latest on 26 February when the Russian Federation
deployed members of its armed forces to gain control over parts of the
Ukrainian territory without the consent of the Ukrainian Government. The
law of international armed conflict would continue to apply after 18 March
2014 to the extent that the situation within the territory of Crimea and
Sevastopol factually amounts to an on-going state of occupation.”1070

Two days later Russia refused to ratify the Rome Statute as a symbolic
act of disapproval complaining that the ICC “did not live up to its expecta-
tions.”1071 But it was clear that the withdrawal from the ICC came as a
reprisal against the Prosecution’s report.1072

2.1.4

1069 Lukashenko called the annexation a “bad precedent”, but recognised that
Crimea from now on “de facto” belonged to Russia, see ‘Belarusian President
Says Crimean Annexation 'Bad Precedent' (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty,
23 March 2014) <https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lukashenka-crimea-precedent/
25306914.html>.

1070 The Office of the ICC Prosecutor (n 707) 35.
1071 Распоряжение Президента Российской Федерации, 16.11.2016, N 361-рп ‘О

намерении Российской Федерации не стать участником Римского Статута
Международного Уголовного Суда’ [Decree of the President of the Russian
Federation, 16 November 2016, No 361-rp ‘On the Intention of the Russian
Federation Not to Become a Party to the Rome Statute of the ICC’]; see also
‘МИД объяснил отказ России ратифицировать Римский статут МУС [Ministry
of Foreign Affairs Announced the Refusal of Russia to Ratify the Rome Statute
of the ICC]’ (Tass, 16 January 2016) <https://tass.ru/politika/3788778>.

1072 See above at p 155.
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Russia has ducked criticism in other fora such as the UN Security
Council. When the German representative emphasised that “Crimea is still
occupied” at the occasion of the fifth anniversary of the Minsk agreements
(2019), Russia abstained from making any legal or even factual arguments
but added rather sarcastically:

“It turns out that all of Ukraine’s woes and misfortunes — not just of the
past few years but the past three centuries — are the legacy of Russia’s
occupation of Ukraine. Under that lying paradigm, a new, falsified version
of history is being created at accelerated speed, cobbled together from all the
skeletons in its cupboard.”1073

The Kremlin not only ignores comments on the general status of Crimea,
but also refuses to react to violations of specific provisions. There are
many problematic issues with relation to Crimea, for example subjecting
Crimeans to compulsory military service (Art 51 GC IV); Altering the
status of judges (Art 56 GC IV); introducing the Russian administrative,
penal, and tax system (Art 64 GC IV, Art 48 HR); imposing Russian
citizenship (Art 45 HR); let alone the crackdown on the Crimean Tatars
(Art 27, 71 GC IV).1074 International pressure has done little to put an
end to these violations. On 19 December 2016, the UN General Assem-
bly adopted a resolution urging Russia to respect Art 51 of the Fourth
Geneva Convention which prohibits compelling a protected person in
occupied territory to serve in its armed forces.1075 The General Assembly’s
resolutions 72/190 (19 December 2017) and 73/263 (22 December 2018)
added that “the imposition and retroactive application of the legal system
of the Russian Federation […] is contrary to international humanitarian
law, including the Geneva Conventions.”1076 Russia voted against each
Resolution and did not further comment on its content.

In sum, the classification of Crimea as occupied is clear-cut. It follows
the well-established definition of belligerent occupation that I have out-

1073 UN Security Council, 8461st meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8461 (12 February 2019) 8.
1074 OSCE/ODIHR, ‘Report of the Human Rights Assessment Mission on Crimea

(6–18 July 2015)’ (2015) 82 et seq.
1075 UN General Assembly Resolution 71/205, UN Doc A/RES/71/205 (1 February

2017) 2.
1076 UN General Assembly Resolution 72/190, UN Doc A/RES/72/190 (19 Decem-

ber 2017) 2; UN General Assembly Resolution 73/263, UN Doc A/RES/73/263
(22 December 2018) 2. The prohibition to impose the legal system of the
occupying power can be found in Art 47, 54, and 64 GC IV as well as in Art 43
HR.
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lined above. However, Russia categorically rejects the application of IHL
in Crimea, despite heavy, repeated, and virtually unanimous criticism
from the entire international community. Meanwhile, the Crimean popu-
lation does not benefit from the protection under IHL and Russia’s blatant
disregard for well-established norms risks eroding respect for the regime of
occupation in the long run.

Occupation by proxy – the cases of Transdniestria, Abkhazia, and
South Ossetia

Crimea is the most obvious example in which Russia challenges the appli-
cation of belligerent occupation. There are other, more controversial exam-
ples. When walking the streets of Tbilisi, for example, one cannot help but
notice the graffiti and stickers plastered over the old walls, pretty wooden
balconies and lamp posts. In bold letters, they make a bold statement:
“Russia is occupant.”1077 This is of course a reference to the situation in
South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the two Georgian breakaway regions. Anoth-
er analogous example is the Moldovan breakaway republic Transdniestria.
What makes a good political slogan is, however, more difficult under IHL.
Is Russia really an occupying power in these regions?

Scholars and practitioners are divided on these cases. Unlike in Crimea,
Moscow does not exercise complete direct control over these regions by
means of its armed forces and civilian administration. It only maintains
a limited number of troops. Rather, the Kremlin finances, equips, and
supports local authorities supportive to the Russian cause. The legal debate
thus revolves about the issue of “occupation by proxy.”

First, I will describe the degree of Russian influence over Transdniestria,
South Ossetia, and Abkhazia (in the following, I will use “the Regions”
when referring to these three regions collectively).1078 Then, we will look
at the concept of occupation by proxy and its legal intricacies. Finally,

2.2

1077 The slogan has been adopted by a civil society movement, see <https://1tv.ge/en
/news/russia-is-occupant-demands-impeachment-of-president/>.

1078 One could argue that LNR and DNR also fit this pattern. I, however, have
chosen not to treat Russia’s relationship with the People’s Republics in this
sub-section because – unlike in Transdniestira, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia
– Russia already denies the presence of its soldiers in these entities. I will deal
with this strategy of denying the facts in the following sub-section starting at
p 255. For those interested, a case study on occupation by proxy tailored to
the Ukrainian context can be found in Alexander Gilder, ‘Bringing Occupation

2. Avoiding occupation – ceci n’est pas une occupation

231

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://1tv.ge/en/news/russia-is-occupant-demands-impeachment-of-president/
https://1tv.ge/en/news/russia-is-occupant-demands-impeachment-of-president/
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://1tv.ge/en/news/russia-is-occupant-demands-impeachment-of-president/
https://1tv.ge/en/news/russia-is-occupant-demands-impeachment-of-president/


I will deal with Russia’s attitude towards the alleged occupation in the Re-
gions and clarify what this tells us about Moscow’s approach to IHL.

Russia’s influence in Transdniestria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia

The three Regions have much in common.1079 All of them emerged in
the course of the dissolution of the Soviet Union and owe their existence
to armed struggle against their respective central State – Moldova and
Georgia. Both Moldova and Georgia were former Soviet Republics and
gained independence when the USSR broke apart, while Abkhazia, South
Ossetia, and Transdniestria did not enjoy this status. Hence, according to
the uti possidetis doctrine the Regions should have remained part of the
former Soviet Republics Georgia and Moldova.1080 However, for various
political, ethnic, and historical reasons, the Regions strove for indepen-
dence and the ensuing hostilities lasted until 1992 (in South Ossetia and
Transdniestria) and 1994 (in Abkhazia). Politically, the issue of secession
remains unresolved even if the armed conflicts have been “frozen” since
the mid-90s. In the case of Georgia, hostilities flared up again in the 2008
war. Despite these ongoing tensions, the Regions evolved into functioning
de facto States with their own governments, administrations, and courts.

It is safe to say that the local authorities in all three regions only ex-
ist and survive thanks to Russian support. Transdniestria, for example,
depends on Russia in economic, military, and political respects. It has
massively benefited from free gas and Russian welfare programmes.1081

2.2.1

into the 21st Century: The Effective Implementation of Occupation by Proxy’
(2017) 13 Utrecht Law Review 60, 79.

1079 The following paragraph is largely based on Angelika Nußberger, ‘South Os-
setia’, Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law (Oxford University
Press 2013) paras 9–17; Angelika Nußberger, ‘Abkhazia’, Max Planck Encyclope-
dia of Public International Law (Oxford University Press 2013) paras 11–17. See
also Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Transnistria’ <https://www.britannica.com/place
/Transdniestria>.

1080 For the doctrine of uti possidetis see Giuseppe Nesi, ‘Uti Possidetis Doctrine’,
Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law (Oxford University Press
2018). At p 279, I will describe in detail how this doctrine influenced the
emergence of new States after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

1081 In 2012 the Russian government argued that it had delivered gas worth 1.5
billion US Dollars to Transdniestria, see for this ECtHR, Catan and Others v
Moldova and Russia, Nos 43370/04, 8252/05 and 18454/06, 19 October 2012,
para 99.

Chapter III: Evading IHL on the Battlefield

232

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Transdniestria
https://www.britannica.com/place/Transdniestria
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.britannica.com/place/Transdniestria
https://www.britannica.com/place/Transdniestria


Key positions in the Transdniestrian administration are held by Russian
citizens.1082 The 14th Russian Army has played a decisive role both during
the secession conflict and afterwards.1083 Although Russia has reduced its
troops, 1 500 Russian soldiers are still present in Transdniestria today.1084

Russia’s military, political, and economic influence led the ECtHR to
conclude that the Moldovan Republic of Transdniestria (MRT) remains
under “the effective authority, or at the very least under the decisive in-
fluence, of the Russian Federation, and in any event that it survives by
virtue of the military, economic, financial and political support given to
it by the Russian Federation.”1085 Recently, the Ukrainian crisis has led to
economic decline in the breakaway region, thereby further increasing the
dependence on Moscow.1086

We find a similar picture in Abkhazia. The popular tourist location
lies between the Black Sea and the Great Caucasus with Sukhumi as a
capital. During the 2008 war, Abkhazia enlarged its territory into the
upper Kodori Valley.1087 After the end of the war, Russia recognised Abk-
hazia as an independent State. Venezuela, Nicaragua, Nauru, and Syria
followed suit.1088 While Abkhazia was always a bit more advanced than

1082 Bogdan Ivanel, ‘Puppet States: A Growing Trend of Covert Occupation’ (2016)
18 Yearbook of International Humanitarian Law 43, 48–52.

1083 See for this В.Л. Полушин [V.L. Polushin], Генерал Лебедь – загадка России
[General Lebed – A Russian Enigma] (Внешторгиздат 1997) 33 et seq.

1084 EU Parliament Subcommittee on Security and Defence, ‘Russian Military Pres-
ence in the Eastern European Partnership Countries’ (2016) 21.

1085 ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, para
392; see also paras 386–391. The Court has confirmed this dependence in EC-
tHR, Ivanţoc and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 23687/05, 15 November 2011,
paras 116–120; ECtHR, Catan and Others v Moldova and Russia, Nos 43370/04,
8252/05 and 18454/06, 19 October 2012, paras 121–122; ECtHR, Mozer v Moldo-
va and Russia, No 11138/10, 23 February 2016, paras 108–110; and ECtHR,
Mangîr and Others v the Republic of Moldova and Russia, No 50157/06, 17 July
2018, para 28.

1086 ‘Transdniestria: My Head Is in Russia, My Legs Walk to Europe’ (Carnegie
Europe, 3 December 2018) <https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/12/03/transdniestri
a-my-head-is-in-russia-my-legs-walk-to-europe-pub-77843>.

1087 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume I’ (2009) 22.

1088 Tuvalu and Vanuatu recognised Abkhazia, but later withdrew their recogni-
tions. For the Russian recognition see also the decision by the Federal Council
reprinted in IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding
Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of
the Sides on the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n
960) 445.

2. Avoiding occupation – ceci n’est pas une occupation

233

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/12/03/transdniestria-my-head-is-in-russia-my-legs-walk-to-europe-pub-77843
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/12/03/transdniestria-my-head-is-in-russia-my-legs-walk-to-europe-pub-77843
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/12/03/transdniestria-my-head-is-in-russia-my-legs-walk-to-europe-pub-77843
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/12/03/transdniestria-my-head-is-in-russia-my-legs-walk-to-europe-pub-77843


South Ossetia in its state-building process, it still depends heavily on Rus-
sia. For instance, in 2008 most of the inhabitants in Abkhazia held a Rus-
sian passport. The Russians controlled political institutions and security
forces.1089 This dependence increased after the war. Many major economic
assets are under Russian ownership.1090 In 2014, Abkhazia and Russia
signed the Treaty on Alliance and Strategic Partnership which includes
closer cooperation in the areas of defence, customs, and border control.
The treaty proclaims that Moscow and Sukhumi form a “common space
of defence and security.”1091 Russia still maintains a large military base
in Abkhazia.1092 While the Treaty on Alliance and Strategic Partnership
allows for some autonomy of the Abkhaz authorities, overall, their fate
remains tied to Moscow.1093 This is especially obvious in economic terms.
A 2013 report estimated that Russian subsidies amounted to 70 percent of
the Abkhazian annual budget.1094

Out of the three Regions, South Ossetia’s1095 dependence on Russia
is the most evident.1096 The smallest breakaway region occupies a neural-
gic point on the map. Its south-eastern border is located only 50 km
from Georgia’s capital Tbilisi and almost touches the major Georgian
East-West highway E 60. South Ossetia is home to around 50 000 peo-

1089 Nußberger, ‘Abkhazia’ (n 1079) para 27.
1090 Andre WM Gerrits and Max Bader, ‘Russian Patronage over Abkhazia and

South Ossetia: Implications for Conflict Resolution’ (2016) 32 East European
Politics 297, 301.

1091 Art 3 of the Договор между Российской Федерацией и Республикой Абхазия
о союзничестве и стратегическом партнерстве [Treaty Between the Russian
Federation and the Republic of Abkhazia on Alliance and Strategic Partner-
ship] 24 November 2014.

1092 Gerrits and Bader (n 1090) 302. See also Соглашение между Республикой
Абхазия и Российской Федерацией об объединенной российской военной
базе на территории Республики Абхазия [Treaty Between the Republic of
Abkhazia and the Russian Federation about the United Russian Military Base
on the Territory of the Republic of Abkhazia] 17 February 2010.

1093 For the interesting drafting history of the Treaty see Thomas Ambrosio and
William A Lange, ‘The Architecture of Annexation? Russia’s Bilateral Agree-
ments with South Ossetia and Abkhazia’ (2016) 44 Nationalities Papers 673,
683–684.

1094 International Crisis Group, ‘Abkhazia: The Long Road to Reconciliation’
(2013) 6.

1095 Since a referendum in 2017 the full name of South Ossetia reads: “Republic of
South Ossetia – the State of Alania.”

1096 Nußberger, ‘South Ossetia’ (n 1079) para 9; Ambrosio and Lange (n 1093) 688.
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ple.1097 Around 30 000 live in the capital Tskhinvali. Since the Russo-Geor-
gian War, Russia recognises its independence alongside with Nicaragua,
Venezuela, Nauru, and Syria.1098 Angelika Nußberger argues that even
before the war, Moscow had decisive control over the South Ossetians. Its
policy of “passportisation” has turned most of them into Russian citizens,
subjecting them to Russian jurisdiction. Furthermore, Moscow maintains
de facto control over all political Ossetian institutions and maintains a tight
grip on the security forces.1099

Since the end of the Russo-Georgian War, Tskhinvali’s dependence on
Moscow has continuously grown. In 2015, Russia and South Ossetia con-
cluded a Treaty on Alliance and Integration.1100 Just like in Abkhazia, the
treaty advanced and consolidated the Russian influence in South Ossetia
in numerous areas such as foreign policy, customs, transport, and above
all in the security sector.1101 In comparison with Abkhazia, however, it left
the authorities in Tskhinvali with even less autonomy.1102 This is demon-
strated by the term “integration” (as opposed to “strategic partnership”
in the Russo-Abkhaz treaty), because it may be read as a commitment to
officially join the Russian Federation in the long run. However, in 2017,
the referendum on the question of accession was postponed. Allegedly,
this happened due to pressure from Moscow that has little to gain from
such an initiative at the moment.1103 Despite this aborted attempt at inte-
gration, South Ossetia’s dependence on Russia remains obvious. Moscow
maintains a large military presence including the 4th military base which

1097 ‘Окончательные данные переписи: в Южной Осетии живут 53 532 человека
[Final Data of the Census: In South Ossetia Live 53 532 People]’ (Sputnik, 11
August 2016) <https://sputnik-ossetia.ru/South_Ossetia/20160811/2874839.html
>.

1098 Nußberger, ‘South Ossetia’ (n 1079) para 31; see also the decision by the Fed-
eral Council reprinted in IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International
Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume
III – Views of the Sides on the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Ques-
tionnaires’ (n 960).

1099 Nußberger, ‘South Ossetia’ (n 1079) para 20.
1100 Договор между Российской Федерацией и Республикой Южная Осетия о

союзничестве и интеграции [Treaty Between the Russian Federation and the
Republic of South Ossetia on Alliance and Integration] 18 March 2015.

1101 For a detailed analysis of the treaty see Ambrosio and Lange (n 1093) 685–687.
1102 ibid 688.
1103 ‘Adjournment: South Ossetia Postpones Referendum’ (RIAC, 6 June 2016)

<https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/otkladyvanie-pa
rtii-yuzhnaya-osetiya-perenosit-referendum/>.
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holds around 4000 troops.1104 In 2017, parts of the South Ossetian armed
forces were officially subordinated to Russian command.1105 Finally, South
Ossetia lacks an independent source of income and its budget almost en-
tirely depends on Russian aid.1106

Does this considerable influence mean that Russia occupies the three
Regions? In the following, I will explain the concept of so-called “indirect
occupation” or “occupation by proxy,” before drawing my legal conclusion
and analysing Russia’s position on this question.

Direct and indirect occupation

As I have explained above belligerent occupation under IHL requires the
following criteria to be fulfilled:
1. The former government lost its authority over the territory
2. The occupying power replaced this authority in the sense that it can

enforce its will
3. This substitution of power is non-consensual
The Russian forces in Georgia and Moldova are present against the will
of the respective sovereign.1107 However, direct occupation would require
Russia administrating the territory through its own institutions or its own
armed forces. This is not the case. At the same time, a State’s territory does
not need to be occupied in its entirety. The Geneva Conventions explicitly
foresee partial occupation.1108 Therefore we can easily consider the areas
occupied where Russian soldiers are stationed, i.e. mostly in and near
the military bases.1109 In addition, from August until October 2008 the

2.2.2

1104 Gerrits and Bader (n 1090) 302. See also Соглашение между Республикой
Южная Осетия и Российской Федерацией об объединенной российской
военной базе на территории Республики Южная Осетия [Treaty Between the
Republic of South Ossetia and the Russian Federation on the United Russian
Military Base on the Territory of the Republic of South Ossetia] 7 April 2010.

1105 Подписано соглашение о вхождении части подразделений армии Южной
Осетии в ВС РФ [The Agreement of the Integration of Parts of the Units of the
Army of South Ossetia and into the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation
Has Been Signed]’ (Tass, 31 March 2017) <https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/4143137
>.

1106 Gerrits and Bader (n 1090) 302.
1107 See for this below at pp 245 and 250.
1108 CA 2(2) uses the formula “in cases of partial or total occupation.”
1109 The Tagliavini Report argues down these lines: “The extent of the control and

authority exercised by Russian forces may differ from one geographical area to
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so-called “buffer zone” in Georgia was under the effective control of the
Russian Army.1110 The zone was taken by Moscow during the 2008 War
and lay beyond the borders of South Ossetia and Abkhazia on undisputed
Georgian territory. In the buffer zone, Russian troops invaded, replaced
the Georgian administration, and held the area for about two months.1111

Most of the Regions’ territory, however, is administered by their own
local authorities. Russian troops neither control nor interfere with the
day-to-day administration.1112 How should we classify these areas? At first
sight, the above definition of belligerent occupation does not exclude
occupation by proxy. Why should criteria No 1 and 2 (substitution of
effective control) require the direct intervention of a State’s official armed
forces? Could proxy forces that are controlled by a State not exercise the
same authority?1113 In other words: even if occupation needs “boots on the
ground,” why should the boots not belong to a proxy?

Thus, the question is not if territory can be occupied by a proxy,
but what level of control the State needs to exert over its proxy actor. In
essence, the debate revolves around different ways of defining control over
groups.1114 This leads us to the issue of State responsibility and its most
fundamental rule: States are only responsible for their own conduct, i.e.
the conduct of persons acting – on whatever basis – on their behalf.1115 If
the acts of the local de facto authorities can be attributed to Russia, then it
would be fair to speak of Russian occupation under IHL.

The rules of attribution have been codified in the Articles on State Re-
sponsibility for Internationally Wrongful Acts (ARSIWA) 4–11 which by

another. It was possibly looser in the territories of South Ossetia and Abkhazia
administered by the de facto authorities. In the Kodori Valley, and in districts
and villages in South Ossetia such as Akhalgori, where before the conflict the
Georgian forces and administration had exercised control, the substitution is
more evident.” Taken from IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent Internation-
al Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume
II’ (2009) 311.

1110 ibid.
1111 Luke Harding, ‘Russia Begins Final Pull-out from Georgia Buffer Zone’ (8

October 2008) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/oct/08/georgia.russia
>.

1112 See e.g. Ivanel (n 1082) 55.
1113 See e.g. Ferraro (n 994) 160.
1114 Tom Gal, ‘Unexplored Outcomes of Tadić: Applicability of the Law of Occupa-

tion to War by Proxy’ (2014) 12 Journal of International Criminal Justice 59.
1115 ICJ, Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime

of Genocide (Bosnia and Herzegovina v Serbia and Montenegro), Judgment, ICJ
Reports (2007) 43 [hereinafter Bosnian Genocide Case] para 406.
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now constitute customary law.1116 There are various ways of attributing the
conduct of persons or groups to a State. I will extensively discuss them at
page 342 when addressing Russia’s outsourcing strategies in active warfare.
For the context of occupation, suffice it to say that the most relevant provi-
sion is Art 8 ARSIWA. It requires a group to be under the “direction or
control” of a State. What level of control would Russia need over the de
facto authorities in the Regions to satisfy this criterion? There are two ways
to answer this question. One I shall call the “narrow”, the other the “wide”
approach.

According to the narrow approach, occupation by proxy is possible, but
only on the condition that the sponsor State has “effective control” over
the proxy regime. Note that “effective control” in this context does not
refer to Art 42 HR, i.e. control over territory. It rather refers to the rules
of State responsibility as defined by the ICJ in the Nicaragua Case that I
will explain in detail below. Thus, the narrow approach requires a double
standard of effective control: A State having effective control over a group
(ICJ standard) which effectively controls territory (Art 42 HR standard).

The broad approach, on the other hand, deems it sufficient that the
sponsor State exercises overall control over local groups that exercise effect-
ive control over the territory.1117 “Overall control” – a standard created
by the ICTY1118 – sets a lower threshold than the ICJ’s effective control
standard, as I will explain below.

The narrow approach – effective control (ICJ standard)

According to the ICJ case law, Art 8 ARSIWA sets a very high threshold.
In its famous Nicaragua Decision, the Court required “effective control of
the military or paramilitary operations in the course of which the alleged
violations were committed.”1119 The Court ruled that this goes beyond
merely financing, organising, training, and supporting a certain group.1120

2.2.2.1

1116 James R Crawford, ‘State Responsibility’, Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public
International Law (Oxford University Press 2006) para 65.

1117 See e.g. Ferraro (n 994) 158.
1118 See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judg-

ment, 15 July 1999, paras 146–160; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Tihomir Blaškić
(IT-95–14), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 March 2000, paras 117–118.

1119 Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 115. Of course, the ICJ judgment (1986) predated
the ARSIWA (2001), but the issue at heart remains unchanged.

1120 See e.g. Nicaragua Case (n 992) paras 115–116.
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The State needs to specifically plan the operation in question.1121 The mere
fact that a group displays a “high degree of dependency” does not suffice
for attribution.1122

While the Regions heavily depend on Moscow, their dependence does
not reach this ICJ standard of effective control. This would require the
detailed planning of each and every of their actions. Bearing in mind the
above facts, this seems unlikely at the present time.1123 Thomas Ambrosio
and William Lange have analysed the current status of the Regions in
great detail. They argue that “neither South Ossetia nor Abkhazia should
be considered mere appendages of Russia. There are internal political
and identity-based processes in both territories that, while dominated by
Russia, are not fully controlled by Moscow.” At the same time, the Regions
“should not be seen as fully independent political entities […]. Instead
they should be characterised as possessing a range of effective sovereignty,
which has political and ideational substance, but is ultimately subordinat-
ed to Moscow.”1124 The same is true for Transdniestria.1125

This assessment may change in the future, e.g. with South Ossetia’s
integration process. However, we have seen that Moscow is deeply scepti-
cal of extending its official rule to the Regions. The process has finally
stalled. Thus, as long as the Regions are caught in a grey zone between
dependence and autonomy, Russia’s control falls short of the ICJ threshold
of effective control.1126

1121 See Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 413.
1122 Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 115.
1123 The ECtHR also dealt with the issue of control in Ilașcu and Others v Moldova

and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, paras 386–392. The Judges found that
Russia “effectively controls” the Transdniestrian authorities. In this instance,
however, the Court did not refer to the ICJ standard of effective control, but
to its own standard of establishing attribution. The Court neither cited the ICJ
case law, nor did it explain its own standard of effective control, see Ivanel (n
1082) 57. For the ECtHR’s stance on attribution see also n 1701.

1124 Ambrosio and Lange (n 1093) 688.
1125 Ivanel (n 1082) 48–54.
1126 One limited exception could be the part of the South Ossetian armed forces

that is now officially subjected to Russian command, see above n 1105.
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The broad approach – overall control (ICTY standard)

Can there be occupation by proxy below the threshold of the ICJ standard?
Certain scholars have come out in favour of this.1127 Notably, Tristan Fer-
raro (ICRC) supported this idea in his 2012 article. He speaks of “indirect
effective control” and argues that occupation

“may be exercised through surrogate armed forces as long as they are subject
to the overall control of the foreign State. Thus, a State would be an occupy-
ing power for the purposes of IHL when it exercises overall control over de
facto local authorities or other local organized groups that are themselves in
effective control of a territory or part thereof.”1128

Ferraro does not deviate from the “effective control” standard under Art
42 HR. Rather, he uses a lower standard for attribution: overall control.
This test was developed by the ICTY Appeals Chamber in 1999 and
requires “coordinating or helping in the general planning” of the activi-
ties of a group.1129 It goes beyond providing financial assistance, military
equipment, or training. But it stays below the ICJ’s threshold of planning
every specific operation.1130 The approach was also endorsed by the ICC in
Lubanga.1131 While the overall control standard was originally developed
for classifying a conflict as international, the ICTY later explicitly used
the test for attributing proxy occupation. In Blaškić, for example, the ICTY
ruled that Croatia occupied parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina, because it
supported a local de facto regime. The Tribunal reasoned that Croatia
was an occupying power “through the overall control it exercised over

2.2.2.2

1127 Gal (n 1114) 64; Gilder (n 1078) 80; Amy Elizabeth Chinnappa, ‘The United
States and the Coalition Provisional Authority – Occupation by Proxy?’ [2019]
Leiden Journal of International Law 415, 433; Sylvain Vité, ‘Typologie des con-
flits armés en droit international humanitaire: concepts juridiques et réalités’
(2009) 91 Revue internationale de la Croix-Rouge 69, 74–75; Dapo Akande,
‘Classification of Armed Conflicts: Relevant Legal Concepts’ in Elizabeth
Wilmshurst (ed), International Law and the Classification of Conflicts (Oxford
University Press 2012) 18. See also Rulac, ‘Military Occupation of Moldova by
Russia’ <http://www.rulac.org/browse/conflicts/military-occupation-of-moldova
-by-russia#collapse2accord>.

1128 Ferraro (n 994) 158.
1129 See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judg-

ment, 15 July 1999, para 131.
1130 ibid para 137.
1131 ICC, The Prosecutor v Thomas Lubanga Dyilo (ICC-01/04–01/06), Trial Chamber

Judgment, 14 March 2012, para 541.
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the HVO [Croatian Defence Council],1132 the support it lent it, and the
close ties it maintained with it.”1133 In the same decision, the ICTY pro-
vided concrete examples for overall control: paying salaries, taking deci-
sions in meetings, and sharing troops or operational goals with an armed
group.1134

This standard corresponds to Russia’s influence in the Regions. I have
detailed its economic, political, and military control above. The Regions
heavily depend on Russia. The Kremlin is able to influence crucial po-
litical, military, and financial decisions in the breakaway republics. The
Regions are “ultimately subordinated to Moscow.”1135The Tagliavini Re-
port1136 seems to suggest that there are strong indicators for Russia’s
overall control of South Ossetia and Abkhazia.1137 I am convinced that
in each of the Regions, Russian influence reaches the ICTY’s threshold of
“coordinating and planning.” Several scholars share this view.1138

The question remains, however, of whether overall control represents
the right legal standard for attributing occupation. There are certain ar-
guments in favour of such an assertion: Firstly, the ICTY explicitly recog-
nised overall control as the right standard for attributing occupation in

1132 The Croatian Defence Council was the military wing of the unrecognised Croa-
tian Republic of Herzeg-Bosnia that existed from 1991–1996 on the territory
Bosnia-Herzegovina. It was supported by Croatia.

1133 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Tihomir Blaškić (IT-95–14), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3
March 2000, paras 149–150.

1134 ibid paras 101, 106, 108, 117–118.
1135 Ambrosio and Lange (n 1093) 688.
1136 The Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Con-

flict in Georgia, or short Tagliavini Report – named after the Swiss diplomat
Heidi Tagliavini – was an EU sponsored report that brought together a group
of renowned international and independent experts to shed light on the factual
and legal aspects of the Russo-Georgian War. It was a bold attempt of the EU to
establish the truth in the aftermath of a highly politicised conflict, see Thomas
de Waal, ‘The Still-Topical Tagliavini Report’ (Carnegie, 30 September 2015)
<https://carnegie.ru/commentary/61451>. I will rely on the three volumes of the
report when dealing with the Russo-Georgian War.

1137 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 303–304. Final-
ly, the report leaves the question open because the framework for the conduct
of hostilities is virtually the same in IAC and NIAC.

1138 For Transdniestria see e.g. Ivanel (n 1082); Kieran O’Reilly and Noelle Higgins,
‘The Role of the Russian Federation in the Pridnestrovian Conflict: An Interna-
tional Humanitarian Law Perspective’ (2008) 19 Irish Studies in International
Affairs 57; for Georgia see e.g. Grazvydas Jasutis in Bellal (n 544) 54.
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Blaškić and (implicitly) in Tadić.1139 Secondly, extending the framework
of occupation to situations of overall control would be in line with the
protective nature of IHL.1140 Otherwise States could avoid their obligations
by outsourcing occupation. At the ICRC Meeting of Experts, many partic-
ipants shared this protective view and stressed the need to “prevent any
attempt by the occupying power to evade its duties under occupation law
through the installation of a government by proxy, which would exert
governmental functions on its behalf.”1141 Thirdly, the rationale of Art 47
GC IV speaks in favour of the broad approach. Art 47 intends to exclude
the evasion of the occupation regime “in any case or in any manner
whatsoever.” Finally, the wording of Art 42 HR does not preclude the
overall control test. It speaks of the “authority of the hostile army” without
detailing what standard should be used.

There are, however, weighty arguments against widening the scope of
attribution for proxy occupation. Firstly, State practice does not support
the broad approach. All UN Security Council resolutions on situations
that involve occupation by proxy, name the proxy actor as the occupier –
not the sponsor State.1142 Secondly, the approach has met with fierce resis-
tance in academia. Renowned scholars such as Dinstein reject the broad
approach and demand “a double requirement of effective control,” i.e.
effective control over the group and over the territory.1143 Eyal Benvenisti
also firmly opposes to deviation from the ICJ’s standard.1144 Thirdly, there
is considerable case law in support of the narrow approach. The ECtHR
ruled that the “physical presence of foreign troops is a conditio sine qua

1139 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Tihomir Blaškić (IT-95–14), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3
March 2000, paras 149–150. Furthermore, the ICTY implicitly recognised the
overall control standard for occupation in Tadić. The Trial Chamber ruled that
“the relationship of de facto organs or agents to the foreign Power includes
those circumstances in which the foreign Power ‘occupies’ or operates in certain
territory solely through the acts of local de facto organs or agents.” The ICTY
Appeals Chamber then clarified that the necessary relationship of a State and
the de facto organ is “overall control” thereby deviating from the effective
control test of the ICJ. See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T),
Trial Chamber Judgment, 7 May 1997, para 584 (emphasis added); ICTY, The
Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judgment, 15 July 1999,
para 117.

1140 Gilder (n 1078) 62–63.
1141 ICRC, ‘Expert Meeting, Occupation and Other Forms of Administration of

Foreign Territory’ (n 1000) 19.
1142 Ivanel (n 1082) 56.
1143 Dinstein (n 984) 50.
1144 Benvenisti (n 990) 61.
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non for occupation.”1145 This formulation seems to exclude occupation by
supporting local proxies. More importantly, the ICTY’s case law – which is
often cited in favour of the broad approach – is not consistent. In Naletilić
and Martinović, for example, the Tribunal decided that

“there is an essential distinction between the determination of a State of
occupation and that of the existence of an international armed conflict. The
application of the overall control test is applicable to the latter. A further
degree of control is required to establish occupation”1146

The most important argument against the broad approach, however, is the
case law of the ICJ. The Court developed its effective control standard
in the Nicaragua Case (1986). Thirteen years later, in 1999, the ICTY
Appeals Chamber challenged the test of effective control and replaced it
with the lower threshold of overall control.1147 The ICJ responded politely,
but firmly in the Bosnian Genocide Case (2007).1148 The Court explicitly
rejected the ICTY standard for State attribution and upheld its own notion
of effective control. The ICJ pointed to the ICTY’s narrow mandate that
only concerned individual crimes and did not include issues of State attri-
bution.1149 It reasoned that overall control may well be the test “applicable
and suitable” for classifying an armed conflict, but for State attribution the
test was “unsuitable, for it stretches too far, almost to breaking point, the

1145 ECtHR, Sargsyan v Azerbaijan, No 40167/06, 16 June 2015, para 94.
1146 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko Martinović (IT-98–34-T), Trial

Chamber Judgment, 31 March 2003, para 214 (emphasis added).
1147 See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judg-

ment, 15 July 1999, paras 115–145, especially at para 137. The ICTY dealt
with the question of attribution, because it had to classify the conflict at hand.
It largely based its reasoning on the distinction between an individual and a
highly organised armed group: “Where the question at issue is whether a single
private individual or a group that is not militarily organized has acted as a de
facto State organ when performing a specific act, it is necessary to ascertain
whether specific instructions concerning the commission of that particular
act had been issued by that State to the individual or group in question;
alternatively, it must be established whether the unlawful act had been publicly
endorsed or approved ex post facto by the State at issue. By contrast, control by a
State over subordinate armed forces or militias or paramilitary units may be of an
overall character” (para 137 of the judgment, emphasis in the original).

1148 Already in the earlier Armed Activities Case the ICJ had favoured its own
Nicaragua standard, although it did not explicitly address the ICTY’s decision
in Tadić, see Armed Activities Case (n 994) paras 168, 226.

1149 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judgment, 15
July 1999, para 404.
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connection which must exist between the conduct of a State’s organs and
its international responsibility.”1150 Since then, the issue seems settled, and
it is hard to argue in favour of a lower threshold for Art 8 ARSIWA. James
Crawford writes that “so far as the law of State responsibility is concerned,
this determination effectively ends the debate as to the correct standard of
control to be applied under Art 8.”1151 Admittedly, the Bosnian Genocide
Case did not deal with occupation, but attribution in general. It would,
however, seem logical to have a unified standard of attribution.1152

In conclusion, there is currently no consensus as to the concept of
“occupation by proxy.” Notably, the ICRC considers it sufficient that the
sponsor State has “overall control” of the proxy. However, the predomi-
nant view – and above all the ICJ – rejects the idea of occupation by
proxy below the threshold of effective control. To my mind, the question
has been settled ever since the ICJ Bosnian Genocide Case where the Court
clearly favoured the narrow view: only effective control can trigger attribu-
tion. Of course, this narrow view tears a hole into the occupation regime.
Certain forms of occupation by proxy fall outside the scope of IHL, there-
by creating a gap in protection for civilians.1153

1150 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 407.
1151 James Crawford, State Responsibility: The General Part (Cambridge University

Press 2013) 156.
1152 This clear rejection leaves little room for occupation by proxy through overall

control. There is only one way to save the broad approach: by avoiding attri-
bution altogether and equating occupation to ordinary conflict classification.
In other words: isn’t classifying a situation as occupation quite similar to
classifying a conflict as international? It is undisputed that we may use the
overall control test to classify a NIAC as an IAC because a State has control
over an armed group (so-called “internationalisation” of a NIAC). Even the
ICJ conceded that it “may well be that the test is applicable and suitable”
for classifying an armed conflict (Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 407).
Could occupation by proxy represent a special form of an internationalised
conflict? After all, occupation is regulated in CA 2 – the main Article for
conflict classification. It is, however, doubtful what would be the advantage of
such “occupation without attribution.” In concrete terms this would mean that
Russia could be considered an occupying power in Georgia, but the actions of
the local South Ossetian and Abkhazian authorities would not be attributable
to Moscow. Gilder calls this protection gap a “get out of jail free card”, because
the State would be considered an occupying power, but at the same time it
would always escape State responsibility, see Gilder (n 1078) 80; Ivanel (n 1082)
56–57; Gal (n 1114) 78.

1153 Gilder (n 1078) 61.
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Russia’s approach – between loopholes and denial

What does this mean for the Regions? It means that Moscow’s strategy is
extremely effective in avoiding the framework of occupation. Firstly, the
Kremlin does not use too many of its own troops in order to avoid direct
control over the entire territory. Secondly, it maintains its support of the
proxies at a low enough level to avoid attribution through effective con-
trol. Thirdly, while its support does reach the threshold of overall control,
Russia rejects using this standard for attribution. In this, it can refer to the
case law of the ICJ that upheld the strict standard of effective control.

Based on this, Russia argues that it is not occupying any part of any
of the Regions. In the following, I will analyse this position – first with re-
gards to South Ossetia and Abkhazia, then with regards to Transdniestria.

On the one hand, Moscow resorts to sound legal arguments to reject
proxy occupation in the Regions. Notably, it can cite the ICJ case law that
I have outlined above in its support. On the other hand, Russia also denies
crucial facts, especially with regards to Transdniestria which it has never
officially recognised as a State. Furthermore, it challenges occupation even
in the areas where it has “boots on the ground” through its own soldiers,
namely on and near the military bases and the “buffer zone” during the
2008 War. In these respects, the Russian position rather resembles the
obstinate, but untenable denial we have seen in Crimea.

Russia’s attitude towards South Ossetia & Abkhazia – brothers in
arms

Russia speaks openly about its support of South Ossetia and Abkhazia.
Unlike in eastern Ukraine, the financial and military aid is not a state
secret. Certainly, it is difficult to judge how much influence Russia wields
via informal ways that are traditionally of great importance in the Cauca-
sus.1154 However, the formal support to the Georgian breakaway regions
are public knowledge. The official budget details the aid to the breakaway
republics;1155 politicians sign contracts on military bases, and the President

2.2.3

2.3.2.1

1154 Ambrosio and Lange (n 1093) 689.
1155 Available at <https://www.zakonrf.info/doc-33132812/pril14.2/>.
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promises military and financial support on camera.1156 Nevertheless, Rus-
sia does not regard itself as an occupying power – neither direct, nor by
proxy.1157 In essence, Moscow relies on three arguments for challenging its
occupation. I will present and comment on them in turn.

The first argument concerns statehood. Moscow recognises Abkhazia
and South Ossetia as “subjects of international law endowed with a legal
capacity to enter into international treaties.”1158 It portrays itself as the
power protecting the Regions’ right to self-determination thereby giving
“two peoples the chance to evolve, rather than to be exterminated.”1159

According to this logic, the presence of Russian troops is covered by the
consent of the sovereign.1160 This justification is at odds with international
law. A State needs territory, population, and effective government.1161

While both Abkhazia and South Ossetia fulfil the first two requirements,
neither of them meets the criteria of effective government.1162 Their depen-
dence on Russia prevents them from regulating their internal and external
affairs independently. Furthermore, virtually no State has recognised these

1156 Ellen Barry, ‘Putin Promises Abkhazia Economic and Military Support’ (The
New York Times, 12 August 2009) <https://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/13/worl
d/europe/13russia.html>.

1157 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 308.

1158 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 431.

1159 The quote is taken from Dmitry Medvedev’s statement during a meeting with
the South Ossetian President Eduard Kokoity, 13 August 2010, available at
<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/8639>. See also the Appeal
of the Federal Council of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation to
Recognize the Breakaway Republics, 25 August 2008, reprinted in IIFFMCG,
‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict
in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on the Conflict,
Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 958) 446.

1160 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 433.

1161 James Crawford, ‘State’, Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law
(Oxford University Press 2011) paras 13–24.

1162 Nußberger, ‘Abkhazia’ (n 1079) para 27; Nußberger, ‘South Ossetia’ (n 1079)
para 20; IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mis-
sion on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 127.
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entities.1163 While recognition is not constitutive for statehood, it serves as
a strong indicator.1164

Moscow’s second argument against occupation concerns effective con-
trol under Art 42 HR – or rather the lack thereof. While Russia agrees that
effective control is “the determining factor” for occupation it insists that it
does not have enough soldiers in Abkhazia and South Ossetia to meet this
standard.1165 During the proceedings of the Tagliavini Report, Moscow
argued that it only maintained a small presence of 3700 servicemen in
each Georgian breakaway republic. This number was not enough to exer-
cise effective control over the Regions.1166 In support of its argument,
Moscow referred to the case law of the ICTY which had ruled that the
establishment of a “temporary administration” is one of the indicators for
“authority” under Art 42 HR.1167 In this respect, Moscow stressed that
Abkhazia and South Ossetian had their own local authorities and that it
did not interfere with any administrative issues.1168

Russia adopted the same line of argument in the proceedings of ICJ,
Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination (CERD).1169 Russia stated that its

“presence in either Abkhazia or South Ossetia cannot, even prima facie, be
qualified as either one of belligerent occupation or as one of effective control

1163 Since the Russo-Georgian War, Moscow recognises South Ossetia’s indepen-
dence alongside with Nicaragua, Venezuela, Nauru, and Syria. Abkhazia’s state-
hood was recognised by Russia as well as Venezuela, Nicaragua, Nauru, and
Syria.

1164 Crawford, ‘State’ (n 1161) para 44.
1165 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides
on the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 435;
IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 304.

1166 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 435.

1167 See ibid 435 at n 2. See also ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mladen Naletilić and Vinko
Martinović (IT-98–34-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 31 March 2003, para 217.

1168 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 958) 436.

1169 ICJ, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian Federation), Preliminary Objections,
Judgment, ICJ Reports (2011) 70 [hereinafter Racial Discrimination Case].
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over the territories concerned, whether before, during or after the outbreak of
hostilities.”1170

In the proceedings before the ICJ, the Russian team further elaborated on
the issue of effective control under Art 42 HR. It stated that such control
needs to “substitute” authority and “replace the former government,”1171

and explained that this required a very high presence of troops like in
Loizidou v Turkey that it called an “instructive precedent.”1172 In Loizidou,
so the Russians stressed, the ratio of Turkish troops in Northern Cyprus
was 20 times higher than the Russian presence in Georgia.1173 That led the
Russian legal team to conclude that their “presence at no point in time
could be perceived as […] constituting belligerent occupation”1174

In this respect, Russia’s legal reasoning is flawed. The argument that
there are not enough troops to occupy all of Abkhazia and South Ossetia
is too simplistic. Occupation may concern parts of a territory.1175 This
is spelled out expressis verbis in CA 2 GC IV. Hence, Russia jumps the
gun when it argues that it does not occupy any parts of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, because it does not have enough men to occupy the whole
Region. As I have shown above, Russia did in fact have enough troops

1170 ICJ, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian Federation) – Preliminary Objections of
the Russian Federation (1 December 2009) at para 5.61; see also paras 5.73 and
5.65.

1171 ICJ, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian Federation) – Preliminary Objections of
the Russian Federation (1 December 2009) para 5.63.

1172 ICJ, Verbatim Record of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination
(Georgia v Russian Federation) Held on 10 September 2008 at 4.30 pm (CR
2008/27) 12.

1173 ibid 13.
1174 ICJ, Application of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms

of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian Federation) – Preliminary Objections
of the Russian Federation (1 December 2009) para 5.73; with regards to direct
occupation, Russia argued that its troops were merely peacekeepers and – in
any case – that their number was not sufficient to amount to effective control.
As a comparison, Russia pointed to the 30 000 Turkish troops stationed in
occupied Northern Cyprus (paras 5.65 – 5.69) and argued that today, the “num-
ber (approximately 2 500 in each Republic), functions and role of the Russian
troops present exclude any ability of the Russian Federation to exercise overall
effective control in either Abkhazia or South Ossetia” (para 5.72).

1175 See also IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mis-
sion on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 310.
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in the “buffer zone” to replace the Georgian sovereign. The Tagliavini
Commission, for example, found that “to a certain degree, Russian forces
were in a position to ensure public order and safety in the territories
they were stationed in.”1176 Admittedly, now the number of Russian troops
is lower than during the war, but in and near its military bases, Russia
continues to exercise enough authority through its troops. Despite that,
Moscow’s argument strikes a point. In a large chunk of Abkhazian and
South Ossetian territory it does not meet the necessary threshold of control
through its armed forces thanks to its effective outsourcing.

This brings us to Russia’s third counterargument which concerns attri-
bution. Moscow argues that its control over the Abkhazian and South
Ossetian authorities stays below the ICJ’s “strict view on attribution”
adopted in the Genocide Case.1177 Therefore, the acts of its proxies are
not attributable to Moscow.1178

Russia’s third argument concerning attribution is correct. We have to
concede that the standard of the ICJ is indeed very strict and at the present
time, Russia does not wield enough control over its proxies to meet this
threshold. Finally, I have shown above that the concept of attributing
occupation via overall control – a lower threshold – has met with the fierce
resistance of States, scholars, and courts. Even its staunchest supporters
concede that it is an emerging concept and does not necessarily correspond
to current treaty law.1179

So, is Russia an occupying power?1180 Yes, but only in small patches of
the Georgian territory, namely its military bases and the former “buffer

1176 ibid 373.
1177 ICJ, Verbatim Record of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination
(Georgia v Russian Federation) Held on 8 September 2008 at 3 pm (CR 2008/23)
17. For the relation between Russian and South Ossetian and Abkhaz forces see
IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1107) 433–434.

1178 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1107) 259; see also
Racial Discrimination Case (n 1163) para 83.

1179 Gilder (n 1078) 61.
1180 Often, scholars and international organisations speak of Russian occupation in

the Regions without going into the differences between occupation by proxy
and direct occupation, see e.g. Rulac, ‘Military Occupation of Georgia by Rus-
sia’ <http://www.rulac.org/browse/conflicts/military-occupation-of-georgia-by
-russia>; Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations
and Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (2019) 35; Bellal (n
544) 32.
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zone.”1181 There, Russia’s position of denying occupation simply contra-
dicts the law and reminds us of the simple but effective strategy of denial
that we have seen in Crimea. However, with regards to a large chunk of
Georgian territory in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Russia cannot be con-
sidered as a de jure occupying power. In this respect it has successfully used
the loopholes of IHL to its advantage.

This mix of denial and legal chutzpah leaves a severe protection gap. For
instance, most violations during the Russo-Georgian War occurred after
the hostilities died down and were committed by private individuals, not
Russian soldiers.1182 Hence, the question was “actually one of policing and
maintaining order to prevent or stop such violations.”1183 This is exactly
the classic focus of the occupation regime which obliges a State to guaran-
tee law and order and whose applicability Russia denied. Especially in the
“buffer zone” – which became a hotbed of IHL abuses – civilians were
left without the protective framework of IHL. Bandits and paramilitaries
looted, kidnapped, and torched houses, while Russia denied its role as an
occupant. The Tagliavini Report concludes that

“Russian forces were in a position to ensure public order and safety in the
territories they were stationed in, and claim to have undertaken measures
in this regard. This contrasts strikingly with what happened on the ground,
where there was a serious lack of action by the Russian troops to prevent
violations and protect ethnic Georgians.”1184

In the areas controlled by Russia’s proxies, the population was equally
deprived of protection under GC IV. Admittedly, slipping through a legal
loophole by avoiding attribution is legitimate per se. It does, however, say
much about Russia’s desire to wage war below the radar of IHL.

Russia’s attitude towards Transdniestria – brothers in denial

In Transdniestria, the Russian position is slightly different. First of all,
unlike Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Russia has never recognised the

2.3.2.2

1181 The most recent institution to argue that the “buffer zone” was occupied by
Russian troops was the ECtHR in its judgment on the merits of Georgia v
Russia, No 38263/08, 21 January 2021, paras 145–222.

1182 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 371.

1183 ibid.
1184 ibid.
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breakaway region as an independent State.1185 The presence of Russian
troops can thus not be justified through the consent of the Transdniestri-
an sovereign. Rather, Moscow considers its remaining 1 500 troops as
peacekeepers that are stationed in Transdniestria following a 1992 agree-
ment with Moldova.1186 Moldova, however, has repeatedly expressed its
grievances against the peacekeepers, lamented their lack of neutrality,
and rallied support to push out the Russian troops.1187 In 2018, the UN
General Assembly passed a resolution calling for the “complete and uncon-
ditional withdrawal” of Russian forces whose presence “on the territory
of the Republic of Moldova, without its consent, violates its sovereignty
and territorial integrity.”1188 Russia felt criticised unjustly and refused to
withdraw the troops.1189 In any case, it does not consider their presence as
occupation.

Apart from the peacekeeping mission, Russia denies supporting Transd-
niestria in any exceptional way. This represents a striking difference to
the Georgian scenario. Unlike in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Russia is
cautious about admitting its support to the Transdniestrian republic. On
numerous occasions, it has denied providing any notable support to the
entity, namely in several high-profile cases before the ECtHR. While these
cases did not deal with belligerent occupation per se, they contain rare
insights into the Russian position. The first of a series of cases was Ilașcu v
Moldova and Russia (2004). There, Russia denied that it

1185 Cristian Urse, ‘Solving Transnistria: Any Optimists Left?’ (2008) 7 Connections
57, 69–70. Nevertheless, Russia maintains a de facto consulate in Tiraspol which
it calls Пункт выездного консульского обслуживания в Тирасполе [Tiraspol
office for consular services concerning travels abroad]. The consulate is offi-
cially subordinated to the Russian embassy in Moldova. The Transdniestrian
authorities also maintain an office in Moscow, see <https://moldova.mid.ru/pu
nkt-vyezdnogo-konsul-skogo-obsluzivania-v-tiraspole>.

1186 Agreement on the Principles for the Friendly Settlement of the Armed Conflict
in the Transdniestrian Region of the Republic of Moldova, 21 July 1992; for
details on the agreement see ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No
48787/99, 8 July 2004, paras 87 et seq.

1187 ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, paras
92 et seq.

1188 UN General Assembly resolution 72/282, UN Doc A/RES/72/282 (22 June
2018); the Transdniestrian authorities appealed to Moscow to continue the mis-
sion, ‘Transnistria’s Leader Calls for Russian Peacekeepers’ Continued Presence
in the Region’ (Tass, 25 June 2019) <https://tass.com/world/1065544>.

1189 Urse (n 1185) 69.
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“exercised, or had exercised in the past, any control whatsoever over Trans-
dniestrian territory and pointed out that the “MRT” had set up its own
power structures, including a parliament and a judiciary. […] The Russian
Federation had never given the authorities of Transdniestria the slightest
military, financial or other support.”1190

The strategy of factual denial continued in later cases. In Mozer v Moldova
and Russia (2016) Moscow argued that “the territory was controlled by a
de facto government which was not an organ or instrument of Russia and
which did not depend on Russia in any way.”1191 In Catan v Moldova and
Russia (2012) Russia called its economic support to the MRT mere human-
itarian aid that “could be compared with humanitarian aid provided by
the European Union.”1192 It repeated that Transdniestria “did not depend
on Russia in any way.”1193 Of course, this reading is at odds with the actual
level of support that Russia provides to Transdniestria and that I have
described at page 232.

At the same time, Moscow stresses the high threshold of direct or at-
tributed occupation – just like in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. In Catan,
for example, Russia argued that extraterritorial jurisdiction “might include
cases where the State Party was in long-term settled occupation or where
a territory was effectively controlled by a government which was properly
regarded as an organ of the relevant State party, in accordance with the test
applied by the International Court of Justice [in the Genocide Case].”1194

It then argued that things were different for Transdniestria, because “the
territory was controlled by a de facto government which was not an organ
or instrument of Russia.”1195 In Mozer, Russia compared its influence to the
US support to the Contras and argued that it had much less influence over
the MRT authorities than the US had had over the rebels in Nicaragua,
notably due to a lack of soldiers on the ground.1196 In essence, the position

1190 ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, paras
354–357.

1191 ECtHR, Mozer v Moldova and Russia, No 11138/10, 23 February 2016, para 94.
1192 ECtHR, Catan and Others v Moldova and Russia, Nos 43370/04, 8252/05 and

18454/06, 19 October 2012, para 100.
1193 ECtHR, Mozer v Moldova and Russia, No 11138/10, 23 February 2016, para 94.
1194 ECtHR, Catan and Others v Moldova and Russia, Nos 43370/04, 8252/05 and

18454/06, 19 October 2012, para 96.
1195 ibid.
1196 ECtHR, Mozer v Moldova and Russia, No 11138/10, 23 February 2016, para 93.
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is very similar to the Georgian cases: No troops, no attribution, no occupa-
tion by proxy below effective control.1197

To sum up, Russia does not regard itself as a direct occupying power in
Transdniestria. In factual terms, it is striking that Moscow denies provid-
ing the “slightest support” to the Transdniestrian authorities.1198 This sets
the case apart from Georgia and is reminiscent of Crimea where Moscow
tried to deny the obvious.

In legal terms, the line of argument resembles the position towards Abk-
hazia and South Ossetia. Moscow denies direct occupation and insists that
occupation by proxy requires the strict effective control test established by
the ICJ. Just like in Georgia, the Russian position is partly flawed. The
presence of Russian troops without the consent of the Moldovan sovereign
means that certain areas are under direct occupation. With regards to
occupation by proxy, however, Russia succeeds in slipping through a legal
loophole.

Conclusion

Crimea, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transdniestria – these four regions
show that occupation continues to be a bone of contention, and that
Russia has chosen to operate below the radar of the protective framework
provided by IHL. The fact that occupation sparks heated debates is noth-
ing new. Controversies about the application of the framework are as old
as the framework itself. In the beginning, the drafters feared that invading
armies, seeking to benefit from the powers that the law granted to occu-
pants, would declare occupation prematurely without actually controlling
the area. Only when occupation became more of a “burden than a boon”
did States shift to avoiding its application.1199

Such avoidance is not a specific Russian phenomenon either. Israel’s
occupation of the West Bank, Turkey’s occupation in Northern Cyprus,

2.3

1197 In Mozer Russia explicitly refers to “overall control” without clarifying whether
this could be a standard of attribution in casu: “The notion of ‘overall control’
had been further developed by the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia. The Court’s interpretation of this notion differed from the
interpretations of these [ICJ and ICTY] international tribunals.” See ECtHR,
Mozer v Moldova and Russia, No 11138/10, 23 February 2016, para 25.

1198 ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, paras
354–357.

1199 Benvenisti (n 990) 43.
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and Morocco’s presence in Western Sahara are other instances where States
refuse to recognise the de jure applicability of the Geneva Conventions.1200

Yet, it is striking that Moscow is involved in four, possibly five such scenar-
ios if eastern Ukraine is included.1201 The ICTY’s vision of IHL as a “realis-
tic body of law, grounded on the notion of effectiveness and inspired by
the aim of deterring deviation from the standards to the maximum extent
possible” disappears into the mist of a Russian smoke screen.1202

The fact that Russia deems IHL inapplicable thwarts any dialogue about
specific violations and creates a double-standard. On the one hand, it
allows Russia to endorse the framework of occupation when talking about
the Golan heights1203 or the American occupation of the eastern bank
of the Euphrates in Syria.1204 On the other hand, Russia believes it out
of question to apply the framework to Russian actions abroad. In this
sense, belligerent occupation truly has become a “car that never leaves its
(Russian) garage.”1205

1200 Bellal (n 544) 32. Israel, for example, applies certain rules of occupation to the
West Bank de facto, but rejects their de jure application.

1201 For an extensive case study of the issue of occupation by proxy in eastern
Ukraine see Gilder (n 1078). I will deal with the war in eastern Ukraine below,
but not with regards to occupation by proxy for the reasons which I have
explained in n 1078.

1202 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judgment, 15
July 1999, para 96.

1203 ‘Russia, Iran and Syria Slam Trump's Golan Heights Comments’ (Deutsche
Welle, 22 March 2019) <https://www.dw.com/en/russia-iran-and-syria-slam-tru
mps-golan-heights-comments/a-48016842>.

1204 ‘See Security Council Backsliding on Duty to Protect Syria’s Civilians, Rights
Advocate Stresses, amid Calls to Protect Hospitals, Review Deconfliction Ac-
cords’ (UN, 30 July 2019) <https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sc13903.doc.htm
>.

1205 For the sake of completeness, I should point out that evading IHL does not
produce a legal vacuum. Thanks to the progressive case law of the ECtHR, Rus-
sia faces legal responsibility under human rights law in all four Regions. While
this is to be welcomed from a victim’s perspective, it accentuates the decline of
IHL. As Russia sidelines the laws of war, human rights law steps in – notably
in the form of the ECHR as interpreted by the judgments of the ECtHR.
However, it remains to be seen what the future holds for the implementation
of these obligations given Russia’s recent resistance in highly politicised cases
such as ECtHR, Anchugov and Gladkov v Russia, Nos 11157/04 and 15162/05,
9 December 2019 and ECtHR, OAO Neftyanaya Kompaniya Yukos v Russia, No
14902/04, Judgment Just Satisfaction, 31 July 2014. For human rights law fill-
ing the protection gaps of IHL in situations of occupation by proxy see Ivanel
(n 1082) 57; for Russia’s difficult relationship with the ECtHR see Bowring,
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Denying the involvement of Russian soldiers – phantoms of war in Donbas

While the Russian strategy of avoiding occupation has both a factual and
legal component, we now enter the realm of absolute factual denial. The
presence of Moscow’s troops in eastern Ukraine is an open secret. Yet,
the conflict has become the prime example of Moscow’s readiness to deny
undeniable facts. The first part of the following discussion will provide
details on the Russian intervention in eastern Ukraine. I will place the
emphasis on the use of Russian on-duty soldiers, since the outsourcing to
proxy actors (Cossacks, militias, and private companies) will be dealt with
in Chapter IV. In the second part, I will briefly outline the Russian version
of events. Thirdly, I will apply the law to the facts. What does the direct
involvement of Russian soldiers mean in terms of IHL? Finally, the last
part will explain how the Russian strategy of denial affected the effective
application of IHL.

Donbas – a beautiful battleground

Donbas has always enjoyed a special status in Ukraine. The soil is rich –
both on the surface and below. In summer, a visitor might decipher the
true meaning of the Ukrainian flag gazing at the endless sunflower and
wheat fields against the blue sky. In the countryside, babushkas dry heaps
of apricots on colourful cloths under the hot sun. At the same time, Don-
bas was always highly urbanised and industrialised. It is home to valuable
resources such as high-quality coal (anthracite). Donetsk was a thriving city
home to one million and Luhansk to half a million inhabitants. Its popula-
tion is a wild mix of Russians, Ukrainians, and other ethnicities. Russian
remains the predominant language. The Donbas was also Yanukovych’s
home base and the birth place of his Party of the Regions.1206 Hence,
it is not surprising that the people of Donbas remained sceptical of the
government in Kyiv and maintained close ties to Russia.1207 Nevertheless,
when turmoil spilled over from Crimea in spring 2014, the locals did not
greet the separatists with open arms. While the separatists managed to

3.

3.1

‘Russian Cases in the ECtHR and the Question of Implementation’ (n 836);
Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 121; Ioffe (n 832).

1206 Jutta Sommerbauer, Die Ukraine im Krieg: Hinter den Frontlinien eines europä-
ischen Konflikts (K&S 2016) 28–29.

1207 Fischer (n 775) 7.
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establish two de facto regimes in Donbas – the Luhansk People’s Republic
(LNR) and the Donetsk People’s Republic (DNR) – a survey in April 2014
showed that a majority of the population rejected the armed struggle for
secession.1208 DNR’s Defence Minister Igor “Strelkov” Girkin famously
complained that in Donetsk – a city of one million – he could not even
find 1 000 men ready to take up arms against Kyiv.1209 What caused the
bloody war in Donbas which has been dragging on until today?

Chronology of a war – four phases

One may divide the first year of the war into three phases.1210 The first
phase (April 2014) concerns the “Donbas revolution.” In Donetsk and
Luhansk, local armed formations took control of public and administra-
tive buildings.1211 On 12 April, former GRU1212 officer Igor Strelkov gath-
ered a couple of dozens of men and seized local police and government
buildings in Slovyansk.1213 Even at this early moment, Russian special
forces actively participated in the fight.1214 The leading Russian military
expert Pavel Felgengauer claims that they made up the “military nucleus
of the fighters in Slovyansk.” The special forces brought know-how and
weapons no people’s militia [ополченцы] could ever have, such as the
use of the latest air defence systems against Ukrainian helicopters.1215

3.1.1

1208 Margarete Klein and Kristian Pester, ‘Kiew in der Offensive – Die militärische
Dimension des Ukraine-Konflikts’ (Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik 2014) 3.

1209 ibid.
1210 Nikolay Mitrokhin, ‘Infiltration, Instruktion, Invasion: Russlands Krieg in der

Ukraine’ (2014) 64 Osteuropa 3.
1211 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 14.
1212 GRU or GU stands for Главное управление Генерального штаба

Вооружённых Сил Российской Федерации [Main Directorate of the General
Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation]. It is Russia’s military
intelligence agency that also commands its own special forces.

1213 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 14–15.
1214 Mitrokhin (n 1210) 5–6.
1215 The air defence systems in question were Manpads (man-portable air-defence

systems). These are guided portable missiles that can be used against low flying
aircraft. Felgengauer argues that the use of such weapons requires a specially
trained soldier. Furthermore, the Ukrainian helicopter could not have been
shot down by Manpads taken from Ukrainian stocks, because the device is
equipped with a “friend or foe” identification (IFF) that blocks the use against
friendly aircraft. See ‘Журналист Павел Фельгенгауэр: использование ПЗРК
доказывает, что боевое ядро в Славянске – это российский спецназ [Journal-
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The Ukrainian army was too overwhelmed to react. When Kyiv launched
the so-called “Anti-Terrorist Operation” in mid-April 2014, less than 10
percent of its soldiers were ready for combat.1216 Their training was poor
and their equipment outdated.1217

The second phase lasted from May 2014 to July 2014. The Ukrainians
started to fight back. Poroshenko’s “Anti-Terrorist-Operation” gained mo-
mentum, and the conflict entered a new level of intensity producing high
casualties on both sides.1218 During this time an influx of volunteers from
Russia and other countries was seen. Cossacks, veterans from the wars in
Afghanistan and Chechnya, Imperial nostalgists, members of Limonov’s
Natsbol Party,1219 or simply soldiers of fortune came together to form an
odd army.1220 Most volunteers crossed the border into Ukraine through
Rostov where they were equipped, trained, and briefed on Russian soil.1221

I will analyse two types of volunteer battalions in detail below: Cossacks,
and the private military company “Wagner Group.” For now, suffice it
to say that Russian special forces remained in eastern Ukraine as Russia
facilitated the arrival of volunteer fighters.

During the third phase (August 2014–June 2015) the war escalated fur-
ther. Regular Russian soldiers started to fight alongside insurgent militias.
Lawrence Freedman writes that “the conflict became less of an externally
sponsored insurgency […] and more of a limited war between Ukraine
and Russia.”1222 Despite heavy losses, Kyiv’s soldiers gained ground and

ist Pavel Felgengauer: The Use of Manpads Proves that the Military Core in
Slovyansk Consists of Russian Special Forces]’ (Dozhd, 2 May 2014) <https://tvr
ain.ru/teleshow/here_and_now/zhurnalist_pavel_felgengauer_ispolzovanie_pzr
k_dokazyvaet_chto_boevoe_jadro_v_slavjanske_eto_rossijskij_spetsnaz-367872/
>.

1216 Of course, the name carried a political connotation, because it branded the
separatists as terrorists. In 2018 Kyiv changed the name into Joint Forces Op-
eration, see Adam Coffey, ‘Ukraine Declares ‘Anti-Terrorist Operation in the
Donbas’ Officially Over: What Does That Mean?’ (RUSI, 16 May 2018) <https://
rusi.org/commentary/ukraine-declares-anti-terrorist-operation-donbas-officially
-over-what-does-mean>.

1217 Klein and Pester (n 1208) 1.
1218 Freedman (n 1010) 111; Klein and Pester (n 1208) 1.
1219 Short for National Bolshevik Party [Национал-большевистская партия], a

highly controversial political organisation in Russia that promotes a nationalis-
tic version of Bolshevism. It was founded by the Russian writer and dissident
Eduard Limonov.

1220 Mitrokhin (n 1210) 9.
1221 ibid 10.
1222 Freedman (n 1010) 110.
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retook strategic cities like Slovyansk where Igor Strelkov had held his
command centre.1223 Then the Ukrainian Army closed in on Luhansk
and Donetsk.1224 In early August it managed to cut off the separatists’
supply routes. At this moment, Russia decided to open the floodgates and
send in scores of regular troops to avoid the rebels’ certain defeat.1225 Vio-
lence temporarily eased after the Minsk initiative (Minsk I) in September
2014, but from October 2014 onwards, more Russians soldiers and tanks
crossed into Ukraine.1226 Intense fighting followed and continued despite a
second agreement in Minsk (Minsk II):1227 The battle for Donetsk airport
(September 2014–January 2014) and Debaltseve (January–February 2015),
and Maryinka (June 2015). By June 2015 OCHA reported 6 500 deaths, 16
000 wounded, and 15 million in need of humanitarian aid.1228

After the first year, the war entered a fourth phase (July 2015–today).
The Ukrainian Army steadily improved due to reforms, combat experi-
ence, as well as Western aid and training. The human cost of another
large-scale Russian offensive would have been enormous.1229 Hence, it
never happened. Both parties started to fortify their positions along the
so-called “contact line.” There is no hope for quickly overpowering the
enemy, but still shelling and shooting occurs on an almost daily basis. So
far, the conflict refuses to “freeze” like those in Georgia and Transdniestria.
This simmering conflict might attract less media attention, but it is no less
lethal. From June 2015–February 2019, another 6 500 people died as the
body count reached 13 000. Millions are still displaced.1230 Russian troops
are still present in LNR and DNR even though the times of large-scale
offensives are long over.1231

1223 ibid 111.
1224 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 17.
1225 Mitrokhin (n 1210) 14.
1226 Freedman (n 1010) 121.
1227 ibid 123. Minsk II was signed on 12 February 2015.
1228 ibid at n 109.
1229 ibid 127.
1230 OHCHR, ‘Report on the Human Rights Situation in Ukraine: 16 February to

15 May 2019’ (2019) at n 22.
1231 Tamila Varshalomidze, ‘Poroshenko: Over 80,000 Russian Troops in and

Around Ukraine’ (Al Jazeera, 1 December 2018) <https://www.aljazeera.com
/news/2018/12/poroshenko-80000-russian-troops-ukraine-181201164222788.htm
l>.
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Pointillism of war – individual stories painting a bigger picture

I have already mentioned that during all four phases, Russian soldiers were
present in eastern Ukraine. During the third and fourth phase especially,
this fact was impossible to hide. The following well-documented examples
may serve as proof for the presence of on-duty personnel.

On 16 May 2015, the Russians Alexander Alexandrov und Yevgeniy
Yerofeyev were caught during a reconnaissance mission near Shastya. They
claimed to be on active duty carrying out orders.1232 In an interview with
Novaya Gazeta, Alexandrov dissipated any remaining doubts about his
motivation:

“Tell me why am I in all this? I was just following orders! I am not a
terrorist. It was an order! I mean, I swore an oath to my fatherland.”1233

A Ukrainian Court later found that both were “Russian servicemen that
had been sent to the territory of Ukraine to commit acts involving
weapons and military force.”1234

There are other cases like Alexandrov’s. In March 2015, Novaya Gazeta
published an interview with the Buryat tank driver Dorji Batomunkuev.
He was conscripted in 2013 in Siberia and later sent 6 000 kilometres
westwards to fight in Donbas. When he was wounded during the battle of
Debaltseve he was treated in a Donetsk hospital where journalists found
him.1235 Another highly publicised case concerns a group of Russian para-

3.1.2

1232 Sommerbauer (n 1206) 116.
1233 Павел Каныгин [Pavel Kanygin], ‘Приказа применять оружие не было [There

was No Order to Use Armed Force]’ (Novaya Gazeta, 22 May 2015) <https://ww
w.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2015/05/22/64226-171-prikaza-primenyat-oruzhie-ne
-bylo-187>.

1234 Goloseevsky District Court (Kyiv), Alexandrov and Yerofeyev, No 752/15787/15-
k, 18 April 2016, para 28. Both accused were finally convicted inter alia under
Art 437(2) of the Ukrainian Criminal Code for waging an aggressive war. The
judgment is highly problematic from the point of view of IHL because it mixes
ius ad bellum an ius in bello. An ordinary combatant cannot be accused of
waging an aggressive war, otherwise the entire concept of combatant immunity
would crumble and every soldier in a State’s army would be turned into a
potential criminal. For detailed information on the trial see Sergey Sayapin, ‘A
Curious Aggression Trial in Ukraine: Some Reflections on the Alexandrov and
Yerofeyev Case’ (2018) 16 Journal of International Criminal Justice 1093.

1235 Елена Костюченко [Yelena Kostyuchenko], ‘Мы все знали, на что идем и что
может быть [We All Knew What We Were Getting Ourselves into and What
Might Happen]’ (Novaya Gazeta, 2 March 2015) <https://www.novayagazeta.ru
/articles/2015/03/02/63264-171-my-vse-znali-na-chto-idem-i-chto-mozhet-byt-18
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troopers who allegedly “lost their way” on patrol and ventured 20 kilome-
tres into Ukrainian territory.1236 We might also consider the Russian ser-
viceman Vladimir Starkov, who really got lost and delivered the military
supplies intended for the rebels directly to a Ukrainian checkpoint.1237

Certain analysts have combined these cases and composed the bigger
picture. The Russian opposition politician Boris Nemtsov proved the Rus-
sian presence in eastern Ukraine by documenting the deaths of Russian
soldiers. His report was published posthumously after his assassination in
2015 on a bridge in the centre of Moscow. He speaks of the “mass deaths
of Russian soldiers connected to the escalation of the conflict” in summer
2014.1238 Similarly, Novaya Gazeta also reported on the death of Russian
servicemen.1239 A steady stream of hundreds of coffins marked “Сargo
200” – the Russian military code for a dead soldier – trickled back into
Russia.1240

Thus, it is clear that from early summer 2014, Russia was sending regu-
lar soldiers – not just Spetsnaz1241 units – to fight in Ukraine. Soldiers
came not as volunteers but “without any ideological motivation on the
order of the high command.”1242 The Russian security expert Mark Gale-
otti claims that Russia provided a surge in troop numbers in decisive
military moments to turn the tide. Overall, he argues, Moscow maintained
about 10 000 servicemen in eastern Ukraine throughout the war.1243 Other
experts estimated that in March 2015, around 12 000 official troops were

7>. The interview was translated into English and published in The Guardian:
Yelena Kostyuchenko, ‘Invisible Army: The Story of a Russian Soldier Sent to
Fight in Ukraine’ (The Guardian, 25 March 2015) <https://www.theguardian
.com/world/2015/mar/25/russia-ukraine-soldier>. See also Б.Е. Немцов [B.E.
Nemtsov] (n 781) 22.

1236 Roland Oliphant, ‘Russian Paratroopers Captured in Ukraine 'Accidentally
Crossed Border' (The Telegraph, 26 August 2014) <https://www.telegraph.co.u
k/news/worldnews/europe/ukraine/11056312/Russian-paratroopers-captured-in
-Ukraine-accidentally-crossed-border.html>.

1237 Sommerbauer (n 1206) 117.
1238 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 23.
1239 Сергей Канев [Sergey Kanev], ‘Лапочка из Кущевки [Sweetheart from Kushev-

ki]’ (Novaya Gazeta, 3 September 2014) <https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/
2014/09/03/60980-lapochka-iz-kuschevki>.

1240 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781).
1241 Spetsnaz stands for (Войска) специального назначения [Special Purpose

Forces], the umbrella term used for all Russian special forces.
1242 Mitrokhin (n 1210) 3.
1243 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 34.
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present in Ukraine. 50 000 reinforcements waited behind the border.1244

Igor Sutyagin from the British Royal United Services Institute claims that
since summer 2014, the presence of large numbers of Russian troops has
“become a permanent feature of the conflict,” with soldiers operating on
the ground as early as mid-July 2014.1245 In 2016, even the ICC Prosecutor
endorsed this view and spoke of “direct military engagement between Rus-
sian armed forces and Ukrainian government forces” since July 2014.1246

Up to this day, the OSCE keeps reporting on military convoys that enter
separatist territory via the Russian border, bringing reinforcements1247 and
Russia continues to maintain its military presence in the LNR and
DNR.1248

The Russian position – denying the obvious

Up to this date, Russia denies that its armed forces are present in eastern
Ukraine, even though the position has changed a little over time. In
April 2014, Putin answered on his show “Direct Line with the President”:
“I can tell you outright and unequivocally that there are no Russian troops
in Ukraine.”1249 Later, on 4 July 2014 he reiterated:

3.2

1244 Maksymilian Czuperski, ‘Hiding in Plain Sight: Putin’s War in Ukraine’ (The
Atlantic Council of the United States 2015) 5.

1245 Igor Sutyagin, ‘Russian Forces in Ukraine’ (2015) 9 RUSI Briefing Paper 1.
1246 The Office of the ICC Prosecutor (n 707) para 169. The OTP identifies 14 July

2014 as the starting date of the international armed conflict with Russia: “Ad-
ditional information, such as reported shelling by both States of military pos-
itions of the other, and the detention of Russian military personnel by Ukraine,
and vice-versa, points to direct military engagement between Russian armed
forces and Ukrainian government forces that would suggest the existence of
an international armed conflict in the context of armed hostilities in eastern
Ukraine from 14 July 2014 at the latest, in parallel to the non-international
armed conflict.”

1247 OSCE SMM, ‘Latest from the OSCE Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine,
Based on Information Received as of 19:30, 8 August 2018’ (2018) <https://
www.osce.org/special-monitoring-mission-to-ukraine/390179>.

1248 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 34–35.
1249 Kremlin, ‘Direct Line with Vladimir Putin’ (16 April 2015) <http://en.kremlin.r

u/events/president/news/49261>.
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“There were no, and there are no Russian military units or military instruc-
tors in the South-East of Ukraine. The Americans are lying. We have never
been involved in the destabilization of Ukraine and we will never do so.”1250

Foreign Minister Lavrov confirmed this position in January 2015, long
after the full-scale invasion of Russian troops in summer 2014 that helped
to push back the Ukrainian army and retake strategic towns:

“I say every time: if you allege this so confidently, present the facts. But
nobody can present the facts, or doesn’t want to. So before demanding from
us that we stop doing something, please present proof that we have done
it.”1251

Finally, in December 2015, Putin raised some eyebrows when he admitted
in his yearly press conference that special forces might be present on the
ground, but at the same time denied that any regular Russian servicemen
were present.

“We never said that there we don’t have people there who resolve certain
issues including in the military field. But this does not mean that regular
soldiers of the Russian Army are present on the ground. Appreciate the
difference!”1252

While the President admits that there are special forces on the ground
“resolving certain issues”, Putin never admitted that they participated in
hostilities. Also, his statement seemed surreal at a time where tens of
thousands of regular troops had already fought in eastern Ukraine.

Even today, the official Russian position remains that the ongoing con-
flict is a non-international armed conflict between the Kyiv government
and the forces of LNR and DNR.1253 In the following, I will talk about the
issue of the correct classification of the war in Donbas. I will also examine
what effect the Russian denial had on the application of IHL. I aim to
show that to some extent the Russian strategy succeeded in obfuscating

1250 Vladimir Putin in an interview on 4 July 2014 as quoted in Б.Е. Немцов [B.E.
Nemtsov] (n 781) 17.

1251 Gabriela Baczynska, ‘Russia Says No Proof it Sent Troops, Arms to East
Ukraine’ (Reuters, 21 January 2015) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-uk
raine-crisis-lavrov/russia-says-no-proof-it-sent-troops-arms-to-east-ukraine-idUSK
BN0KU12Y20150121>.

1252 Kremlin, ‘Большая пресс-конференция Владимира Путина [Big Press Confer-
ence of Vladimir Putin]’ (17 December 2015) <http://kremlin.ru/events/preside
nt/news/50971>.

1253 Czuperski (n 1244) 7.
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the international legal discourse. This also affects the application of IHL
on the ground, as in the case of the Ukrainian pilot Nadiya Savchenko. In
a broader sense, Moscow degraded IHL to showcase-rules to which you
can pay lip-service without restricting your behaviour in practice, because
according to Moscow’s logic, IHL did not apply to its actions in eastern
Ukraine.

Applying the law to the facts – what type of conflict is the war in
Donbas?

How should we classify the conflict in eastern Ukraine? Since this is the
first time that I address the issue of conflict classification in detail, I would
like to explain the legal framework. Then, I will classify the war in Donbas.
Finally, I shall explain how Moscow’s strategy of denial managed to under-
mine basic, clear-cut principles of conflict classification under IHL.

The framework of conflict classification

There are two ways of classifying a conflict: as an international armed
conflict (IAC) and a non-international armed conflict (NIAC). While the
Geneva Conventions of 1949 contain both the term IAC (in CA 2) and
NIAC (in CA 3)1254 the treaty text does not define these terms. In its
famous Tadić decision, the ICTY offered a definition that has become
commonly accepted: An IAC exists whenever “there is a resort to armed
force between States.” A NIAC exists whenever there exists “protracted
armed violence between governmental authorities and organized armed
groups or between such groups within a State.”1255

In a nutshell, this means that an IAC can only exist between States,
while a NIAC may exist when violence occurs between States and/or
armed groups that fulfil certain criteria. One of the key differences is
that IAC requires a much lower threshold of armed violence than NIAC.
Again, in Tadić the ICTY deemed any resort to armed force between States
sufficient to trigger an IAC.1256 This has been confirmed by subsequent

3.3

3.3.1

1254 Literally, CA 3 speaks of an “armed conflict not of an international character.”
1255 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Decision on the Defence Mo-

tion for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, 2 October 1995, para 70.
1256 ibid para 70.

3. Denying the involvement of Russian soldiers – phantoms of war in Donbas

263

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


ICTY case law, as well as other international courts such as the ICC.1257

Today, the conviction that even “minor skirmishes” between the armed
forces of two States will trigger an armed conflict is firmly grounded in
State practice and academia.1258 For a NIAC on the other hand, violence
needs to be “protracted” i.e. of certain intensity.1259 While this is a case by
case decision, the ICTY has fleshed out criteria that indicate such intensity:
the kind of weapons used, the number of casualties, the number of soldiers
engaged and the frequency of military operations, the number of refugees
fleeing the combat zone.1260 All in all, the threshold is – and should be –
considerable in order to distinguish “war” from “internal turmoil.”1261

To complicate things, a NIAC may be “internationalised” if a State has
“overall control” over an armed group that is engaged in an armed conflict

1257 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Zejnil Delalić et al (IT-96–21-T), Trial Chamber Judg-
ment, 16 November 1998, para 184; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Vlastimir Đorđević
(IT-05–87/1-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 23 February 2011; ICTY, The Prosecu-
tor v Fatimir Limaj et al (IT-03–66-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 30 November
2005; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush Haradinaj et al (IT-04–84-T), Trial Cham-
ber Judgment, 3 April 2008; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Mile Mrkšić et al (IT-95–13/1-
T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 27 September 2007; ICC, The Prosecutor v Thomas
Lubanga Dyilo (ICC-01/04–01/06–2842), Trial Chamber Judgment, 14 March
2012, para 506; ICC, The Prosecutor v Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo (ICC-01/05–
01/08), Decision Pursuant to Art 61(7)(a) and (b) of the Rome Statue on the
Charges of the Prosecutor Against Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo, 15 June 2009,
para 220.

1258 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2, para 238; Djemila Carron, ‘When Is a
Conflict International? Time for New Control Tests in IHL’ (2016) 98 Interna-
tional Review of the Red Cross 1019, 1030; Sassòli, Bouvier and Quintin (n 72)
22; for a differing view see ICRC, ‘International Humanitarian Law and the
Challenges of Contemporary Armed Conflicts (31IC/11/5.1.2)’ (2011) 7.

1259 The ICTY interpreted the criterion of “protracted armed violence” as a thresh-
old of intensity rather than of duration, although the latter may serve as an
indicator for the former, see ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush Haradinaj et al
(IT-04–84-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 April 2008, para 49.

1260 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Fatimir Limaj et al (IT-03–66-T), Trial Chamber Judg-
ment, 30 November 2005, para 90 et seq; see also ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ljube
Boškoski and Johan Tarčulovski (IT-04–82-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 10 July
2008, para 177; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush Haradinaj et al (IT-04–84-T),
Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 April 2008, para 49.

1261 See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Trial Chamber Judgment,
7 May 1997, para 562. The Court reasoned that the two criteria (organisation
and intensity) exist “solely for the purpose, as a minimum, of distinguishing
an armed conflict from banditry, unorganized and short-lived insurrections, or
terrorist activities, which are not subject to international humanitarian law.”
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with another State.1262 Again, the concept was developed by the ICTY in
Tadić. If State A is “coordinating or helping in the general planning” the
activities of an armed group that fights against State B this leads to an
IAC between State A and B.1263 This approach was subsequently endorsed
by the ICC in Lubanga.1264 I have already discussed the exact criteria of
overall control at page 240 when contrasting it with the ICJ’s effective
control test.

The dichotomy between IAC and NIAC is not confined to semantics.
Historically, the laws of war were confined to inter–State conflicts.1265

Hence, all treaties before 1949 only apply to IACs. Similarly, the 1949
Conventions – with the meagre exception of CA 1 & 3 – and AP I only
apply in international armed conflicts. NIAC treaty law is confined to CA
1 & 3 and the 28 supplementary Articles of AP II. Admittedly, customary
IHL applies in both scenarios and has done a lot to close protection gaps
in NIAC.1266 This is especially true with rules governing the conduct of
hostilities where the rules are virtually the same. In certain aspects, how-
ever, the framework for NIAC continues to lag behind that of IAC, for
example regarding the right of the ICRC to access places of detention or
States’ obligation to let in humanitarian aid.1267 Furthermore, the concept

1262 For this and a typology of other “odd“ NIACs see Pejic (n 543) 5–9; Vité (n
1127).

1263 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judgment, 15
July 1999, para 131.

1264 The Prosecutor v Thomas Lubanga Dyilo (ICC-01/04–01/06–2842), Trial Chamber
Judgment, 14 March 2012, para 541.

1265 For the Soviets’ efforts to include CA 3 in the 1949 Geneva Conventions see
above at pp 121 et seq.

1266 The ICRC Customary Law Study details for every rule whether it applies in
IAC, NIAC, or both. Most rules apply in both scenarios. See also IIFFMCG,
‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict
in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 304. The Report underlines
that “although the classification of an armed conflict as international or non-in-
ternational is important in terms of the responsibilities of the various parties
involved, when it comes to the effective protection by IHL of the persons and
objects affected by the conflict it does not make much difference. Indeed, it is
generally recognized that the same IHL customary law rules generally apply to
all types of armed conflicts.”

1267 In IAC, the ICRC must be granted access to POWs and civilian detainees,
whereas in NIAC it may only offer its services, see Art 126 GC III, Art 76, 143
GC IV. See also Rule 124 of the ICRC Customary Law Study which also dis-
tinguishes between IACs and NIACs in this respect. Regarding humanitarian
assistance, the right of access is stronger in IAC than in NIAC, see e.g. Lattanzi
(n 745).
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of combatants and POWs does not exist in NIAC and issues like detention
are still under-regulated.1268 Thus, classification is not a mere formality,
but determines the level of protection. In addition, an IAC comes with a
low, clear, and virtually undisputed threshold for classification. Either
there is armed force between two States, or there is not. In this sense it
leaves little room for States to outmanoeuvre IHL compared to the sophis-
ticated threshold criteria necessary to classify a NIAC.

The war in Donbas as an international armed conflict

Applying the above to the war in Donbas should leave us with a clear pic-
ture. As Ilya Nuzov and Anne Quintin state: The framework of IAC applies
“if even one Russian soldier is fighting against the Ukrainian army.” I have
shown that not just a handful of Russian troops fought in eastern Ukraine,
but entire units. From July onwards, Russia had around 10 000 troops
in the area and they participated in decisive battles such as Debaltseve.
Whether or not they fought in joint units with the rebels or formed
separate units does not matter at this point. It is possible for an IAC and a
NIAC to exist in parallel.1269

In 2016, the ICC Office of the Prosecutor (OTP) was among the first
major organisations to endorse this view. Based on the “direct military
engagement between Russian armed forces and Ukrainian government
forces” the OTP classified the conflict in eastern Ukraine as internation-
al “from 14 July 2014 at the latest.”1270 Already on 7 September 2014,
Amnesty International put out a press statement that it considered the con-
flict international.1271 Certain academics agreed and classified the conflict

3.3.2

1268 See Tilman Rodenhäuser, ‘Strengthening IHL Protecting Persons Deprived of
Their Liberty: Main Aspects of the Consultations and Discussions since 2011’
(2016) 98 International Review of the Red Cross 941. Since 2011 the ICRC has
been urging States to reinforce the protection of detainees in NIAC. So far,
however, these attempts were not crowned with success.

1269 See e.g. Vité (n 1127) 90; Ilya Nuzov and Anne Quintin, ‘The Case of
Russia’s Detention of Ukrainian Military Pilot Savchenko under IHL’ (EJIL
Talk!, 3 March 2015) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-case-of-russias-detention-of-
ukrainian-military-pilot-savchenko-under-ihl/>.

1270 The Office of the ICC Prosecutor (n 707) para 169.
1271 Amnesty International, ‘Ukraine: Mounting Evidence of War Crimes and Rus-

sian Involvement’ (7 September 2014) <https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/new
s/2014/09/ukraine-mounting-evidence-war-crimes-and-russian-involvement/>.
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as international because Russian soldiers clashed with Ukrainian armed
forces.1272

Surprisingly, this verdict was not unanimous. Given the straightforward-
ness of the IAC criteria – any resort to armed force between States – one
would expect commentators to rally around the classification of an inter-
national armed conflict. Yet, this is not what happened. States, academics,
and even the ICRC (at a certain point) qualified the conflict as a NIAC.
They had different reasons for doing so and I will deal with them in turn.
I would like to stress that I do not wish to criticise these actors for their
classification. I, today, write with the benefit of hindsight, while most of
the statements and articles were written in the period between 2014–2016.

This, however, does not mean that the correct information was not
available at the time. Mitrokhin, on whom I heavily relied above, gave a
detailed and well-founded account of Russia’s direct involvement as early
as summer 2014.1273 Important newspapers like Novaya Gazeta and The
Guardian, as well as distinguished experts like Pavel Felgengauer came
out about the active involvement of regular Russian soldiers.1274 Instead
of criticising the following actors for their classification, I wish to show
that Russia’s strategy of obfuscation bore fruit and managed to mislead not
only its own population, but also international institutions and academics
thereby eroding a clear norm of IHL.

Several contributions by well-known scholars explicitly dealt with the
classification of the conflict in eastern Ukraine.1275 Robert Heinsch, for ex-
ample, published an article (2015) in which he concluded that given “the
uncertainties surrounding the nature of Russia’s involvement, one should
be hesitant in qualifying this as a classic international armed conflict.”1276

1272 Agnieszka Szpak, ‘Legal Classification of the Armed Conflict in Ukraine in
Light of International Humanitarian Law’ (2017) 58 Hungarian Journal of
Legal Studies 261, 275–276.

1273 See Mitrokhin (n 1210).
1274 See in detail above at n 1215.
1275 Russian scholars have been avoiding this topic. Vladislav Tolstykh, for example,

complains that despite “Russia’s involvement in […] conflicts on the territories
of the former USSR (primarily the conflict in the southeast of Ukraine), there
is no serious analysis of the regime of the use of force and current trends in
the field.” Taken from Vladislav Tolstykh, ‘The Nature of Russian Discourses
on International Law – a Contemporary Survey’ in P Sean Morris (ed), Russian
Discourses on International Law: Sociological and Philosophical Phenomenon (Rout-
ledge 2018) 19.

1276 Robert Heinsch, ‘Conflict Classification in Ukraine: The Return of the “Proxy
War”?’ (2015) 91 International Law Studies 323, 355.
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On the one hand, Heinsch doubted that on-duty Russian soldiers actually
fought in Donbas. On the other hand, he argued that even if Russian
soldiers were involved this would not make the situation an IAC.1277 In
support of his view he pointed to the (novel) criterion of “continuous
direct involvement” of such forces citing the ICTY decision in Rajić.1278

In this case, the ICTY had stated that only “the significant and continuous
military action by the armed forces of Croatia in support of the Bosnian
Croats against the forces of the Bosnian Government […] was sufficient to
convert the domestic conflict between the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian
Government into an international one.”1279

Heinsch deduces from this that any involvement of a State on the side
of a non-state actor needs to be “significant and continuous” to trigger
an IAC. This novel criterion, however, is neither mentioned in the ICRC
commentary nor in other works that deal with the threshold of IAC. It
only appears in one isolated decision of the ICTY. Even if this were a hard
criterion, Croatia’s role in Bosnia was entirely comparable with Russia’s
involvement in eastern Ukraine: In Rajić the Court found that “between
5000 to 7000 members of the Croatian Army […] were present in the
territory of Bosnia and were involved, both directly and through their
relations with HB and the HVO [the Croatian secessionist movement in
Bosnia], in clashes with Bosnian Government forces.”1280 If you replace
Bosnia with Ukraine, Croatia with Russia, and HB & HVO with LNR &
DNR the decision might as well be written for eastern Ukraine.

In another article (2015), Shane R. Reeves and David Wallace argued
that “there is overwhelming evidence showing the Russians actively
equipping, training and even fighting alongside the separatists in eastern

1277 ibid 355, 357. In defence of the author, I have to stress the following: Heinsch
does arrive at the conclusion that the conflict is international, because it has
been internationalised through Russia’s support to the rebels. However, this
approach requires Russia to have overall control over the armed forces of LNR
and DNR which is much more difficult to prove and represents an unnecessary
threshold, if an IAC already exists due to direct clashes between Ukrainian and
Russian soldiers.

1278 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ivica Rajić (IT-95–12-R61), Review of the Indictment
pursuant to Rule 61 of the Rules of Procedure and Evidence, 13 September
1996, para 13.

1279 ibid.
1280 ibid.
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Ukraine.”1281 Yet the authors do not even mention the possibility that
such direct clashes of Russian and Ukrainian soldiers might trigger an
international armed conflict. Rather, they directly jump onto the issue
of “internationalisation” of a NIAC. This is surprising, because such “in-
ternationalised” conflict requires much more evidence. There is a double
threshold: One needs to meet the criteria of an ordinary NIAC and in addi-
tion the standard of “overall control” of a State over an armed group. The
latter especially gives countries much leeway to downplay their influence.
In other words: If there are direct clashes of government forces there is
no need to fall back to an “internationalised” conflict. Under IHL, this
already represents a classic IAC. Tellingly, Reeves and Wallace reject the
existence of an “internationalised” conflict precisely because its threshold
is too high:

“Without more evidence to clarify the Russian-separatist relationship, it is
not known whether Russia is exercising a sufficiently high level of control
over the separatists to internationalize the well-established non-international
armed conflict.”1282

The confusion about the correct classification did not only affect academia.
Even the ICRC qualified the conflict as a NIAC for a certain period. On 23
July 2014 amidst intensifying combat, the ICRC put out a press statement
in which the Director of Operations Dominik Stillhart invoked IHL and
reminded everybody that the “rules and principles apply to all parties to
the non-international armed conflict in Ukraine, and impose restrictions on
the means and methods of warfare that they may use.”1283 It is rare for
the ICRC to put out a press statement in which it explicitly classifies the
conflict. Often, the classification is only communicated bilaterally to the
countries involved. While its assessment is not binding, it carries a lot of
weight.1284

In October 2014 – several months after the massive influx of Russian
troops into Donbas – the head of delegation in Ukraine, Michael Masson,
reiterated this position:

1281 Shane Reeves and David A Wallace, ‘The Combatant Status of the “Little Green
Men” and Other Participants in the Ukraine Conflict’ (2015) 91 International
Law Studies 361, 382.

1282 ibid 381.
1283 ICRC, ‘Ukraine: ICRC Calls on All Sides to Respect International Humanitari-

an Law (News Release 14/125)’ (23 July 2014).
1284 Heinsch (n 1276) 326.
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“According to international humanitarian law, there are several classifica-
tions of cases of violence. At the current moment we assess the situation
in Donbass as a non-international armed conflict. With such classification
the territory of conflict falls under the rule of the Third Article common,
for all of the Geneva Conventions and other norms of the international
humanitarian law are implemented.”1285

Later, the ICRC settled for the inconspicuous formulation of an “armed
conflict” in Ukraine without classifying its nature.1286

Whilst the reasons for the ICRC’s stance on the conflict in eastern
Ukraine have not been made public, they were most likely operational. We
should not forget that the ICRC has a dual function. It serves as guardian
of IHL, but it is also one of the most important operational humanitarian
actors on the ground.1287 Openly admitting the involvement of Russian
soldiers – especially at such an early stage – would have jeopardised the
work of the organisation in the field. Usually, the ICRC is known to adopt
a very diplomatic stance in its public statements. I have no knowledge
what prompted the ICRC’s classification in eastern Ukraine, but its atti-
tude may have been an operational compromise like during the Afghan
War (1979–1989) where it chose a middle way: It reminded the parties
that at least CA 3 applied without explicitly classifying the conflict as inter-
national or non-international.1288 Hans-Peter Gasser, at the time the head
of the ICRC legal division, wrote in 1983 that rigidly applying all existing
IHL norms (i.e. insisting on an IAC) would be “wishful thinking,” and
that in practice one had to find a compromise that provided “protection
for all actual and potential victims of the conflict.”1289 In 2014, there was
certainly no operational advantage to be gained by pushing for an IAC in
Donbas. Ironically, however, this was precisely because of Russia’s obstinate
denial. By refusing to accept its presence in Donbas, Moscow had raised
the stakes. Anyone who challenged the Russian position publicly could
not do so without creating a huge diplomatic incident and implicitly
accusing Moscow of lying. In this way, the lie became a weapon to silence
the truth.

1285 ‘ICRC: Ukrainian Conflict is Not International’ (Russian Peacekeeper, 10 Octo-
ber 2014) <http://peacekeeper.ru/en/?module=news&action=view&id=22517>.

1286 See ICRC, ‘Ukraine Conflict’ <https://www.icrc.org/en/where-we-work/europe
-central-asia/ukraine/ukraine-conflict>.

1287 See above at p 160.
1288 Gasser (n 600) 150–152. See also above at n 600.
1289 ibid 152.
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Conclusion

In sum, Russia was successful in obfuscating what used to be a crystal-clear
norm: Any resort to armed force between two State armies results in an
international armed conflict. Moscow denied its presence so stubbornly
and effectively that many either lacked the evidence to classify the conflict
as international, looked for novel legal methods, or could not speak their
mind without upsetting the Kremlin. This concerned States, academics,
and the ICRC.

As I have explained above, the question of classification is not confined
to semantics. Firstly, IHL of IAC is simply more protective. Secondly,
the low threshold of IAC should normally lead to legal clarity. The case
of Nadiya Savchenko may serve as an example. The Ukrainian military
pilot was captured in summer 2014 and brought to Russia.1290 Savchenko
should have been a POW but was denied this status. Rather she was
sentenced to 22 years in prison for killing two Russian journalists.1291

Whatever the basis of the accusations, POWs could only be tried for war
crimes and only in front of the same courts as Russian soldiers.1292

In general terms, Russia’s blatant disregard for the application of IHL
could have long-term effects. If law is undermined in such a way, it
becomes an empty shell.1293 Russia’s attitude of ignoring IHL might repre-
sent a short-term success for Russia. In the long run, it will lead to the
erosion of even the most well-established rules of IHL and undermine the
application of the laws of war for all States.

3.4

1290 Mark Feygin, ‘Russia’s Illegal Prisoners of War’ (The Washington Post, 24
December 2014) <https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/russias-illegal-pri
soners-of-war/2014/12/24/d68fc5ae-8ad7-11e4-9e8d-0c687bc18da4_story.html>.

1291 ‘Ukrainian Ex-military Navigator Savchenko Sentenced to 22 Years in Prison’
(RAPSI, 22 March 2016) <http://www.rapsinews.com/judicial_news/20160322/
275674213.html>.

1292 See Art 102 GC III and Nuzov and Quintin (n 1269).
1293 In practice, one violation risks being met with a counter-violation. Responding

to the conviction of Savchenko, a Ukrainian court convicted Russian soldiers
for their participation in hostilities. This judgment is at odds with the principle
of combatant immunity in IAC, see Sayapin, ‘A Curious Aggression Trial in
Ukraine’ (n 1234). See also ICRC Casebook, How Does Law Protect in War,
‘Eastern Ukraine Disputed POW Status’ <https://casebook.icrc.org/case-study/ea
stern-ukraine-disputed-pow-status>.
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Rebranding armed clashes – a war of words

Following the example of eastern Ukraine – where Moscow’s denial was
purely factual – we shall now address two case studies where Russia chal-
lenged well-established rules by legal rebranding. Both cases concern the
issue of conflict classification. In both cases, Russia acknowledged the use
of military force but refused to recognise that this military force triggered
an armed conflict. Rather, Russia “rebranded” the armed clashes and thus
evaded IHL. Apart from this, the two case studies do not have much in
common. One concerns an IAC, the other a NIAC. One took place on the
sea, the other within the boundaries of the Russian Federation. And while
first incident only saw three wounded, the latter conflict claimed hundreds
of thousands of lives.

The clash in the Kerch Strait (2018) – the art of euphemism

The recent escalation in the Sea of Azov serves as a good example for
Russia’s strategy of rebranding military clashes. First, I would like to give
the reader the context. The Sea of Azov covers an area of 37 600 km2

which is less than Lake Michigan.1294 Not much of a sea, you might
think. It is, however, of prime strategic importance. For the Ukrainian
ports of Mariupol and Berdyansk it is the only connection to the Black
Sea and international trading routes. All ships need to pass through the
Kerch Strait, which is only 40 km wide and separates Crimea from the
Russian peninsula Taman.1295 Before the annexation of Crimea in 2014 on
average 8 000 ships passed through the Kerch Strait every year. The conflict
has seriously disrupted the flourishing trade and inflicted heavy financial
losses on the Ukrainian side.1296 Today, an 18 km long bridge stretches
over the Kerch Strait and connects Crimea to the Russian mainland. This
stunning technological feat further adds to the importance of the Strait,
because it is Crimea’s only land lifeline to Russia.

4.

4.1

1294 Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Sea of Azov’ <https://www.britannica.com/place/Sea
-of-Azov>.

1295 Alexander Skaridov, ‘The Sea of Azov and the Kerch Straits’ in David D Caron
and Nilufer Oral (eds), Navigating Straits: Challenges for International Law (Brill
Nijhoff 2014) 221.

1296 Valentin J Schatz and Dmytro Koval, ‘Russia’s Annexation of Crimea and the
Passage of Ships through Kerch Strait: A Law of the Sea Perspective’ (2019) 50
Ocean Development & International Law 275, 277.
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On the morning of 25 November 2018, three Ukrainian vessels – two
artillery boats and a tugboat – sailed towards the Kerch Strait aiming
to transit to the Ukrainian port Mariupol. They were intercepted by the
Russian Coast guard. The Russians rammed the Ukrainian tugboat and
tried to turn it away, but the Ukrainians did not give up.1297 The standoff
dragged on throughout the day until the Russian Coast Guard, assisted
by special forces, pursued the Ukrainian Ships, fired upon them, boarded
them, and took 23 seamen prisoner. In the course of the attack, at least
three Ukrainian seamen were injured. The above facts are undisputed,
Russia quickly confirmed the use of armed force.1298

Map of the Kerch Strait incident (source Al Jazeera, Reuters)

1297 Michael Cruickshank, ‘Investigating The Kerch Strait Incident’ (Bellingcat, 30
November 2018) <https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2018/11/30
/investigating-the-kerch-strait-incident/>.

1298 ‘Russia-Ukraine Tensions Rise after Kerch Strait Ship Capture’ (BBC, 26
November 2018) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46340283>.
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What ensued was an intense debate about the right of Ukrainian ships to
pass the Strait, and whether Ukraine sufficiently notified the port authori-
ties of its passage.1299 The incident shed the spotlight on highly complex
issues related to maritime law. Much is controversial in this respect: the
rights of passage, the proper procedure, and the status of the Sea of Azov
itself.1300

Under IHL, however we have the luxury of leaving these questions
unanswered, because what counts is the use of direct force between the
armed forces of two States.

What was the significance of the Kerch Strait incident to IHL? I would
like to remind the reader that the ICTY defined an IAC as any “resort
to armed force between States” thus setting a very low threshold.1301 It is
generally accepted that this threshold is minimal.1302 Often, we refer to the
“first shot” theory.1303 Jean Pictet – the author of the first commentary to
the Geneva Conventions – even spoke of the first “captured” soldier.1304

The IAC could also consist of a one-sided strike.1305 Some have proposed
to exclude insignificant border incidents,1306 but this has not been accept-

1299 Schatz and Koval (n 1296) 289.
1300 See for this Valentin J Schatz and Dmytro Koval, ‘Ukraine v. Russia:

Passage through Kerch Strait and the Sea of Azov’ (Völkerrechtsblog, 10
January 2018) <https://voelkerrechtsblog.org/ukraine-v-russia-passage-through-
kerch-strait-and-the-sea-of-azov/>.

1301 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Decision on the Defence Mo-
tion for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, 2 October 1995, para 70.

1302 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2, para 238 with further sources. The com-
mentary considers “even minor skirmishes” and “unconsented-to military oper-
ations” as IACs. See also n 1258. It is noteworthy that the ILC sets a slightly
higher threshold by demanding “fighting of some intensity”, see International
Law Association (Committee on the Use of Force), ‘Final Report on the Mean-
ing of Armed Conflict in International Law’ (2010) 2 and fn 7.

1303 Carron (n 1258) 1030; Sassòli, Bouvier and Quintin (n 72) 22.
1304 Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 (n 1006) 23. Pictet argues that

“if there has been no fighting, the fact that persons covered by the Convention
are detained is sufficient for its application.”

1305 International Law Association (Committee on the Use of Force), ‘Final Report
on the Meaning of Armed Conflict in International Law’ (2010) 31.

1306 Maria-Daniella Marouda and Stelios Perrakis (eds), ‘Application of Interna-
tional Humanitarian Law in Contemporary Armed Conflicts: Is It “Simply’a
Question of Facts?”’, Armed Conflicts and International Humanitarian Law 150
Years after Solferino: Acquis and Prospects (Edition Sakkoulas 2009) 205; Louise
Arimatsu, ‘Beginning of IHL Application: Overview and Challenges’ (2013)
13 Proceedings of the Bruges Colloquium on the Scope of Application of
International Humanitarian Law 71, 76–77.
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ed by the majority of scholars and would go against the protective inten-
tion of the Geneva Convention. Any additional subjective threshold of
significance bears the risk of evasion.1307 In fact, the very reason for replac-
ing the subjective term “war” with the notion of armed conflict was to
avoid any ambiguities.1308

The assessment of whether armed force occurred is entirely factual. It
does not matter what terminology the affected or third States use. The
ICRC commentary emphasises this minimal threshold “must be based
solely on the prevailing facts demonstrating the de facto existence of hos-
tilities between the belligerents, even without a declaration of war.”1309

It goes on to state that “States might not publicly acknowledge such situ-
ations as armed conflicts and may describe them simply as ‘incidents’.”
However, “[…] the fact that a State publicly uses a term other than ‘armed
conflict’ to describe a situation involving hostilities with another State is
not in itself determinative of the classification of that situation as an armed
conflict.”1310

Applying the law to the Kerch incident yields an obvious result: The
events fulfil every element of an armed conflict. The Ukrainian boats
belonged to the Ukrainian navy. Two of them were artillery boats. The
third was an auxiliary tugboat, also a craft of the Ukrainian Navy. They
were part of the armed forces and in terms of IHL all three of them rep-
resented legitimate military objectives.1311 These boats were first rammed
and then fired upon by the Russian Coast Guard. Neither side denies the
use of force. The use of the coast guard – instead of the Russian navy
– does not rule out the existence of an armed conflict.1312 The fact that
the coast guard is normally rather a law-enforcement organ is irrelevant

1307 See Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2, para 239.
1308 Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949: Commentary on the Geneva

Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (n 56) 23.
1309 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2, para 211.
1310 ibid Art 2, para 243.
1311 James Kraska, ‘The Kerch Strait Incident: Law of the Sea or Law of Naval War-

fare?’ (EJIL Talk!, 3 December 2018) <https://www.ejiltalk.org/the-kerch-strait-
incident-law-of-the-sea-or-law-of-naval-warfare/>.

1312 Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2, para 226. The commentary clarifies that
“one should not discard outright the possibility that armed conflict within the
meaning of Art 2(1) may come into existence even if the armed confrontation
does not involve military personnel but rather non-military State agencies such
as paramilitary forces, border guards or coast guards. Any of those could well
be engaged in armed violence displaying the same characteristics as that involv-
ing State armed forces.”
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under IHL.1313 Otherwise a State could simply evade its obligations by
outsourcing the fighting to security forces other than the military. We
shall see in a moment that even Russia itself qualifies the operation on 25
November as “military in nature.”1314

Some commentators saw the clash as the dramatic transition from a
hybrid conflict into an open Russo-Ukrainian war. Sergey Sayapin argues
that the Kerch incident represented an “act of war, which was carried
out openly, in full knowledge that it would be attributed to Russia as
such.” He then adds that “most importantly, now, Russia cannot deny the
existence of an international armed conflict with Ukraine, in the sense of
applicable international law.”1315 Other authors spoke out in favour of the
application of the law of naval warfare – IHL’s special branch tailored to
the sea.1316 Ukraine, too, jumped on the occasion and quickly classified
the sailors as POWs. The Ukrainian Ombudswoman Lyudmyla Denisova
called upon Russia to respect the Geneva Conventions.1317 Indeed, the
Kerch Strait incident could not be talked away. Russia had little room for
evading the (politically uncomfortable) classification of an international
armed conflict with Ukraine.

However, many seem to have underestimated Russia’s legal creativity.
The Foreign Ministry downplayed the incident as a “gross violation of
the rules of peaceful passage […] by Ukrainian naval ships.”1318 Not a
word of an international armed conflict. Russia then went on to prosecute
the sailors before an ordinary military court for violating the Russian

1313 Arimatsu (n 1306) 77.
1314 ILOTS, Case concerning the detention of three Ukrainian naval vessels (Ukraine v

Russian Federation) Request for the prescription of provisional measures (Case No
26), Order, 25 May 2019, para 51.

1315 Sergey Sayapin, ‘The End of Russia’s Hybrid War against Ukraine?’ (Opinio Ju-
ris, 4 January 2019) <http://opiniojuris.org/2019/01/04/the-end-of-russias-hybrid-
war-against-ukraine/> (emphasis added).

1316 Kraska (n 1311).
1317 ‘Уповноважений Людмила Денісова: Статус військовополонених передбачає

особливу процедуру звільнення наших моряків [Commissioner Lyudmila
Denisova: The Status of Prisoners of War Requires a Special Procedure for
the Release of Our Sailors]’ (3 December 2018) <http://www.ombudsman.gov.u
a/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopo
lonenix-peredbachaye/>.

1318 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Foreign Ministry State-
ment (26 November 2018) <http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_p
ublisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/3420678>.

Chapter III: Evading IHL on the Battlefield

276

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_publisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/3420678
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_publisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/3420678
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.ombudsman.gov.ua/ua/all-news/pr/31218-am-upovnovazhenij-lyudmila-denisova-status-vijskovopolonenix-peredbachaye/
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_publisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/3420678
http://www.mid.ru/en/web/guest/maps/ua/-/asset_publisher/ktn0ZLTvbbS3/content/id/3420678


border.1319 Under IHL they should rather have been considered prisoners
of war,1320 who cannot be prosecuted for their participation in hostilities
except for international crimes.1321

Moscow reiterated this position before the International Tribunal for
the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), where Kyiv accused Moscow of having violat-
ed the UN Convention for the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). During the
proceedings, Russia argued that the Kerch incident was “manifestly a dis-
pute concerning military activities.”1322 Yet, it rejected the “categorization
of the situation as an armed conflict for the purposes of international
humanitarian law.”1323 A military clash between two States – and yet no
armed conflict. Russia tried to square the circle.

This is surprising, because applying IHL could have offered several legal
advantages to Russia. Under IHL, the Ukrainian boats represent legitimate
military targets. Attacking them was perfectly in line with the laws of war.
Furthermore, IHL supplants the UNCLOS framework and would allow
Russia to legally implement stricter checks of Ukrainian vessels.1324 Russia
could thus use IHL to counter the accusations that blocking Ukrainian
ships violates Kyiv’s passage rights under the law of the sea.1325

1319 ‘Russia Starts Prosecuting Ukrainians after Sea Clash’ (AP News, 28 November
2018) <https://apnews.com/b5777ee4495e4596bb0af533ed963c89>.

1320 See Art 4 (A)(1) GC III.
1321 This flows from the concept of combatant immunity which grants combatants

immunity from the prosecution for the mere participation in hostilities, see Art
43(2) AP I: “Members of the armed forces of a Party to a conflict (other than
medical personnel and chaplains covered by Art 33 of the Third Convention)
are combatants, that is to say, they have the right to participate directly in
hostilities.”

1322 ITLOS, Case concerning the detention of three Ukrainian naval vessels (Ukraine v
Russian Federation) Request for the prescription of provisional measures (Case No
26), Order, 25 May 2019, para 51. The issue revolved around the applicabili-
ty of the UNCLOS. Russia argued that the UNCLOS did not apply in the
present case, because the incident concerned military activities for which it had
excluded the Convention’s application according to Art 298(1)(b) UNCLOS.
Ironically, Ukraine found itself defending the opposite position. Hence, Kyiv
argued that the incident did not represent a “military activity” even though it
had previously called the captured sailors prisoners of war.

1323 ILOTS, Case concerning the detention of three Ukrainian naval vessels (Ukraine v
Russian Federation) Request for the prescription of provisional measures (Case No
26), Order, 25 May 2019, para 44.

1324 Kraska (n 1311).
1325 Schatz and Koval (n 1296) 15–16.
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Yet, Moscow chose to reject the application of IHL. What is the signifi-
cance of this limited incident and why is it important whether it represents
an IAC? Are the ongoing occupation of Crimea and the war in Donbas not
reason enough to speak of an armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine?

It is – and I have argued along these lines above. Both the conflict
in eastern Ukraine and the occupation of Crimea represent IACs.1326

However, Russia has never accepted this reading and justified its stance
by pointing to the referendum and the peninsula’s right to self-determi-
nation. In eastern Ukraine, it simply denied the facts. In this lies the
significance of the Kerch incident. For the first time, factual denial was
not an option because the events had unfolded in front of the eyes of the
world. Also, there was little room for legal manoeuvre, because the low
threshold of IAC represents a clear-cut rule.

In theory, this would make it harder to reject the correct conclusion, i.e.
that the incident is part of an armed conflict. In practice, however, this
is exactly what Russia did. It arrived at the untenable conclusion that the
armed clash was “military” but not part of an armed conflict. This not only
proves a high degree of brazenness, but it also shows that Russia wants to
avoid applying IHL at all costs, even at the cost of undermining a well-es-
tablished and crystal-clear rule. Finally, it shows that to Russia, political
considerations are far more important than IHL, or legal coherence for
that matter. James Kraska concludes:

“The incident demonstrates how adept Russia is at exploiting the seam
between the contending peacetime and wartime legal dimensions of the
Crimea conflict to create perceptions of a “gray zone” that effectively
advance its geopolitical agenda while confusing and demoralizing its crit-
ics.”1327

1326 James Kraska, for example, argues that the law of naval warfare applied even
before the Kerch incident due to the occupation of Crimea in February 2014,
see Kraska (n 1311).

1327 ibid.
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On a brighter note, however, I should add the following. The 24 sailors
were released on 7 September 2019 in exchange for 35 Russian prisoners
held in Ukraine.1328 Their ships were returned in November 2019.1329

The Chechen Wars – Moscow’s fight against “banditism”

Chechnya is a landlocked republic in Northern Caucasus roughly the size
of Slovenia. In the course of two bloody wars (1994–1996 and 1999–2009)
this tiny patch of land was turned into “a small corner of hell.”1330 It
is impossible to understand the nature of the conflict without looking
into the events that followed the break-up of the Soviet Union. Hence,
I would like to provide the reader with the political context first. Why
did violence in Chechnya descend into one of the bloodiest civil wars of
recent times? Secondly, I will explain how to classify the two Chechen wars
under IHL. Finally, we will examine Russia’s attitude towards IHL during
the Chechen conflict and how this affected the respect for the law on the
ground.

Descent into war – “I will crush you”

In 1991, the Soviet Union consisted of 15 constituent republics, among
which the RSFSR was primus inter pares. When the USSR was dissolved, all
these republics achieved independence.1331 Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belorus-
sia, Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan,
Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan – an entire gener-
ation of new States was born or re-born. Parallel to that, another pro-
cess took place that was commonly nicknamed the “parade of sovereign-

4.2

4.2.1

1328 Ivan Nechepurenko and Andrew Higgins, ‘Russia and Ukraine Swap Dozens of
Prisoners, in a ‘First Step to Stop the War’ (The New York Times, 7 September
2019) <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/07/world/europe/russia-ukraine-priso
ner-swap.html>.

1329 ‘Russia Returns Navy Vessels Seized from Ukraine’ (Deutsche Welle, 18
November 2018) <https://www.dw.com/en/russia-returns-navy-vessels-seized
-from-ukraine/a-51286196>.

1330 Anna Politkovskaja, A Small Corner of Hell: Dispatches from Chechnya (Universi-
ty of Chicago Press 2007).

1331 Nußberger, ‘Russia’ (n 218) paras 92 et seq.
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ties.”1332 Within the RSFSR, many ethnic Republics declared their indepen-
dence and tried to achieve statehood.1333 Chechnya was one of them.1334

Virtually all ethnic Republics, however, later abandoned their quest for
independence and signed the Federation Treaty that laid the foundation
for today’s Russian Federation.1335

Chechnya refused to sign the treaty for various reasons.1336 First of all,
it could boast being one of the most ethnically homogenous of all Russian
republics. Furthermore, it had fought Russian rule for over a century since
the first military encounter in 1722 and suffered from continued repres-
sion under the Tsars. Under Stalin, the entire Chechen people was deport-
ed from their native lands creating a collective trauma that persists until
today.1337 Against this background, the Chechens issued their declaration
of sovereignty long before the dissolution of the USSR, in November 1990.
On 6 September 1991, a newly elected parliament went on to proclaim an
independent State. Finally, Chechnya refused to sign the above-mentioned
Federation Treaty in 1992 and rather chose to adopt a Constitution for
the Chechen Republic of Ichkeria.1338 The name was derived from the
traditional name of the southern Chechen highlands, the ancient land of
the Chechens.1339

1332 See Bowring, Law, Rights and Ideology in Russia (n 548) 96. Note that the Baltic
States are generally considered to have been occupied and annexed by the
Soviet Union, therefore never losing their sovereignty in the first place.

1333 Not only in the RSFSR ethnic groups strove for independence, but to a lesser
extent also in the other former Soviet Republics. See, for example, the cases of
South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Transdniestria above at p 231.

1334 For a complete list see Bowring, Law, Rights and Ideology in Russia (n 548) 99.
1335 Федеративный договор [Federation Treaty] 31 March 1992. Only Chech-

nya and Tatarstan refused to sign. Tatarstan, however, settled its differ-
ences with Russia peacefully and signed the договор о разграничении
предметов ведения и взаимном делегировании полномочий между органами
государственной власти Российской Федерации и органами государственной
власти Республики Татарстан [Treaty on Delimiting the Subjects of Jurisdic-
tion and Mutual Delegation of Powers between Agencies of State Power of the
Russian Federation and Agencies of State Power of the Republic Tatarstan] 15
February 1994. See Nußberger, ‘Russia’ (n 218) paras 66–67.

1336 For a more detailed account see Bowring, Law, Rights and Ideology in Russia (n
548) 98–101.

1337 Evangelista (n 891) 3, 12 et seq.
1338 Nußberger, ‘Russia’ (n 218) para 68.
1339 Amjad M Jaimoukha, The Chechens: A Handbook (2012 edition, Routledge

2012) 22.

Chapter III: Evading IHL on the Battlefield

280

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


Formally, Chechnya did not have the right to secede. According to the
doctrine of uti possidetis only former Republics of the Soviet Union could
do so.1340 The uti possidetis doctrine is originally derived from Roman
property law, but today it describes a way of defining boundaries in inter-
national law. When a State or an Empire falls apart, new States emerge
along the lines of the existing boundaries within the former entity.1341

Thus, the principle does not take into account ethnic identity, homeland,
or culture, but favours stability over material justice.1342 According to
71(1) and 78(1) of the 1978 Constitution of the RSFSR, Chechnya had the
Status of an Autonomous Socialist Soviet Republic within the RSFSR. It
was not a Republic of the USSR and thus stayed with Russia when the
Soviet Union disintegrated. The Russian Constitutional Court confirmed
this reading in 1995.1343

Yet, despite all efforts from Moscow, Chechnya de facto managed to
escape Russia’s control in the years 1991–1994. Moscow was overwhelmed
by the events following the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the little
Republic of Ichkeria enjoyed de facto independence. Its President was
Dzhokhar Dudayev, a former Soviet Air Force General. Negotiations be-
tween him and President Yeltsin took place but did not yield any tangible
results.1344 Finally, President Yeltsin issued the secret decree 2137 sanction-
ing the use of military force:1345 In a famous last meeting between the
Russian Minister of Defence Pavel Grachev and Dzhokhar Dudaev, the
Chechen President refused to give in. Grachev is said to have replied with
a threatening remark: “I will crush you.”1346 For the first time in its young
history, the Russian Federation decided to go to war on its own territory.

The First Chechen War lasted from 11 December 1994 to 31 August
1996 and ended in a humiliation for the disorganised Russian Army.
While the Russians managed to take control of most of the Chechen
territory at a great human cost, they could not hold out. In the end,

1340 Nußberger, ‘Russia’ (n 218) para 72.
1341 Nesi (n 1080) paras 1–4.
1342 ibid paras 9–10.
1343 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 2. Under the Constitution of the Russian Fed-

eration – just like under the previous Soviet Constitution of 1978 – subjects
cannot change their status unilaterally, let alone may they secede from the
Russian Federation without consent from Moscow.

1344 For the prelude to the First Chechen War see Evangelista (n 891) 20–33.
1345 Presidential Decree No 2137 (30 November 1994).
1346 Ю.М. Батурин [Y.M. Baturin] (ed), Эпоха Ельцина: очерк политической

истории [Yeltin’s Epoch: An Essay of Political History] (Vagrius 2001) 598.
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the rebels retook Grozny and forced Moscow into peace negotiations.
The parties finally concluded the Khasavyurt Agreement that postponed
the decision about Chechnya’s fate to 2001 and gave the rebel-region
quasi-independence.1347 The inter-war period was marked by “warlordism,
rampant criminality, hostage-takings, chaotic violence, grisly attacks on
foreign aid workers, and general lawlessness.”1348 Evangelista nicknamed
the period “no war, no peace.”1349

In this general lawlessness, radical Islamist elements gained strength.
Fundamentalist leaders like Shamil Basayev and Ibn al-Khattab destabilised
the region. They launched raids into neighbouring Dagestan and pledged
to set up a Wahabist State in Caucasus.1350 Finally, a series of terror attacks
were the straw that broke the camel’s back. When several apartment build-
ings were blown up in Buynaksk, Moscow, and Volgodonsk, suspicion
fell on the Chechens.1351 Putin describes his decision to go to war in his
biography: “If we don’t stop this now, Russia as we know it today will
not exist.”1352Thus, the Second Chechen War began in August 1999. A
year-long battle phase was followed by a long period of bloody guerrilla

1347 See para 1 of the Khasavyurt Agreement which foresees that the question of
Chechnya’s status should “be solved by 31 December 2001 in accordance with
universally recognized principles and norms of international law.” Para 3 of
the agreement implicitly gave the Chechen Republic the right to pass its own
laws until such solution was found. It thus enjoyed quasi-independence. The
agreement is available in English at <https://peacemaker.un.org/russia-khasavyo
urtdeclaration96>.

1348 Mark Kramer, ‘The Perils of Counterinsurgency: Russia’s War in Chechnya’
(2005) 29 International Security 5, 7.

1349 Evangelista (n 891) 46.
1350 Kramer (n 1348) 7; Evangelista (n 891) 64. Some say that Basayev’s last invasion

into Dagestan in August 1999 already marked the beginning of the Second
Chechen War.

1351 Emil Pain, ‘From the First Chechen War Towards the Second’ (2001) 8 The
Brown Journal of World Affairs 7, 10. Until today, it remains a mystery who
was really behind the bombings. Some claim that the attacks were not carried
out by Chechen terrorists, but rather by the Russian intelligence services in
order to create a pretext for war. I will not delve into these speculations,
because they do not influence the following analysis of IHL.

1352 Н. Геворкян [N. Gevorkyan], Н. Тимакова [N. Timakova] and А. Колесников
[A. Kolesnikov], От первого лица – разговоры с Владимиром Путиным [From
a First Person Perspective – Interviews with Vladimir Putin] (electronic version)
(Vagrius 2000) 78.

Chapter III: Evading IHL on the Battlefield

282

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://peacemaker.un.org/russia-khasavyourtdeclaration96
https://peacemaker.un.org/russia-khasavyourtdeclaration96
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://peacemaker.un.org/russia-khasavyourtdeclaration96
https://peacemaker.un.org/russia-khasavyourtdeclaration96


warfare. The last Russian troops would only leave Chechnya ten years lat-
er.1353

The correct classification of the Chechen Wars – freedom fighters or
terrorists?

Legally, there are four different possibilities to classifying a conflict such as
the Chechen Wars.
1) as a classic international armed conflict
2) as a liberation war under Art 1(4) AP I
3) as non-international armed conflict
4) as internal disturbances outside the scope of IHL
The possibility of an IAC – an armed conflict between two States – must
be discarded straight away, because Chechnya never achieved de jure inde-
pendence. While it had issued a declaration of independence and adopted
a Constitution prior to the war, Chechnya legally remained part of Rus-
sia.1354 According to the black letter of the Constitution of the RSFSF and
later the Russian Federation, Chechnya remained an integral part of the
Russian Federation.1355 The Khasavyurt Accords did nothing to alter this
status. They stipulate that the “mutual relations between the Russian Fed-
eration and the Chechen Republic” should only be determined later on.
In this, the Accord was deliberately vague.1356 The Russians saw it as proof
for Chechnya’s autonomy within the Russian Federation, the Chechens
as a reaffirmation of their independence.1357 In reality, the Accords did
nothing but buy time. While absolute independence could well have been
the result of the negotiations, the Accords made clear that “concerning

4.2.2

1353 ‘Death Toll in Battles in Chechnya Put at 600’ (The New York Times, 26
December 1995) <https://www.nytimes.com/1995/12/26/world/death-toll-in-bat
tles-in-chechnya-put-at-600.html>.

1354 Evangelista (n 891) 141–142; not a single State recognized the independence
of Chechnya. While recognition is not constitutive for a state, the lack of
recognition serves as a strong indicator against the assumption of statehood, see
Crawford, ‘State’ (n 1161) para 17.

1355 See Art 71(1) and 78(1) of the 1978 Constitution and Art 65 and 66(5) of the
current Russian Constitution.

1356 Souleimanov (n 934) 119; Wendy Turnoff Atrokhov, ‘The Khasavyurt Accords:
Maintaining the Rule of Law and Legitimacy of Democracy in the Russian
Federation amidst the Chechen Crisis’ (1999) 32 Cornell International Law
Journal 367, 380.

1357 Atrokhov (n 1356) 377–378.
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mutual relations […] a future negotiation process will be conducted.”1358

Until such settlement – which was of course never reached – Chechnya
remained in a limbo.

The second possibility, i.e. the classification of the conflict as a “libera-
tion war” found many supporters in Chechnya.1359 The concept can be
found in Art 1(4) AP I. It represents an “odd” rule in IHL, because it
links ius in bello to ius ad bellum creating an exception from the strict
separation of the two fields. The provision stipulates that an armed conflict
is always an IAC, if a people fight “against colonial domination and alien
occupation and against racist régimes in the exercise of their right of self-
determination, as enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations […].” In
a nutshell, an ordinary NIAC is upgraded to an IAC because the armed
group is fighting for a “respectable” reason. Ironically, the Soviet had once
been the most fervent supporters of this provision and pushed for its adop-
tion at the Diplomatic Conference of 1977.1360 The norm corresponded to
Lenin’s anti-colonial rhetoric and was in line with Soviet Union’s concept
of a strong right to self-determination.1361

It is beyond doubt that the Chechens fought for self-determination. The
concept even made it into the preamble of the Khasavyurt Agreement.
However, did this right to self-determination grant them a right to secede
from the Russian Federation turning the conflict into an IAC under Art
1(4) AP I?1362 Or was this beyond the scope “enshrined in the Charter
of the United Nations” as Art 1(4) requires? Once again, we return to
the question of remedial secession that we have already addressed in the
context of Crimea. Suffice it to say that the mere existence of such a
concept is highly controversial, let alone the conditions under which the
right can be exercised.1363 The Chechen rebels certainly saw themselves
within the scope of Art 1(4). The insurgents even issued a declaration

1358 The Chechens cited the reference to self-determination in the Agreement’s
preamble as evidence for their right to independence. The Russians, however,
made clear that this had never been the intention of the Khasavyurt Agreement.
It is true that the Agreement does not address secession, but only self-deter-
mination (“Proceeding from the universally recognized right of peoples to
self-determination”). One does not necessarily imply the other, see for this ibid
379.

1359 Evangelista (n 891) 143. Chechen leaders such as Akhmad Kadyrov constantly
stressed the anti-colonialist nature of Chechnya’s struggle.

1360 Toman (n 350) 74.
1361 See above at p 90.
1362 Gaeta (n 889) 568.
1363 See above at pp 223 et seq.
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under Art 96(3) AP I to the Swiss government as the depositary of the
Geneva Conventions – something that has not happened before or since.
Art 96(3) acts as the procedural counterpart to Art 1(4) and allows an
armed group to be recognised as the “authority representing a people
engaged against a High Contracting Party in an armed conflict” under Art
1(4). The insurgents declared that they would adhere to the Conventions
and asked to be recognised as an official liberation movement. The Swiss,
however, declined.1364 Most States, organisations, and academics shared
this view and did not consider the Chechen War as a “liberation war” in
the sense of Art 1(4). I agree with this assessment, because the concept
of self-determination could not – neither today nor at the time – justify
remedial secession.

This, however, does not mean that IHL did not apply in Chechnya. I
rather agree with the overwhelming majority of States and scholars that
classified the situation as a non-international armed conflict.1365 This also
became the position of the ICRC.1366 We have already touched upon the
criteria of a NIAC at page 263. To reiterate, a non-international armed con-
flict exists whenever there is resort to armed force between States or pro-
tracted armed violence between governmental authorities and organised
armed groups or between such groups within a State.1367 Thus, unlike an

1364 Noëlle Quénivet, ‘The Moscow Hostage Crisis in the Light of the Armed
Conflict in Chechnya’ (2001) 4 Yearbook of International Humanitarian Law
348, 353.

1365 Abresch (n 940) 754; Gaeta (n 889) 568; Quénivet (n 1364) 354; Мемориал
[Memorial], ‘Всеми имеющимися средствами: Операция МВД РФ в селе
Самашки, 7–8 апреля 1995 года [All Necessary Means: the Operation of the
Russian Ministry of Interior in the Village of Samashki, 7–8 April 1995]’ (1995);
Deutscher Bundestag, ‘Drucksache 13/718 – Antwort der Bundesregierung,
Verhalten der Bundesregierung zum russischen Vorgehen im Tschetschenien-
Konflikt’ (1995) 3; Human Rights Watch, ‘Chechnya: Report to the 1996 OSCE
Review Conference (D816)’ (1996).

1366 ICRC, ‘Annual Report 1995’ (1995) 203. See also ICRC, Customary IHL
Database, Rule 124 that argues: “On this basis, the ICRC systematically requests
access to persons deprived of their liberty in connection with non-international
armed conflicts, and such access is generally granted, for example, in relation
to the conflicts in […] Chechnya […].” The ICRC was extremely cautious not
to give the impression that Chechnya had any claim to sovereignty. Through-
out its Annual Report (1995), for example, it used the cumbersome formula
“Chechnya (southern Russia).”

1367 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Decision on the Defence Mo-
tion for Interlocutory Appeal on Jurisdiction, 2 October 1995, para 70. Tadić
was only decided in 1995, but similar definitions of NIAC existed before. While
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IAC, the threshold of application for NIACs is considerable. Two criteria
must be met: Sufficient intensity1368 (“protracted armed violence”) and
sufficient level of organisation (“organised armed groups”). The double
threshold is important to distinguish an armed conflict from mere internal
disturbances.1369 Hence, the distinction between the above categories 3) or
4) – and the very application of IHL itself – hinges upon the threshold
criteria for which international jurisprudence has produced a list of indica-
tors.
– The following factors point to sufficient intensity: the kind of weapons

used, the number of casualties, the number of soldiers engaged, and
the frequency of operations, the number of refugees fleeing the combat
zone.1370

– Criteria that point to sufficient organisation of the armed group in-
clude: the existence of headquarters, designated zones of operation, and
the ability to procure, transport, and distribute arms.1371

Both Chechen Wars clearly met this double threshold. The First War
dragged on for two years and saw heavy fighting. On its first day, 11
December 1994, the Russian Army spearheaded into Chechnya with
around 25 000 troops, 80 tanks and 200 armoured vehicles.1372 By February
1995, the number of forces had swollen to 70 000.1373 The Chechens

the ICTY contributed greatly to the present-day definition by channelling and
clarifying the existing approaches, others had previously used similar criteria to
define NIACs, see e.g. Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 (n 983)
49–50.

1368 The ICTY interpreted the criterion of “protracted violence” as intensity rather
than duration, although the latter may serve as an indicator for the former,
see ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush Haradinaj et al (IT-04–84-T), Trial Chamber
Judgment, 3 April 2008, para 49.

1369 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 7
May 1997, para 562. The two criteria (organisation and intensity) exist “solely
for the purpose, as a minimum, of distinguishing an armed conflict from ban-
ditry, unorganized and short-lived insurrections, or terrorist activities, which
are not subject to international humanitarian law.”

1370 See e.g. ICTY, The Prosecutor v Fatimir Limaj et al (IT-03–66-T), Trial Chamber
Judgment, 30 November 2005, para 177; ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush Harad-
inaj et al (IT-04–84-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 April 2008, para 49.

1371 ICTY, The Prosecutor v Fatimir Limaj et al (IT-03–66-T), Trial Chamber Judg-
ment, 30 November 2005, para 90; see also ICTY, The Prosecutor v Ramush
Haradinaj et al (IT-04–84-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 3 April 2008, para 60.

1372 Souleimanov (n 934) 100.
1373 ibid.
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could muster between 12 000 and 18 000 men.1374 Hardly a skirmish, or
a law-enforcement operation against criminal bands. Indiscriminate carpet
bombings and artillery barrages were a common feature of the conflict.
In one hour, Grozny saw three times more detonations than Sarajevo at
the height of its siege during an entire day.1375 At Grozny, Gudermes, and
Samashki, scores of fighters and civilians perished.1376 During the New
Year’s Eve attack on Grozny alone, Russia lost between 500 and 2 000
soldiers.1377 Overall, the death toll estimates for the First Chechen War
range between 60 000 and 100 000, with many more wounded.1378 The
ICRC spoke of an “escalation of hostilities” that warranted a “large-scale
ICRC humanitarian mission.”1379

Similarly, the Second Chechen War fulfils the double threshold of a
NIAC. The first year saw fierce battles. At the height of the assault on
Grozny in December 1999, Russia deployed 150 000 soldiers in Chechnya.
Initially they were up against what experts believed to be 26 000 to 40 000
rebels.1380 At the end of the active battle phase, Russia had suffered nearly
2 000 dead and 6 000 wounded, which came very close to the casualty
numbers of the First Chechen War.1381 Like in 1994–1996, the use of the
air force and heavy artillery produced terrible civilian losses.1382 More than
10 000 civilians were dead by 20021383 and the city of Grozny had been
completely levelled by Russian air strikes.1384 In the end, the Russian Army
managed to control most of the Chechen territory, but could never take
the impregnable rebel strongholds in the mountains. Open conflict faded
into a vicious guerrilla war that lasted until 2009.1385 The rebels still man-
aged to inflict heavy casualties on the Russian forces. Countless civilians
became victims of arbitrary killings, sweep-up operations (zachistkas), and

1374 ibid 103.
1375 David Remnick, Resurrection: The Struggle for a New Russia (Vintage Books

1998) 263–264.
1376 See, for example, ‘Death Toll in Battles in Chechnya Put at 600’ (The New York

Times, 26 December 1995) <https://www.nytimes.com/1995/12/26/world/death
-toll-in-battles-in-chechnya-put-at-600.html>.

1377 Souleimanov (n 934) 104.
1378 ibid 125 with further sources.
1379 ICRC, ‘Annual Report 1995’ (n 1366) 203.
1380 Souleimanov (n 934) 167–168.
1381 Evangelista (n 891) 84.
1382 Pain (n 1351) 11.
1383 Souleimanov (n 934) 171 with further sources.
1384 Kramer (n 1348) 8.
1385 Souleimanov (n 934) 164–189.
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torture at the hands of Russian soldiers and Chechen security forces.1386

Only in 2009, would Russia withdraw its last fighting troops.1387

In sum, both the threshold of organisation and intensity that define
a NIAC were met in the Chechen Wars. Given the immense level of
violence and the fierce and well-organised resistance of the rebels, it is
out of question to call the conflict an “internal disturbance” beyond the
scope of IHL. Rather, it is the exact situation that Common Article 3 had
in mind when extending the protection of IHL to “conflicts not of an
international character.”

The Russian position – a fight against banditry

The Russian government, however, opted for an entirely different interpre-
tation. According to Moscow, both Chechen Wars were nothing but a law
enforcement operation against armed bands to which IHL did not apply.

Russia’s approach to IHL in the First Chechen War (and its
consequences)

From the very beginning, Russia refused to recognise the existence of
an armed conflict in the Northern Caucasus. It portrayed the events as
a fight against “banditry.”1388 This is shown by Presidential decree 2137.
It authorised the use of force and marked the starting point of the First
Chechen War. It speaks of the need to “restore constitutional legality and
law and order” and “disarming and liquidating the armed formations.” For
the unsuspecting reader, this might evoke the image of a law enforcement
campaign, not a full-scale war. The subsequent decrees used similar vocab-
ulary.1389

4.2.3

4.3.2.1

1386 Marcel van Herpen, Putin’s Wars: The Rise of Russia’s New Imperialism (2nd
edn, Rowman & Littlefield 2015) 187–199; for the disastrous effect of the war
on civilians in general see Emma Gilligan, Terror in Chechnya: Russia and the
Tragedy of Civilians in War (e-Book) (EBSCO Publishing 2014).

1387 Michael Schwirtz, ‘Russia Ends Operations in Chechnya’ (The New York
Times, 17 April 2009) <https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/17/world/europe
/17chechnya.html>.

1388 Abresch (n 940) 754.
1389 See Decrees No 2166 (9 December 1994), No 1360 (9 December 1994), and No

1833 (2 November 1993).
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Yeltsin himself was less tempered in his tone but played the same tune.
In an interview he expressed his views on the Chechen fighters: “These
are criminals […], professional bandits, fanatics.”1390 The Russian NGO
Memorial writes in its report: “From the beginning of the armed conflict
in the Chechen Republic the president and the government obstinately
presented the events as a mere law enforcement operation aimed at dis-
arming armed bands. They considered it an exclusively internal affair of
Russia.”1391 For the government, applying IHL was out of question. Repre-
sentatives of the ICRC raised the issue of the applicability of IHL during
a visit to Minister of Foreign Affairs Andrey Kozyrev in 1995.1392 Russia,
however, formally notified the organisation that it did “not regard the
current operation as coming under the auspices” of IHL, because it was
“only a limited operation to cope with an internal disorder and to combat
terrorists.”1393

This simplistic narrative was challenged by the Russian Constitutional
Court in July 1995.1394 In its historic ruling, it classified the Chechen
“situation” as a NIAC and declared that the provisions of IHL “are binding
on both parties to the armed conflict.”1395 While the Judges did not pro-
vide any reasoning, they could not have been clearer in their conclusion.
Yet, on the government’s side, nothing changed. It clung to its position
that the counterinsurgency operation in Chechnya fell outside the scope
of IHL.1396 The government also ignored the verdict in another respect.
The Court had explicitly criticised the “improper consideration [of IHL]
in internal legislation”1397 and obliged the legislator to make amends.1398

1390 Available at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DGPv8VzJ2S4>.
1391 Мемориал [Memorial], ‘Россия – Чечня: цепь ошибок и преступлений [Russia

– Chechnya: A Series of Mistakes and Crimes]’ (1998) chapter 3.
1392 The ICRC managed to maintain its delegations in Northern Caucasus. Some-

times ICRC delegates were even allowed to visit places of detention. In general,
however, their work was made very difficult and the organisation could never
gain any real leverage on Moscow, see ICRC, ‘Annual Report 1995’ (n 1366)
203, 206; Sassòli (n 695) 53.

1393 Kramer (n 330) 189.
1394 Chechnya Decision (n 887); for an analysis how the Chechnya Decision influenced

the implementation of IHL in Russia see above p 194.
1395 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 5.
1396 Kramer (n 330) 187.
1397 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 5.
1398 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 8: “The Federal Assembly of the Russian Federa-

tion shall settle the legislation on the use of the armed forces of the Russian
Federation, as well as on the regulation of other conflicts and issues arising
out of extraordinary situations, including those falling under the additional
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This never happened.1399 The verdict did not lead to “concrete steps nei-
ther from the civilian nor from the military authorities with respect to
the observation of IHL norms in Chechnya.”1400 Some even called the
Chechnya Decision counterproductive, because “it gave the government
precisely what it wanted: de facto authorization for federal forces in Chech-
nya to continue disregarding the Geneva Conventions and related docu-
ments.”1401

How could the applicability of IHL be denied despite the clear find-
ing of the Constitutional Court? One could call the First Chechen War
“Yeltsin’s war”:1402 a conflict started by his presidential decree 2137, led
by him as the Commander in Chief. In many respects, the President was
acting outside the law and continued to do so even after the ruling of the
Constitutional Court.1403 Ruslan Khasbulatov, Yeltsin’s political adversary
at the time and former speaker of the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR,
argued that Chechnya was

“[…] Yeltsin’s private war, because the government did not declare war,
and the parliament did not declare war. The entire war was carried out
according to the commands and decrees of one political figure.”1404

Yeltsin’s policy of denial led to severe IHL violations. I have described
the human toll above. The First Chechen War claimed between 60 000
and 100 000 deaths, most of them civilians.1405 The first assault on Grozny
alone in winter 1994–1995 killed between 25 000 and 50 000 civilians.1406

Disproportional attacks, arbitrary killings, and torture were commonplace.

protocol to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, concerning protection
of the victims of armed conflicts of a non-international character (Protocol II).”

1399 Tuzmukhamedov (n 703) 395. See also Бахтияр Тузмухамедов [Bakhtiyar Tuz-
mukhamedov] ‘Как воевать по правилам?’ [How to Wage War by the Rules?]
(Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 15 February 2010) <http://www.ng.ru/dipkurer/2010-02
-15/11_wars.html>.

1400 Мемориал [Memorial], ‘Россия – Чечня: цепь ошибок и преступлений [Russia
– Chechnya: A Series of Mistakes and Crimes]’ (n 1391) chapter 3.

1401 Kramer (n 330) 186–187.
1402 Evangelista (n 891) 11 et seq; for the divide between the Parliament, the Con-

stitutional Court and the President see also Мемориал [Memorial], ‘Правовые
аспекты чеченского кризиса [Legal Aspects of the Chechen Crisis]’ (n 891) 30.

1403 Мемориал [Memorial], ‘Правовые аспекты чеченского кризиса [Legal Aspects
of the Chechen Crisis]’ (n 891) 8.

1404 Evangelista (n 891) 11.
1405 Souleimanov (n 934) 125.
1406 Gilligan (n 1386) 28.
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To this day, places like Grozny, Gudermes, or Samashki remain associated
with flagrant violations of the laws of war. The violations of internation-
al law have been well documented by organisations, journalists, and aca-
demics.1407 In addition, most of the Russian media critically reported on
the conflict to the point that President Yeltsin ordered them to cease by
public proclamation.1408

Several sources have established a clear link between these atrocities on
the ground and Moscow’s refusal to apply IHL. The Constitutional Court
itself ruled that the “improper consideration of these provisions in inter-
nal legislation has been one of the reasons of non-compliance with the
rules.”1409 The NGO Memorial claims in one of their numerous reports:

“This legal nihilism by the Russian authorities had grave consequences. The
war was fought without rules – both with respect to the conduct of hostilities
and the conduct of Federal forces in the territory under their control.”1410

Mark Kramer – a specialist on Chechnya who has conducted over 100
interviews with Russian officers and servicemen – identifies a similar chain
of cause-and-effect:

“Because the Russian government’s official position during both wars was
that the fighting in Chechnya was not covered by IHL, troops from the Rus-
sian army and the Russian MVD deployed in Chechnya were not given any
training in the Geneva Conventions and were regularly given assignments
that contravened basic principles of IHL.”1411

The entire Russian campaign contained a dangerous mix: the refusal to
apply IHL paired with a lack of discipline and military incompetence.
Not only were the Russian authorities denying that they were fighting an
armed conflict under IHL, but their soldiers were not even aware of the
rules, and in any case lacked the discipline to apply them. It is not hard to
imagine that eighteen or nineteen-year-old conscripts with no experience
in the army would perform poorly on the battlefield – both in terms

1407 President Yeltsin famously declared that the war “is also the journalists’ fault,
because they made a big deal out of it.” Available at <https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=DGPv8VzJ2S4>.

1408 Pain (n 1351) 8.
1409 Chechnya Decision (n 887) para 5.
1410 Мемориал [Memorial], ‘Россия – Чечня: цепь ошибок и преступлений [Russia

– Chechnya: A Series of Mistakes and Crimes]’ (n 1391) chapter 3.
1411 Kramer (n 330) 188.
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of soldiery and IHL.1412 The military experts Novichkov, Snegovsky, and
Sokolov published an extensive report on the performance of the Russian
Army in the First Chechen War. Their verdict is devastating. Soldiers were
undisciplined, their equipment outdated. Only one out of five tanks actu-
ally made it to Grozny, because the rest of them broke down.1413 The com-
mand structure had remained unchanged since the 30s.1414 This Russian
Army in disarray was bound to perform poorly in terms of IHL which de-
pends on a disciplinary system to ensure compliance.1415 Even worse, the
Russian Army attempted to use tactics from the Afghan War that had al-
ready led to two million civilian deaths.1416 Novichkov, Snegovsky, and
Sokolov argue that in Chechnya the Afghan tactic of waging war in popu-
lated areas – blockading and liquidating villages with the help of air sup-
port – did not work.1417 As in Afghanistan, the tactic did not only fail to
work. It killed countless civilians.

Russia’s approach to IHL in the Second Chechen War (and its
consequences)

In political terms, the Second Chechen War was very different from the
first one. In 1999, a political “parvenu” called the shots in the Kremlin:
Prime Minister – soon to be President – Vladimir Putin.1418 Secondly, the
terror attacks on several apartment buildings had turned public opinion
around. While many Russians had been critical of the first Chechen War,
now 65 percent of the population were in favour of a military solution

4.3.2.2

1412 See e.g. van Herpen (n 1386) 161.
1413 Н.Н. Новичков [N.N. Novichkov], В.Я. Снеговский [B.Ya. Snegovsky] and

А.Г. Соколов [A.G. Sokolov], Российские вооруженные силы в чеченском
конфликте: анализ. итоги. выводы [The Russian Armed Forces in the Chechen
Conflict: An analysis. Results. Conclusions] (Holweg Infoglob 1995) 25.

1414 ibid 183.
1415 See e.g. the definition of armed forces in Art 43 No 1 AP I: “Such armed

forces shall be subject to an internal disciplinary system which, inter alia, shall
enforce compliance with the rules of international law applicable in armed
conflict.”

1416 See above at p 131.
1417 Н.Н. Новичков [N.N. Novichkov], В.Я. Снеговский [B.Ya. Snegovsky] and

А.Г. Соколов [A.G. Sokolov] (n 1413) 55.
1418 Yeltsin stepped down on 31 December 1999.
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for the renegade Republic.1419 In addition, the Russian press miraculous-
ly abandoned its critical attitude. Official news reports heralded the tri-
umphant actions of the Russian Army and showed little compassion for
the civilians killed. War became a dry, unavoidable everyday occurrence.
Villages were not attacked, but “cleaned out.” Grozny was not bombed
and stormed but subjected to a “special action.”1420

What did not change, was the attitude towards the application of IHL
in governmental and military circles – or rather the refusal to accept its
application. The official position remained firm: The situation was not an
armed conflict, but a law enforcement operation.1421 During the course
of the Second Chechen War the government learned to place increasing
emphasis on the prevention of terrorism, a keyword that flew particularly
well with the West, especially after the attacks of 9/11.1422 Depending on
the occasion, the fighters were called terrorists, or bandits. Both terms
implied the exclusion of IHL. Putin sent a grim warning to these fighters
in his book (2000):

“You know what I can guarantee you? I will repeat: These bandits will be
annihilated. Everyone who takes up arms will be annihilated.”1423

While the Russian authorities did acknowledge that the Second Chechen
War had begun with a “military phase” they expressly denied that this
operation was governed by IHL.1424 Even Putin himself called Chechnya
a “military operation” in his book.1425 Yet, this did not trigger the applica-
tion of IHL. This marks a striking parallel to the Russian line of argument
in the Kerch Strait case: There too, Russia faced “a military operation,” but
stubbornly denied being involved in an armed conflict in the sense of IHL.

Like in the First Chechen War, the government’s denial of IHL was
mimicked by the military. Kramer quotes a colonel serving in Chechnya,
with whom he had conducted an interview in 2006. The officer was
convinced that “these sorts of international agreements [the Geneva Con-

1419 Emil Pain and RR Love, ‘The Second Chechen War: The Information Compo-
nent’ (2000) 80 Military Review 59, 60.

1420 Pain (n 1351) 8.
1421 Abresch (n 940) at n 44 with further sources.
1422 Evangelista (n 891) 151.
1423 Н. Геворкян [N. Gevorkyan], Н. Тимакова [N. Timakova] and А. Колесников

[A. Kolesnikov] (n 1352) 79–80.
1424 Kramer (n 330) 189.
1425 Н. Геворкян [N. Gevorkyan], Н. Тимакова [N. Timakova] and А. Колесников

[A. Kolesnikov] (n 1352) 79–80.
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ventions] do not apply here, not at all. We’re dealing with terrorists. It’s
out of the question. This is a counterterrorist operation.”1426 Similarly, a
Lieutenant Colonel, with whom Kramer conducted an interview in 2007
reacted with surprise when asked about the application of the Geneva
Protocols: “We are in charge of a counterterrorist operation; this is not an
international war.”1427

Unlike in the First Chechen War, the Constitutional Court remained
silent this time. In rare cases, however, Russian commentators dared to
contradict the government’s policy of denial. Captain Vladimir Galitsky –
at the time a professor at the Military Academy – criticised that Russia’s
army waged war “in a legal vacuum” and that “neither the Constitutional
Court, nor the Ministry of Justice reacts to this.”1428

This vacuum became the ideal breeding ground for flagrant violations
of IHL. I would like to highlight three aspects of this pattern. Firstly,
the Russian aerial bombing campaign between September and June 2000
showed blatant disregard for all principles governing the conduct of hos-
tilities. Russian military expert Pavel Felgengauer speaks of deliberate
attacks on civilians and the use of indiscriminate fuel bombs prohibited
by the CCW.1429 Thousands of civilians died in Grozny alone during the
bombardments, because the Russians had refused to carry out an effective
evacuation. Emma Gilligan calls the operation a clear “war crime.”1430

Secondly, Russia intensified its use of zachistkas. The word is derived
from зачистить which may be translated as cleaning something up or
out. Originally, these sweep-up operations were supposed to root out
armed resistance in populated areas. In reality, the term became a eu-
phemism for a collective punishment campaign against the Chechen civil-
ian population.1431 The searches went hand in hand with murder, torture,
looting, and enforced disappearances. The Russian NGO Memorial esti-

1426 Kramer (n 330) 188.
1427 ibid.
1428 Владимир Галицкий [Vladimir Galitsky], ‘Война в правовом вакууме [War in

a Legal Vacuum]’ (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 16 June 2000) <http://nvo.ng.ru/conce
pts/2000-06-16/4_vacuumwar.html?id_user=Y>.

1429 Pavel Felgengauer, ‘The Russian Army in Chechnya’ (2002) 21 Central Asian
Survey 157, 158.

1430 Gilligan (n 1386) 29.
1431 ibid 31.
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mates that around 5 000–10 000 people were killed in zachistkas between
2000 and 2004.1432

Thirdly, the use of “filtration points” created another area of lawless-
ness. In 2000, there were around 30 filtration points with 10 000 to 20
000 detainees.1433 They were conceived as temporary detention centres
to “filter” and weed out resistance fighters from the civilian population.
Torture became widespread practice in detention centres like the infamous
Chernokozovo filtration point. Detainees describe genital beatings, electro
shocks, threats of castration, and even brandings.1434 These IHL violations
became known to a wider public through the case law of the ECtHR.
The Court issued its first judgment in 2005.1435 Since then, it found hu-
man rights violations inter alia due to extrajudicial killings,1436 torture,1437

enforced disappearances,1438 indiscriminate aerial bombardments, and ar-

1432 Alexander Cherkasov, ‘The Chechen Wars and the Struggle for Human Rights’
in Richard Sakwa (ed), Chechnya: from Past to Future (Anthem Press 2005) 139–
141. This number is even more shocking, because it is based on the data from
only one third of Chechnya’s territory to which the NGO had access.

1433 Martin Malek, ‘Russia’s Asymmetric Wars in Chechnya since 1994’ (2009) 8
Connections 81, 93; Gilligan (n 1386) 34. Originally, the filtration centres were
established on the basis of the Ministry of Interior Directive N 247 (1994) and
later heavily used in the Second Chechen War.

1434 Gilligan (n 1386) 34–35.
1435 ECtHR, Isayeva v Russia, No 57950/00, 24 February 2005.
1436 See e.g. ECtHR, Amuyeva and Others v Russia, No 17321/06, 25 November 2010.
1437 ECtHR, Khadisov and Tsechoyev v Russia, No 21519/02, 5 February 2009; EC-

tHR, Sadykov v Russia, No 41840/02, 7 October 2010; ECtHR, Gisayev v Russia,
No 4811/04, 20 January 2011.

1438 See e.g. ECtHR, Dzhamayeva and Others v Russia, No 26980/06, 21 December
2010; ECtHR, Aslakhanova and Others v Russia, No 2944/06, 18 December
2012; ECtHR, Turluyeva v Russia, No 63638/09, 20 June 2013; ECtHR, Yandiyev
and Others v Russia, Nos 34541/06, 43811/06, and 1578/07, 10 October 2013;
ECtHR, Akhmatov and Others v Russia, Nos 38828/ 10, 2543/11, 2650/11 et al, 16
January 2014.
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tillery shelling.1439 Thus, the ECtHR case law represents a cross-section of
the violations described above.1440

Yet, none of this changed the Russian position on the inapplicability of
IHL. The policy of denial did not end in 2009 when Russian troops pulled
out. Until today, no one has been convicted for war crimes committed in
Chechnya.1441 Most cases were not even investigated, whereas the few cases
that saw a judicial review totally excluded IHL.1442

Conclusion

It is not uncommon that States are reluctant to concede their involvement
in an armed conflict. Recognising the existence of an IAC can be delicate
in diplomatic relations. Recognising the existence of a NIAC may be seen
as “upgrading” criminals to freedom fighters. Hence, States are prone to
avoid facing this difficult truth.1443 Having said that, Russia’s position
remains extreme. In the Sea of Azov, Moscow has shown that it is willing
to go at great lengths to avoid IHL. It denied the applicability of IHL,
despite the fact that the events unfolded before the eyes of the world;
despite the very clear-cut (low) threshold of IACs that allows no room for
legal manoeuvre; and despite the Ukrainian insistence that the sailors were
POWs.

In Chechnya, Moscow rejected the existence of a NIAC for more than
ten years. On the one hand, the threshold of NIAC is more difficult to

4.3

1439 See e.g. ECtHR, Umayeva v Russia, No 1200/03, 4 December 2008; ECtHR,
Abuyeva and Others v Russia, No 27065/05, 2 December 2010; ECtHR, Es-
mukhambetov and Others v Russia, No 23445/03, 29 March 2011; ECtHR, Ker-
imova and Others v Russia, No 17170/04 et al, 3 May 2011; ECtHR, Khamzayev
and Others v Russia, No 1503/02, 3 May 2011; ECtHR, Damayev v Russia, No
36150/04, 29 May 2012; ECtHR, Abdulkhanov and Others v Russia, No 22782/06,
3 October 2013; ECtHR, Mezhidov v Russia, No 67326/01, 25 September 2008;
ECtHR, Taysumov and Others v Russia, No 21810/03, 14 May 2009.

1440 For a detailed analysis see Leach, ‘Egregious Human Rights Violations in
Chechnya: Appraising the Pursuit of Justice’ (n 942); Abresch (n 940); Leach,
‘The Chechen Conflict: Analysing the Oversight of the European Court of
Human Rights’ (n 942).

1441 For details on how Russia reacted to alleged war crimes see Evangelista (n 891)
150–164.

1442 See above pp 201 et seq.
1443 Other examples include Turkey’s war against the PKK and the UK’s attitude

towards the “Troubles” in Ireland, Abresch (n 940) 754–756.
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prove simply because it contains a double threshold subject to interpreta-
tion. On the other hand, the jurisprudence of the ICTY and other courts
has fleshed out the criteria that separate disturbances from an armed con-
flict. There are, and there will always be contentious grey cases.1444 The
Chechen Wars, however, are not situated in this grey zone. They were
– together with the Balkan Wars – the bloodiest armed conflict on the
European continent since the end of the Second World War. There is no
doubt that they met the threshold of a NIAC. Hence, the Russian denial
of this legal fact was extreme in many ways: extreme, because it implicitly
denied the deaths of thousands of soldiers and civilians; extreme, because
the President ignored the ruling of its own Constitutional Court; extreme,
because the narrative finally convinced most of the population.

There is one notable exception where Russia openly embraced the
existence of an armed conflict. During the Russo-Georgian War, Russia
acknowledged from the beginning that it was involved in an IAC.1445 Yet,
as the following two chapters will show Moscow attempted to find other
ways of avoiding limitations on its conduct in war: outsourcing warfare
and denying violations.

1444 For example, situations of intense violence in the absence of well-organised
non-state actors (e.g. drug wars) or short-lived outbursts of armed violence (e.g.
border skirmishes or a coup d’état), see Sven Peterke, ‘Regulating “Drug Wars”
and Other Gray Zone Conflicts: Formal and Functional Approaches’ (Hasow
2012).

1445 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 438.

4. Rebranding armed clashes – a war of words

297

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Outsourcing
Warfare (“The Apprentice”)

“Perhaps the US administration would be willing to inform the media about
the number of US civilians in Iraq during its presence in that country, both
in the form of US private military companies and other agencies? How many
people died? I assure you, the numbers may be shocking. Mind your own
business instead of spreading disinformation about Russia.”1446

Spokesperson Maria Zakharova, Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018

The idea of outsourcing warfare is not new. Private military actors were a
common feature of most wars until the mid-nineteenth century.1447 In clas-
sical times, hired Greek soldiers from the same polis often fought on both
sides.1448 Later, mercenarism became a thriving economic branch in cer-
tain European countries. The Swiss Guards and German Landsknechte1449

competed both for contracts and on the battlefield.1450 In fact, the idea
of having a people’s army is a by-product of the rise of the modern na-
tion-State. According to Max Weber, a modern State is a community that
“claims the monopoly of physical violence”1451 and thus cannot tolerate
private violence beyond its control. That explains why the term “mercenar-
ies” became an insult, and their use an ostracised practice.1452 In another

Chapter IV:

1446 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, ‘Briefing by Foreign
Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova’ (15 February 2018) <https://www.mid
.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/30775
21#11>.

1447 Hannah Tonkin, State Control over Private Military and Security Companies in
Armed Conflict (Cambridge University Press 2011) 6.

1448 Erika Calazans, Private Military and Security Companies: The Implications under
International Law of Doing Business in War (Cambridge Scholars Publishing
2016) 8–9.

1449 A group of mostly German mercenaries in the 15th and 16th century.
1450 Calazans (n 1448) 12–13.
1451 From Max Weber‘s lecture ‘Politik als Beruf’ (28 January 1919): “Staat ist

diejenige menschliche Gemeinschaft, welche innerhalb eines bestimmten Gebi-
etes – dies: das Gebiet gehört zum Merkmal – das Monopol legitimer physisch-
er Gewaltsamkeit für sich (mit Erfolg) beansprucht.”

1452 See Art 47 AP I. For a historical account of the use of private military actors see
Tonkin (n 1447) 8 et seq.; Calazans (n 1448) et seq.
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guise, however, private actors started to re-appear in the post-colonial wars
of the 1960s and have seen a boom since the 1990s.1453 Today, they are
again a common feature of most wars.

A State can outsource warfare to many actors such as volunteer corps,
rebel movements, militias, and private military companies (PMCs). In
literature the term “outsourcing” is sometimes limited to PMCs. I will use
it in a broader sense which includes any armed formation that carries out
duties that regular soldiers cannot or do not want to perform. Preventive-
ly, I would like to debunk two myths: Firstly, outsourcing warfare does
not contravene international law per se. The use of militias and volunteer
corps is even mentioned in the Geneva Conventions.1454 The Montreux
Document lays down rules for companies providing military and security
services.1455 Secondly, Russia is not alone in outsourcing warfare. Virtually
all States that wage war do so. For a long time, Russia even lagged behind
in this trend. The US and the UK had heavily relied on PMCs in Iraq
and Afghanistan at a time where the Russian PMC industry was still in
its infancy. In 2011, the US had more contractors in Afghanistan and Iraq
than uniformed personnel (155 000 compared to 145 000).1456

If outsourcing is a common feature of war, why is it worth focussing
on Russia’s practice? While Moscow is neither a pioneer, nor one of the
biggest economic players in the outsourcing business, it has developed its
own approach – and it negatively affects IHL.1457 Outsourcing happens in
an under-regulated and opaque environment. The proxy actors only main-
tain loose ties to Moscow. These traits are not accidental, but deliberate.
Remaining under the radar is crucial to Russia’s proxies. Their missions,
however, often involve active combat.

Russian volunteers – or rather non-state soldiers – come in all shapes
and forms.1458 For example, it is believed that 30 000 Russian volunteers

1453 Tonkin (n 1447) 12–13.
1454 Art 4(A)(2) GC III.
1455 Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft/ICRC, ‘The Montreux Document on Perti-

nent International Legal Obligations and Good Practices for States Related to
Operations of Private Military and Security Companies during Armed Conflict’
(2008). See also the section on under-regulation at pp 311 et seq.

1456 Moshe Schwartz and Joyprada Swain, ‘Department of Defense Contractors
in Afghanistan and Iraq: Background and Analysis’ (Congressional Research
Service 2011) ‘Summary’.

1457 Big players in the private military industry include the US, the UK, Israel, and
South Africa.

1458 See e.g. Mark Galeotti, Russian Political War: Moving Beyond the Hybrid (Rout-
ledge 2019) 80–85.
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fought in eastern Ukraine alone.1459 Many more volunteers participated in
the Russo-Georgian War 2008 and in other conflicts such as Syria and
Libya. Who were they and what was their connection to the Russian State?
I will look at three examples of groups that fight for Russian interests in
various conflicts around the world.
– The Russian PMCs “Wagner Group” and “Slavonic Corpus”
– Cossack units
– The South Ossetian Militias
I will acquaint the reader with each proxy in turn, before explaining how
Russia uses them to evade IHL. In a nutshell, I will argue that Russia uses
these proxies, because they cannot be attributed to the State. This allows
Moscow to have boots on the ground without incurring responsibility for
possible IHL violations.

Wagner’s Valkyries – a new type of PMC?

As a contextual introduction, I will briefly acquaint the reader with the
concept of a PMC and the evolution of this sector in Russia. Then, the
chapter will zoom in on the infamous “Wagner Group” and its precursor
“Slavonic Corpus.” I argue that they represent a novel type of PMC with
distinctive characteristics that set them apart from regular providers of
private military force.

Defining PMCs – the commodification of armed conflict

Today, PMCs1460 are a common appearance in any war zone. While the
media likes to brand them “mercenaries” this is legally incorrect. Merce-

1.

1.1

1459 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 25.
1460 Note on the terminology: Authors often draw a line between private military

companies (PMC) and private security companies (PMS). While the former
provide services of a military character such as combat support, maintenance
of military equipment, or military advisory services, the latter focus on classic
security tasks such as guarding objects or persons. In practice, however, this dis-
tinction is difficult to maintain, because one company may offer both military
and security services in different countries or even the same country. Hence,
other authors combine the two terms PMC and PSC into PMSC. For the
purpose of this thesis, I will use the term PMC, because I will focus on the
military services that Russian companies like Wagner provide.
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naries have been defined and ostracised in Art 47 AP I.1461 However, the
provision remained a dead letter due to its extremely narrow wording. I
recall my IHL professor stating that “whoever is stupid enough to fulfil it
deserves to be called a mercenary.”1462

For PMCs there is no universally recognised definition. Rather, the
acronym describes what they are not. PMCs are not members of the armed
forces and not mercenaries in the sense of Art 47 AP I, but lie on a
spectrum in between these terms.1463 At the fringes, notions might overlap.
Sean McFate, a former US paratrooper who worked himself as private
military contractor in Africa and Eastern Europe provides five criteria
that define a PMC: They are profit-oriented (1) multinational corporations
(2) that operate mostly abroad (3). They operate in a military manner
(4), rather than in law enforcement and are “lethal and represent the
commodification of armed conflict” (5).1464 On the mercenary-end of the
spectrum we find PMCs like Executive Outcomes and Sandline that fought
fully-fledged wars in Angola, Sierra Leone, and Papua New Guinea in the
1990s. These were extremely strong actors that could raise considerable
manpower and disposed of heavy weaponry. In essence, they represented

1461 A mercenary has no right to POW status. However, the person would still
benefit from minimal guarantees. Art 47 AP I is a cumbersome rule. While
it contains a definition of “mercenaries” it sets a very high threshold by enu-
merating six strict conditions: “A mercenary shall not have the right to be a
combatant or a prisoner of war. A mercenary is any person who: a) 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 substantially in
excess of that promised or paid to combatants of similar ranks and functions
in the armed forces of that Party; d) is neither a national of a Party to the
conflict nor a resident of territory controlled by a Party to the conflict; e) is not
a member 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.”

1462 For the many loopholes of Art 47 AP I see Tonkin (n 1447) 29–30. In 2005,
the UN established a Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries as a Means
of Violating Human Rights and Impeding the Exercise of the Right of Peoples
to Self-determination. The Working Group’s mandate is not restricted to the
narrow definition of Art 47 AP I, but also covers related issues such as foreign
fighters and the regulation of private military and security companies in gener-
al. These actors will often not fulfil the narrow definition of Art 47 AP I.

1463 ibid 28.
1464 Sean McFate, The Modern Mercenary: Private Armies and What They Mean for

World Order (Oxford University Press 2014) 13.
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private armies for hire.1465 Due to international pressure such PMCs are
virtually absent from today’s market.1466 One of the rare exceptions are the
Russian companies that I will address below.

With the wars in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), another type of
PMC started to dominate the scene. US Companies like Blackwater, Dyn-
Corp, and Triple Canopy provided heavily armed security to politicians,
diplomats, and premises.1467 They do not normally participate in offensive
combat missions, but may provide security in an extremely hostile envi-
ronment in a military fashion.1468 Furthermore, they offer high-level mili-
tary advice, technological expertise, logistic support, and maintenance.1469

Such PMCs have a number of advantages for States. They can be hired
fast. They cost less. They provide expertise in specialised military fields.1470

Finally, their deaths cause less public outrage compared to regular soldiers
“when the body bags start coming home.”1471

PMCs in Russia after 1991 – a late blossom

Russia was not among the pioneers in the privatisation of war. Despite the
popular Hollywood image of Russian mercenaries, the reality was quite
different. While security companies in Russia flourished during the “Wild
Nineties” in a climate of crime and corruption, their tasks were restrict-
ed to guarding objects or persons in Russia.1472 Only few Russians, let
alone Russian companies, provided military services in war zones abroad,
among them former Soviet pilots that were recruited by international

1.2

1465 ibid 14; Tonkin (n 1447) 41–44.
1466 McFate (n 1464) 14.
1467 Tonkin (n 1447) 49.
1468 ibid 50.
1469 ibid 40.
1470 ibid 45–52.
1471 Clive Walker and Dave Whyte, ‘Contracting out War? Private Military Com-

panies, Law and Regulation in the United Kingdom’ (2005) 54 International
and Comparative Law Quarterly 651, 660.

1472 Åse Gilje Østensen and Tor Bukkvoll, ‘Russian Use of Private Military and
Security Companies – the Implications for European and Norwegian Security’
(Norwegian Defence Research Establishment 2018) 14.
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companies.1473 In 1996, for example, Angola purchased several Russian
helicopters and fighter jets with Russian and Ukrainian personnel.1474

From the turn of the millennium, a few Russian companies started to of-
fer concrete military services, such as Moran Security Group, RSB Group,
and Antiterror Orel.1475 Most of them are still in business today and mim-
icked their Western counterparts, such as Blackwater and DynCorp.1476

They would not engage in active combat roles, but guard facilities or per-
sons. Their clients were private and State-owned businesses, like Gazprom,
Lukoil, and Tatneft.1477 So far, Russia was neither a very influential actor
in the PMC business, nor did it set itself apart by the type of services
provided.

In 2013, the Russian renowned military analyst Vladimir Neelov wrote
in one of his reports on PMCs: “According to the sources available to-
day our government has not used PMCs for solving concrete [military]
tasks.”1478 Some pages down, however, Neelov hints at rumours that a
novel Russian company now operates in Syria: “If this is true, this can
be called the first serious success of a Russian military company on this
market.”

These rumours proved to be right. The year 2013 marked a watershed
in Moscow’s use of PMCs. From then on, Russia was home to a more
secretive class of private military companies. They are quite different from
their Western counterparts, in the sense that they operate in a grey zone
and fulfil active combat missions.1479 It is these companies that we shall
examine in detail.

1473 ibid 21.
1474 William Reno, ‘African Weak States and Commercial Alliances’ (1997) 96

African Affairs 165, 178.
1475 Владимир Неелов [Vladimir Neelov], ‘Частные военные компании в России –

опыт и перспективы использования [Private Military Companies in Russia –
Experiences and Perspectives of Their Use]’ (2013) 25.

1476 Nathaniel Reynolds, ‘Putin’s Not-So-Secret Mercenaries: Patronage, Geopoli-
tics, and the Wagner Group’ (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
2019) 3.

1477 For example, Russians served as contractors in Iraq from 2004 onwards for
Antiterror Orel providing security for facilities of Russian companies. Moran’s
website lists missions in Iraq, Nigeria, Kenya, and the Central African Republic
including anti-piracy services and training for local forces. RSB calls itself a
“military consulting group” and offers bodyguard services, demining, protec-
tion of industrial objects, and maritime security. For details see Владимир
Неелов [Vladimir Neelov] (n 1475) 27–33.

1478 ibid 25.
1479 Reynolds (n 1476) 3.
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Slavonic Corpus and Wagner Group – a new type of shadow warriors?

Who are these new players?1480 In 2013, a group called “Slavonic Corpus”
emerged. It was registered in Hong Kong but operated from Russia.1481 Its
first task was to win back the oil fields from ISIS.1482 A bit later, the com-
pany “Wagner Group” [in the following Wagner] appeared on the radar
in Ukraine, Syria, Libya, Sudan, and the Central African Republic. Rather
than serving private businesses, Wagner and Slavonic Corpus seemed to
work on behalf of the Kremlin in delicate missions and developed an
infamous reputation.1483

Given the companies’ delicate business, their work remains shrouded
in secrecy. The scarce information available exists thanks to a handful of
Russian and international investigative journalists. These include: Denis
Korotkov who used to publish on the platform fontanka.ru and later
worked for Novaya Gazeta; Vladimir Neelov who has written extensively
on PMCs in Russia, and the journalists of the investigative networks The
Bell1484 and Bellingcat.1485 Many of those who worked on the issue have
received threats or suffered reprisals. Korotkov received a funeral wreath
delivered to his office that bore the inscription “traitor of the mother-

1.3

1480 In the following, I will focus on the two most prominent actors: Slavonic
Corpus and Wagner. However, they are not alone on the market. The organisa-
tional structures of these PMCs are fluid and new companies keep appearing
on the radar. In 2018, the investigative news platform Dozhd discovered a new
PMC called “Patriot” in Syria. The documentary is available at <https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=0fRhvWWVt_w>. Another PMC called “Turan” later
turned out to be a sophisticated media hoax, see Østensen and Bukkvoll (n
1472) 27.

1481 ibid 25.
1482 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Последний бой “Славянского корпуса”

[The Last Fight of the Slavonic Corpus]’ Fontanka.ru (14 November 2013)
<https://www.fontanka.ru/2013/11/14/060/>.

1483 I will cover Wagner’s missions in Ukraine, Syria, and Libya in detail below at
pp 304 et seq. For Wagner’s activity in Sudan see ‘“Putin’s Cook” Set Out to
Mine Gold in Africa’ (The Bell, 5 June 2018) <https://thebell.io/en/putin-s-cook
-set-out-to-mine-gold-in-africa/>. For Wagner’s activities in the Central African
Republic see Tim Lister, Sebastian Shukla, and Clarissa Ward, ‘Putin’s Private
Army’ (CNN, August 2019) <https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2019/08/africa
/putins-private-army-car-intl/>.

1484 The network was founded by the Russian investigative journalist Yelizaveta
Osetinskaya, see <https://thebell.io/>.

1485 <https://www.bellingcat.com/>.
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land.”1486 Neelov was arrested for high treason.1487 Others have died under
mysterious circumstances.1488 The following part will rely on their work
as well as the research of international scholars, military analysts, and
journalists.1489 Despite this diligently researched information, it is in the
nature of the topic that some aspects will remain in the dark.1490

Why is it worth the effort to describe these Russian PMCs in detail?
Because there are three characteristics which set them apart from their
international counterparts. In fact, some observers argue that they are not
traditional PMCs at all.1491 What makes them so different? Firstly, they
fulfil an active combat role. Unlike most current PMCs they don’t seem to
be restricted to guarding and other auxiliary tasks. On the contrary, they
serve as “shock troops.” Secondly, there is an absolute lack of regulation
in Russian national law. On paper PMCs are illegal and should not exist.
Yet, they do. Thirdly, their purpose is to operate in absolute deniability.
Their missions, their contracts, and above all their links to the Russian
State remain unclear. I will detail each aspect in turn.

1486 ‘Автору расследования о “ЧВК Вагнера” прислали венок с надписью
“предатель Родины” [The Initiator of the Investigation about the PMC Wagner
Was Sent a Wreath with the Inscription “Traitor of the Motherland”]’ (BBC, 18
October 2018) <https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-45906295>.

1487 It is not entirely clear whether this is connected to his work on PMCs,
see Военный эксперт Владимир Неелов арестован по делу о госизмене. Он
интересовался деятельностью ЧВК, в том числе “Вагнером” [Military Expert
Vladimir Neelov on His Trial for High Treason. He Investigated the Activities
of PMCs, Including Wagner]’ (Meduza, 3 November 2018) <https://meduza.io/f
eature/2018/11/03/voennyy-ekspert-vladimir-neelov-arestovan-po-delu-o-gosizm
ene-on-interesovalsya-deyatelnostyu-chvk-v-tom-chisle-vagnerom>.

1488 In 2018, three Russian journalists were murdered in the Central African Re-
public while filming a documentary about Wagner’s activities in the region.
Furthermore, the investigative journalist Maksim Borodin, who reported on
Russian PMCs in Syria, fell from his balcony, see Kimberly Marten, ‘Russia’s
Use of Semi-State Security Forces: The Case of the Wagner Group’ (2019) 35
Post-Soviet Affairs 181, 189.

1489 See e.g. Christopher Spearin, ‘NATO, Russia and Private Military and Security
Companies: Looking into the Dark Reflection’ (2018) 163 The RUSI Journal
66; Christopher Spearin, ‘Russian Military and Security Privatization: Implica-
tions for Canada’ (2019) 19 Canadian Military Journal 4; Marten (n 1488);
Reynolds (n 1476).

1490 Marten (n 1488) 189. She argues that “these semi-state Russian groups are
shadowy and protean, it can be challenging to find reliable information about
their activities. They are surrounded by rumours, and some of the prominent
individuals involved with them have been caught in direct lies.”

1491 Reynolds (n 1476) 13; Marten (n 1488) 183.
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Offensive missions

Slavonic Corpus was the first Russian PMC to set foot on Syrian territory.
When the investigative journalist Denis Korotkov interviewed ex Corpus
members in Russia, he found out that around 2 000 contractors have been
operating throughout Syria in 2013. Most were veterans from the Army,
OMON,1492 or the Spetsnaz.1493 On arrival they were equipped with ma-
chine guns and grenade launchers – and then given the choice to “guard or
fight.”1494 Slavonic Corpus participated in active combat, but mysteriously
vanished from Syria in 2014.1495 Before long, its CEOs Vadim Gusev and
Yevgeniy Sidorov found themselves before a Moscow Court where they
received a jail sentence for the crime of recruiting mercenaries.1496 While
the Corpus would later reappear, one of its former employees – an ex GRU
officer called Dmitriy Utkin – founded a company that would enjoy a
more long-lived success in the PMC business:1497 Wagner Group [Группа
Вагнер].

It is no coincidence that the name recalls Richard Wagner. Utkin is
said to revere the German composer and chose “Wagner” as his nom de
guerre in previous conflicts.1498 After his career as a GRU officer, he served
in the Slavonic Corpus in Syria and participated in anti-piracy missions
on the high sea. This suggests that Slavonic Corpus and Wagner Group
are connected on an organisational level.1499 Observers are convinced that

1.3.1

1492 OMON stands for отряд мобильный особого назначения [Special Purpose
Mobile Unit], the term used for special police units in Russia.

1493 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Последний бой “Славянского корпуса”
[The Last Fight of the Slavonic Corpus]’ (n 1482).

1494 ibid.
1495 It later reappeared, see Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘“Славянский

корпус” возвращается в Сирию [The Slavonic Corpus Returns to Syria]’
Fontanka.ru (16 October 2015) <https://www.fontanka.ru/2015/10/16/118/>.

1496 ‘Славянский корпус вербовал боевиков для исламистов [Slavic Corpus Re-
cruited Fighters for Islamists]’ (Kommersant, 15 January 2015) <https://www.ko
mmersant.ru/doc/2645963>. They were convicted under Art 359 of the Russian
Criminal Code, see below at p 311.

1497 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘“Славянский корпус” возвращается в
Сирию [The Slavonic Corpus Returns to Syria]’ (n 1495).

1498 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They
Fought for Palmyra]’ Fontanka.ru (29 March 2016) <https://www.fontanka.ru/
2016/03/28/171/>.

1499 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘За Башара Асада – без флага, без Родины
[For Bashar Assad – without Flag and Motherland]’ Fontanka.ru (22 October
2015) <https://www.fontanka.ru/2015/10/22/144/>.
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certain parts of the disbanded Slavonic Corpus morphed into the newly
founded Wagner Group.1500

The rise of Wagner is closely connected to the conflict in Ukraine.
It first appeared in Crimea, and later also in Donbas.1501 Wagner ran a
training facility near the Russo-Ukrainian border that was later moved to
Molkino in Krasnodar District. There, recruits were trained, briefed, and
sent to their deployment in eastern Ukraine.1502 As I have explained above,
Russia steadily increased its military presence in Ukraine throughout 2014.
What started as a trickle quickly turned into a torrent of regular soldiers
and different types of “volunteers.”1503 Many of the latter were private
contractors that bolstered the separatists’ ranks in crucial moments of the
war.

For instance, Wagner’s contractors participated in the battle of Debalt-
seve (January 2015), one of the most decisive – and bloodiest – battles of
the war.1504 The city is located in between LNR and DNR, near the current
front line, and represents a key road and rail hub.1505 Kyiv lost the battle
after 6 000 government troops were caught in a kettle. They finally with-
drew having suffered heavy losses. Around 300 Ukrainian soldiers were
killed and 700 wounded.1506 Losses on the pro-Russian side are harder
to estimate, but Korotkov documented that several Wagner contractors
were among the victims.1507 In the end, the city fell to the separatists and
continues to be held by them today.

Besides engaging with Ukrainian government forces, Wagner’s men
were also tasked with maintaining order among the various factions fight-
ing for the separatists. They were involved in killing several rebel comman-

1500 Marten (n 1488) 192.
1501 ibid.
1502 Rinat Sagdiev, Anton Zverev, and Maria Tsvetkova, ‘Kids' Camp on a Defense

base? How Russian Firms Masked Secret Military Work’ (Reuters, 4 April 2019)
<https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-russia-prigozhin/exclusi
ve-kids-camp-on-a-defense-base-how-russian-firms-masked-secret-military-work-i
dUSKCN1RG1QT>.

1503 See above at pp 256 et seq.
1504 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought

for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).
1505 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 32–34.
1506 Amos C Fox, ‘Battle of Debaltseve: The Conventional Line of Effort in Rus-

sia’s Hybrid War in Ukraine’ (Benning, 14 September 2016) <https://www.ben-
ning.army.mil/armor/eARMOR/content/issues/2017/Winter/1Fox17.pdf>.

1507 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought
for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).
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ders that had become too independent-minded for Moscow’s taste, such
as the infamous Batman1508 and Alexey Mozgovoy.1509 They were behind
disarming the notorious Odessa Brigade1510 and helped in bringing the
Cossacks back in line when they sought independence from both Kyiv and
Moscow proclaiming their own State in Luhansk.1511

In 2015, Wagner entered Syria. Its contractors were in charge of main-
taining Assad’s military equipment, but they also engaged in active fight-
ing and suffered heavy casualties.1512 They participated, for example, in
the 2017 Palmyra offensive serving as “shock troops” alongside the Syrian
army supported by the Russian Airforce.1513 The operation aimed at re-cap-
turing the historic city of Palmyra and its surroundings from ISIS. Reuters
reported around 18 Russian casualties in the ground assault.1514 Korotkov
mentions “dozens of deaths.”1515 Other sources speak of losses of up to 30
percent.1516 Whatever the exact numbers, the offensive at Palmyra shows

1508 Alexander “Batman” Bednov was the commander of the Rapid Reaction Group
“Batman” that fought on the side of LNR. He achieved notoriety for looting,
organised criminality, and human rights abuses. In January 2015, he was killed
in an ambush, see Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 29–30.

1509 Alexey Mozgovoy was the commander of the notorious Призрак [Ghost]
Brigade – one of the most feared and effective units fighting on the side of
LNR. His unit attracted numerous foreign volunteers and preserved a large
degree of independence until Mozgovoy was killed in an ambush in May 2015,
see ibid 28.

1510 The Odessa Brigade took part in several decisive battles before being disarmed
in January 2015.

1511 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Расшифровка года – Вагнер [The Decryp-
tion of the Year – Wagner]’ Fontanka.ru (3 January 2017) <https://www.fontan-
ka.ru/2016/12/28/094/>; Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘“Славянский
корпус” возвращается в Сирию [The Slavonic Corpus Returns to Syria]’ (n
1495).

1512 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Расшифровка года – Вагнер [The Decryp-
tion of the Year – Wagner]’ (n 1511).

1513 ‘How “Wagner” Came to Syria‘ (The Economist, 2 November 2017) <https://w
ww.economist.com/europe/2017/11/02/how-wagner-came-to-syria>.

1514 Maria Tsvetkova, ‘Russia Underplayed Losses in Recapture of Syria's Palmyra’
(Reuters, 22 March 2017) <https://af.reuters.com/article/worldNews/idAFKBN1
6T0S2>.

1515 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought
for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).

1516 Анна Долгарева [Anna Dolgareva], “Люди должны знать правду”: экс-боец
рассказал о службе в “ЧВК Вагнера” [The People Have to Know the Truth: An
Ex-Fighter about the Service in the PMC Wagner]’ (Ridus, 20 February 2018)
<https://www.ridus.ru/news/271195>.
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that Wagner was embedded in an assault with regular Syrian soldiers
assisted by the Russian Airforce. Such an active combat role lies far beyond
the typical tasks of modern-day PMCs like Blackwater or DynCorp.

7 February 2018 marked the bloodiest day of Wagner’s campaign in
Syria. Around 500 pro-Syrian fighters attacked US-backed Kurdish troops
near the town Khasham in the Deir al-Zour Governorate.1517 The attackers
had communicated with each other via radio before the battle. The radio
chatter picked up by US surveillance was in Russian and many of the
pro-Syrian fighters turned out to be Wagner contractors.1518 The reasons
for starting the battle remain clouded in mystery and I will come back to
this incident when talking about Wagner’s ties to the Kremlin. In any case,
the fight raged on for hours. The Kurdish units returned fire and finally
called in American airstrikes which promptly arrived.1519 The New York
Times described what happened next:

“The artillery barrage was so intense that the American commandos dived
into foxholes for protection, emerging covered in flying dirt and debris to
fire back at a column of tanks advancing under the heavy shelling. It was
the opening salvo in a nearly four-hour assault in February by around 500
pro-Syrian government forces — including Russian mercenaries — that
threatened to inflame already-simmering tensions between Washington and
Moscow.”1520

The US bombardment annihilated the Wagner contingent which – un-
like at Palmyra – did not receive Russian air support. It is difficult to
name the exact number of casualties. Estimates range from a handful
to several hundred deaths. The New York Times spoke of “dozens” of
dead contractors.1521 Others sources speak of over 80 or 100 dead and

1517 Kimberly Marten, ‘The Puzzle of Russian Behaviour in Deir Al-Zour’ (War on
the Rocks, 5 July 2018) <https://warontherocks.com/2018/07/the-puzzle-of-rus-
sian-behavior-in-deir-al-zour/>.

1518 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, ‘How a 4-Hour Battle Between Russian Mercenaries and
U.S. Commandos Unfolded in Syria’ (The New York Times, 24 May 2018)
<https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/24/world/middleeast/american-commando
s-russian-mercenaries-syria.html>.

1519 Marten (n 1517).
1520 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, ‘How a 4-Hour Battle Between Russian Mercenaries and

U.S. Commandos Unfolded in Syria’ (The New York Times, 24 May 2018)
<https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/24/world/middleeast/american-commando
s-russian-mercenaries-syria.html>.

1521 Ivan Nechepurenko, Neil Mac Farquhar and Thomas Gibbons-Neff, ‘ Dozens
of Russians Are Believed Killed in U.S.-Backed Syria Attack’ (The New York
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many more wounded.1522 Moscow denied any involvement and argued
the numbers were exaggerated and “a classic case of misinformation.”1523

It merely admitted the deaths of five Russian citizens who were there in
their private capacity,1524 whereas most observers regard this as a drastic
understatement.1525 The full-scale battle not only sparked new tensions
between the US and Russia, but also highlighted the active combat role of
Wagner.

Today, Wagner is believed to employ around 5 000 fighters world-
wide.1526 Most recently, the media reported on Wagner’s presence in
Libya. In September 2019, more than 100 Wagner fighters assisted Khal-
ifa Haftar in his assault on Tripoli, the capital of the UN-backed govern-
ment.1527 Haftar opposes the UN-backed administration and has long been
supported by Russia.1528 In the course of the attack, between 10 and 35
Wagner contractors were killed.1529 Wagner personnel were also spotted in
the Central African Republic and Belarus.1530

Times, 13 February 2018) <https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/world/europe
/russia-syria-dead.html?module=inline>.

1522 Maria Tsvetkova, ‘Russian Toll in Syria Battle was 300 Killed and Wounded’
(Reuters, 15 February 2018) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis
-syria-russia-casualtie/russian-toll-in-syria-battle-was-300-killed-and-wounded-s
ources-idUSKCN1FZ2DZ>; Neil Hauer, ‘Russia’s Mercenary Debacle in Syria’
(Foreign Affairs, 26 February 2018) <https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/syr
ia/2018-02-26/russias-mercenary-debacle-syria>.

1523 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Briefing by Foreign
Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova, (15 February 2018) <https://www.mid
.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/‑/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/30775
21#11>.

1524 ibid.
1525 Marten (n 1517).
1526 Neil Hauer, ‘The Rise and Fall of a Russian Mercenary Army’ (Foreign Policy, 6

October 2019) <https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/10/06/rise-fall-russian-private-ar
my-wagner-syrian-civil-war/>.

1527 Samer Al-Atrush and Stepan Kravchenko, ‘Putin-Linked Mercenaries Are Fight-
ing on Libya’s Front Lines’ (Bloomberg, 25 September 2019) <https://www.blo
omberg.com/news/articles/2019-09-25/-putin-s-chef-deploys-mercenaries-to-libya
-in-latest-adventure>.

1528 Marten (n 1488) 182.
1529 ‘Dozens of Russian Mercenaries Killed in Libya’ (The Moscow Times, 3 Octo-

ber 2019) <https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/10/03/dozens-of-russian-me
rcenaries-killed-in-libya-meduza-a67569>.

1530 ‘A Private Army for the President: The Tale of Evgeny Prigozhin’s Most Deli-
cate Mission’ (The Bell, 31 January 2019) <https://thebell.io/en/a-private-army-f
or-the-president-the-tale-of-evgeny-prigozhin-s-most-delicate-mission/>; ‘Belarus
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This shows that Wagner – and previously Slavonic Corpus – are not re-
stricted to guarding strategic persons, objects, and maintaining equipment
in war zones. The above accounts – based on the painstaking work of in-
vestigative journalists and renowned analysts – paint a clear picture. These
PMCs assume an active fighting role. The military analyst Christopher
Spearin argues that it is precisely the “offensive character of their opera-
tions” that makes these companies special.1531 Most PMCs have shifted
away from providing active combat services since the scandals concerning
the companies Sandline and Executive Outcomes in the 90s.1532 Wagner’s
contractors, however, fight alongside Russian allies in Syria, Libya, and
Ukraine. At times, they even fight side by side with regular Russian service-
men, for example when Russian fighter jets provided air-support during
the battle of Palmyra, or in Ukraine where both Russian soldiers and Wag-
ner contractors participated in the battle of Debaltseve.1533 Hence, security
analyst Kimberly Marten calls them “reliable providers of contract violence
abroad” who at times work “directly alongside regular Russian military
forces.”1534

We now know how Wagner and Slavonic Corpus fight. But why and
for whom do they fight? In my introduction I have already mentioned that
these companies serve the interest of the Kremlin. While this is true in
general terms, the full truth is more nuanced. To understand it, we must
look at the second and third characteristic of Russia’s shadow PMCs: The
issue of under-regulation; and their loose and deniable ties to the Kremlin.

Under-regulation

The second and arguably most striking characteristic of PMCs like Wagner
is their under-regulation. They represent a living paradox: While they are
illegal under Russian domestic law, their business is thriving.

Russian legislation bans companies from providing active combat ser-
vices. Art 13(5) of the Constitution forbids the creation of “armed forma-

1.3.2

Accuses 'Russian mercenaries' of Election Plot’ (BBC, 31 July 2020) <https://ww
w.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53592854>.

1531 Spearin, ‘NATO, Russia and Private Military and Security Companies’ (n 1489)
66.

1532 See above at n 1465 and Tonkin (n 1447) 17.
1533 For the participation of Russian on-duty soldiers in eastern Ukraine see above

at pp 256 et seq.
1534 Marten (n 1488) 183.
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tions” that would undermine the monopoly of force of the Russian State.
It applies to any organisation that pursues political or other aims by means
of a militarised character and has a very wide scope.1535 Art 13(5) thus
applies to PMCs like Wagner, and the Russian Cabinet of Ministers voiced
its concern that a legalisation of such companies may violate the Constitu-
tion.1536

The Russian Criminal Code speaks in even more concrete terms. Art 359
CCRF criminalises the recruitment of “mercenaries” as well as their partic-
ipation in an armed conflict [Наемничество]. The article also provides the
following definition of a mercenary:

“A mercenary is considered a person who acts for the purpose of getting
a material reward, and who is not a citizen of the State in whose armed
conflict or hostilities he or she participates, who does not permanently reside
on its territory, and also who is not a person fulfilling official duties.”

The definition is modelled after Art 47 AP I, although it is a bit broader
in some respect.1537 Unlike in international law, where Art 47 AP I has
remained a largely dead provision due to its narrow scope, Russian courts
did not hesitate to apply Art 359 CCRF. The Russian Supreme Court
confirmed that the activities of Slavonic Corpus fulfilled the definition of
mercenarism under Art 359 CCRF.1538 There is no doubt that the same
would be true for Wagner, a Slavonic Corpus spin-off whose operations go
far beyond the scope of its predecessor. In this sense, Maria Zabolotskaya, a
spokesperson from the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was absolutely

1535 В.Д. Зоркин [V.D. Zorkin] (n 794) 146.
1536 ‘Kremlin Blocks the Bill Legalizing Russian Private Military Companies’

(Uawire, 28 March 2018) <https://uawire.org/russia-will-not-legalize-mercen
aries>.

1537 See А.В. Наумов [A.V. Naumov], Комментарий к уголовному кодексу
Российской Федерации [Commentary to the Criminal Code of the Russian Federa-
tion] (2nd edn, Юрист 1996) 805; Н.Ф. Кузнецовой [N.F. Kuznetsovoy] (n 867)
789. For example, the Russian definition does not include the aspect of Art
47(2)(a) AP I, which requires that the mercenary “is specially recruited locally
or abroad in order to fight in an armed conflict.”

1538 ‘Славянский корпус вербовал боевиков для исламистов [Slavic Corpus Re-
cruited Fighters for Islamists]’ (Kommersant, 15 January 2015) <https://www.ko
mmersant.ru/doc/2645963>.

Chapter IV: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Outsourcing Warfare (“The Apprentice”)

312

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://uawire.org/russia-will-not-legalize-mercenaries
https://uawire.org/russia-will-not-legalize-mercenaries
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2645963
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2645963
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://uawire.org/russia-will-not-legalize-mercenaries
https://uawire.org/russia-will-not-legalize-mercenaries
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2645963
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2645963


correct when she declared at an ICRC meeting (2016): “Under Russian
law, it is not possible to set up a PMC or use one abroad.”1539

This prohibition on paper has prevented any attempt to regulate the
activities of PMCs in reality. Where can they operate? Whom can they hire?
How should they conduct their business? How transparent should they
be?1540 These questions remain unanswered. The under-regulation is even
more striking, because Russia chose to impose strict rules on private secu-
rity companies providing services of a non-military kind, e.g. watchmen
guarding premises or private detectives. Following the boom of private
security firms in the 1990s, the State Duma passed, for example, the ‘Law
on Private Detective and Guarding Activities in the Russian Federation.’
This legislation, however, neither covers the use of military force nor
missions outside the Russian Federation.1541

There have been numerous attempts to regulate PMCs, but all of them
stalled.1542 The latest attempt in 2018 to elaborate a comprehensive law
on PMCs was stalled by the Russian government that did not support
the draft.1543 There are different, sometimes contradictory explanations for
this. Some claim that the FSB1544 objects to a regulation of companies
like Wagner.1545 Others argue that Army and more specifically the GRU
are not willing to tolerate a rival in military affairs.1546 Certainly, the lack
of regulation has a decisive advantage for Moscow: It comes in handy
to point to the illegality of PMCs when confronted with allegations of

1539 ICRC, ‘Russian Federation: Regulating Private Military and Security Com-
panies’ <https://www.icrc.org/en/document/russian-federation-regulating-p
rivate-military-security-companies>.

1540 Wagner and Slavonic Corpus are not officially registered in Russia. Slavonic
Corpus was registered in Hong Kong, Wagner is not registered anywhere at all.
Yet, both mainly operate(d) from Russia, see Marten (n 1488) 192; Østensen
and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 25.

1541 See Art 1.1 and 16 of the Федеральный закон, 11.03.1992, N 2487–1 ‘О частной
детективной и охранной деятельности в Российской Федерации’ [Federal
Law, 11 March 1992, No 2487–1 ‘On Private Detective and Guarding Activities
in the Russian Federation’].

1542 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 28–29.
1543 ‘Правительство РФ не поддержало законопроект о частных военных

компаниях [The Government of the RF Does Not Support the Draft Law on
Private Military Companies]’ (Interfax, 27 March 2018) <https://www.interfax.r
u/russia/605539>.

1544 FSB stands for Федеральная служба безопасности [Federal Security Service].
The FSB is the main internal intelligence service in Russia.

1545 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 32–33.
1546 ibid 32.
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their use abroad. In other words, what should not exist, does not exist.
Furthermore, the lack of regulation makes it more difficult to pinpoint a
concrete violation. How can these companies break any rules if there are
none? The following statement by President Putin on Wagner during his
yearly press conference (2018) illustrates this well:

“Everything must stay within the legal framework […]. If Wagner violates
the law the General Prosecutor’s Office should deal with that. As far as their
presence abroad is concerned – if they do not violate Russian laws they may
work and pursue their business interests in every corner of the world.”1547

The absence of legal regulation appears especially stark in comparison with
other countries. All big players in the PMC business – e.g. the US, the UK,
and South Africa – have detailed legislation on military service providers.
Even China has regulated PMCs.1548 It is surprising that Russia – usually
a State with a tight grip over its highly professionalised militaries – contin-
ues to tolerate unregistered and loosely controlled PMCs operating from
its territory.1549

The lack of regulation does not only concern national law. Moscow also
dodges international efforts to regulate PMCs. In 2008, a Swiss initiative
brought together 17 of the most relevant States to elaborate rules on
military and security companies. The States signed the so-called Montreux
Document. It contains a non-binding collection of existing obligations,
recommendations, and best practice regarding private military and security
companies.1550 Russia participated in the discussion, but refused to endorse
the document.1551 After almost three years of preparation, the Russian
representative argued “somewhat apologetically” that the document con-
travened Russian legislation which prohibited the provision of private
military services.1552 Up to this date, Russia has not changed its mind.
This is striking, because virtually all influential actors on the world scene

1547 ‘Путин прокомментировал деятельность ЧВК Вагнер [Putin Commented on
the Activities of the PMC Wagner]’ (Ria Novosti, 20 December 2018) <https://ri
a.ru/20181220/1548329637.html?in=t>.

1548 Marten (n 1488) 185.
1549 ibid 198.
1550 Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft/ICRC (n 1455).
1551 James Cockayne, ‘Regulating Private Military and Security Companies: The

Content, Negotiation, Weaknesses and Promise of the Montreux Document’
(2008) 13 Journal of Conflict and Security Law 401, 425.

1552 See ibid, where the author suggests that Russia’s refusal might be linked to the
outbreak of the Russo-Georgian War.
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have joined the Montreux initiative. Certain key players in the industry
like the US, the UK, France, China, South Africa, Afghanistan, Iraq, and
Canada were among the original signatories. Others like Italy, Spain, and
the Netherlands acceded later on. Today, 56 States support the Montreux
Document.1553 Russia is the only P5 State that has not embraced the initia-
tive. Security analyst Kimberly Marten finds this very surprising:

“From a constructivist theoretical political science perspective, legalization
should have been a preference for the status-conscious Russian state. The
actions of other permanent members of the UNSC in signing the Montreux
Document demonstrate that legalization is an appropriate action for power-
ful states to take. Legalization would therefore help emphasize that Russia
is a member of the great-power club. […] Moscow’s long-standing decision
not to legalize PMCs remains a puzzle from the perspective of state inter-
ests.”1554

Despite that, Russia’s position remains firm. In 2016, Sergey Belokon from
the General Staff of the Russian armed forces deemed a national law
“premature.” Russia should rather participate in negotiating a binding
international treaty and only then enact national legislation in line with
it.1555 In the absence of any process, let alone momentum for such a treaty,
Russian PMCs will remain unregulated for a long time.

Denial & deniability

PMCs like Wagner carry out highly delicate combat missions and they op-
erate in a legal vacuum. But for whom do they fight? In all countries where
Wagner and Slavonic Corpus have boots on the ground, strategic Russian
interests are at stake. An operation in eastern Ukraine or government-con-
trolled Syria, for example, would be impossible without the consent of
the Kremlin. However, Russia does not comment on the combat-like char-
acter of these PMCs. It prefers blame-shifting and denies any affiliation

1.3.3

1553 Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, ‘Participating States of the Mon-
treux Document’ <https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/home/foreign-policy/inter
national-law/international-humanitarian-law/private-military-security-companie
s/participating-states.html>.

1554 Marten (n 1488) 187.
1555 ICRC, ‘Russian Federation: Regulating Private Military and Security Com-

panies’ <https://www.icrc.org/en/document/russian-federation-regulating-p
rivate-military-security-companies>.
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with these private (illegal) entities.1556 To Moscow, the contractors are not
“Russian servicemen,” but merely “citizens” who, for whatever reason, end
up in a conflict region.1557 However, there is sufficiently strong evidence
that many of the missions of Wagner and Slavonic Corpus served genuine
interests of the Kremlin. In the following, I will present the evidence
that leaves no doubt that these companies – at least partially – operate
on behalf of Russia. Secondly, I will show how Moscow challenges this
truth by stubbornly denying any ties to the companies in question, and by
giving them a lot of discretion in the execution of their operations. Some
call this approach “plausible deniability,”1558 others refer to it as “grey-zone
approach.”1559

Journalists and experts have collected proof that PMCs like Slavonic
Corpus and Wagner maintain close ties to the Russian State. Korotkov
describes how contractors from Slavonic Corpus arrived back in Moscow
from their first mission in Syria and were greeted by FSB agents. They
questioned the contractors, made them sign a declaration of confidentiali-
ty, confiscated their SIM cards, and handed them a ticket home.1560 While
the existence of Slavonic Corpus was short-lived, Wagner still operates and
there is ample evidence that its founder Utkin maintains close ties to the
Russian leading circles. He was spotted at the “reception for the heroes of
the fatherland” hosted by the Kremlin in 2016. Putin’s spokesman Dimitry
Peskov admitted that Utkin was awarded the Орден Мужества [Order
of Courage].1561 The Order is awarded to citizens that have displayed
“courageous and decisive actions in fulfilling a military duty.”1562 Other

1556 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Briefing by Foreign
Ministry Spokesperson Maria Zakharova, (15 February 2018) <https://www.mid
.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/30775
21#11>.

1557 ibid.
1558 Marten (n 1488) 187.
1559 Spearin, ‘NATO, Russia and Private Military and Security Companies’ (n 1489)

68.
1560 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Последний бой “Славянского корпуса”

[The Last Fight of the Slavonic Corpus]’ (n 1482).
1561 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Расшифровка года – Вагнер [The Decryp-

tion of the Year – Wagner]’ (n 1511).
1562 See the statute of the Order of Courage, Указ Президента, 07.09.2010, РФ N

1099 ‘О мерах по совершенствованию государственной наградной системы
Российской Федерации’ [Decree of the President of the Russian Federation, 7
September 2010, No 1099 ‘On the Means of Establishing a State Decoration
System of the Russian Federation’].
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Wagner fighters posthumously received similar medals for their heroic
death in battle. Korotkov, for example, has researched the case of Wagner
contractors who fell in battles at Debaltseve, Ukraine, and Syria.1563 In
battle, contractors are equipped with modern Russian weapons, vehicles,
tanks, and artillery.1564 The Russian State has covered the medical bills of
wounded Wagner fighters.1565 Finally, material uncovered by the investiga-
tive network Bellingcat suggests that the GRU aids Wagner in procuring
international passports.1566

Another indicator for Wagner’s close ties to the Kremlin is the involve-
ment of Yevgeny Prigozhin in the company. Prigozhin has a typical oli-
garch’s biography and made it from rags to riches in the wild 90s. He is
known as “Putin‘s chef” because he owns a restaurant business and has
excellent ties to the President.1567 He is also the man behind Moscow’s so-
called “troll factory” – a Russian agency that influences public opinion on
the internet and was accused of meddling with the 2016 US elections.1568

1563 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought
for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).

1564 Marten (n 1517).
1565 ‘Cossack Fighter Laments Russian 'Utilization' of Mercenaries in Syria’ (Radio

Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 22 February 2018) <https://www.rferl.org/a/syria-ru
ssian-mercenaries-cossack-shabayev--interview/29056934.html>.

1566 ‘Wagner Mercenaries With GRU-issued Passports: Validating SBU’s Allegation’
(Bellingcat, 30 January 2019) <https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe
/2019/01/30/wagner-mercenaries-with-gru-issued-passports-validating-sbus-alleg
ation/>.

1567 Putin denied having close ties to Prigozhin in an interview with an Austrian
TV station (4 June 2018): “You have just said that Mr Prigozhin is referred
to as “Putin’s chef”. Indeed, he runs a restaurant business, it is his job; he is
a restaurant keeper in St Petersburg. But now let me ask you: do you really
think that a person who is in the restaurant business, even if this person has
some hacking opportunities and owns a private firm engaged in this activity –
I do not even know what he does – could use it to sway elections in the United
States or a European country? Could it be that the media and political stan-
dards in the countries of the consolidated West have been driven down to such
a low level that a Russian restaurant keeper can sway voters in a European
country or the United States? Isn’t it ridiculous?“ Available at <http://en.kremli
n.ru/events/president/news/57675>.

1568 ‘Powerful 'Putin's Chef' Prigozhin Cooks Up Murky Deals’ (BBC, 4 Novem-
ber 2019) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-50264747>; Neil Mac-
Farquhar, ‘Inside the Russian Troll Factory: Zombies and a Breakneck Pace’
<https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/18/world/europe/russia-troll-factory.html>.
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Besides that, he was involved in the founding and funding of Wagner.1569

Kimberly Marten calls him “Wagner’s patron.”1570

For these reasons, there is no doubt that PMCs like Wagner are – at least
in part1571 – a tool of the Russian State. Mark Galeotti calls them “hybrid
businesses,” because they are technically private, but essentially acting as
the arms of the Russian State.1572 Other observers, such as Christopher
Spearin and Nathaniel Reynolds agree with him.1573 Reynolds argues that
“Putin always looms above Prigozhin, presiding over the broader system
of control. Wagner cannot exist without Putin’s blessing, and Prigozhin
probably needs the Kremlin’s approval for strategic-level decisions, like
where and when Wagner is deployed.”1574 Marten points out that Russia
has consciously used Wagner in Ukraine and Syria, because in both con-
texts deniability was a key factor in the Kremlin’s information policy.
In Ukraine, Russia denied having boots on the ground at all. In Syria it
was important to avoid media reports on Russian casualties in order to
maintain public support for the war.1575

Despite this evidence, Moscow denies that it uses PMCs as a State tool.
It denies the personal connections between PMCs and the Kremlin. Putin
calls Prigozhin a “restaurant keeper” and claims not to “even know what
he does” on the side.1576 Moscow also denies that the contractors in war
zones act on behalf of the Russian State. Putin’s spokesperson Peskov
broke it down to the simple formula: “If there are Russian citizens in Syria
as volunteers, they have nothing to do with the State”1577

1569 ‘Частная армия для президента: история самого деликатного поручения
Евгения Пригожина [A Private Army for the President: the History of the Most
Delicate Mission of Yevgeny Prigozhin]’ (The Bell, 29 January 2019) <https://th
ebell.io/41889-2/>; Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov] ‘Повар любит поострее
[The Cook Likes to Spice It up]’ (Novaya Gazeta, 22 October 2018) <https://ww
w.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2018/10/22/78289-povar-lyubit-poostree>.

1570 Marten (n 1488) 198.
1571 See below at p 320 how Wagner pursues its private business interests.
1572 Mark Galeotti, ‘Moscow’s Mercenaries in Syria’ (War on the Rocks, 5 April 2016)

<https://warontherocks.com/2016/04/moscows-mercenaries-in-syria/>.
1573 Spearin, ‘NATO, Russia and Private Military and Security Companies’ (n 1489)

67.
1574 Reynolds (n 1476) 5.
1575 Marten (n 1488) 198.
1576 Vladimir Putin, Interview with ORF (4 June 2018), available at <http://en.krem

lin.ru/events/president/news/57675>.
1577 ‘Kremlin: Russian Private Citizens Fighting for Syria's Assad are Volunteers’

(Reuters, 2 August 2017) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syri
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This was also the line of defence adopted by the Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs after scores of Russian contractors died in the battle of Deir
al-Zour, Syria. A spokesperson admitted that “five people, presumably
Russian citizens, died in an armed clash”, but reiterated that “the issue is
not about Russian servicemen.” She then suggested that all the Wagner
fighters were in Syria for personal reasons, with no connection to the
Russian State whatsoever:

“There are large numbers of citizens in the conflict zones from all regions of
the world, including Russia and the CIS countries. They have different rea-
sons for being in these hot spots, including to engage in hostilities. Clearly,
people leaving for warzones do not contact government authorities to notify
them of their destinations. They make it to the combat zones in various
ways, including illegal ones. Tracking them, or checking who does what, or
their current status, is highly problematic.”

In 2019, Putin admitted for the first time that Wagner had men in Syr-
ia. However, he called Wagner a “private security company” [частная
охранная компания]1578 that only engaged in guarding oil and gas facilities
and had no ties to the Russian State.

“They are not Russian State actors. And they do not participate in hostilities
– unfortunately or should I say fortunately. Of course, we admit that even
working in this economic context they risk their lives. This is also a contribu-
tion to the fight against terrorism. From whom did they take the oil fields?
From ISIS. But the Russian State and the Russian Army is not involved in
this. That’s why we don’t comment on it.”1579

Denial also takes another dimension as laws are created that make it more
difficult to unearth the truth. In 2018, Putin signed a decree that makes
any information about those who cooperate with “intelligence services
of the Russian Federation without being their official employees” a state
secret.1580 Andrey Soldatov, a Russian security expert, believes that this law

a-russia-casualtie/kremlin-russian-private-citizens-fighting-for-syrias-assad-are-vol
unteers-idUSKBN1AI11Z>.

1578 As opposed to a private military company [частная военная компания] (empha-
sis added).

1579 ‘Они там действительно присутствуют: Путин о ЧВК в Сирии [They Are
Really Present over There: Putin on PMCs in Syria]’ (BBC, 20 June 2019)
<https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-48708291>.

1580 Указ Президента Российской Федерации, 03.09.2018, N 506 ‘О внесении
изменений в перечень сведений, отнесенных к государственной тайне’ [De-
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was tailored to the work of Wagner in countries like Syria and Ukraine. It
is supposed to prevent “any question about who is working for the secret
services.”1581 Betraying a state secret may entail a prison sentence up to 14
years.1582

Having said that, there are instances where PMCs like Wagner do not
carry out orders from the Kremlin, but rather pursue their own private
business interests by means of military force. In a way, this margin of
discretion is another effective strategy of obfuscation, because it makes it
even harder to identify who is behind a specific operation. In Syria, for ex-
ample, Wagner was promised 25 percent of the revenues from each oil and
gas field it managed to recapture.1583 An odd public private partnership.
Marten argues that Russia uses

“nebulous armed organizations that sometimes cooperate with the uni-
formed military on behalf of clear state interests, but at other times (and
sometimes simultaneously) serve the interests of private Russian individuals
who are closely connected to Putin’s regime.”

Again, the carnage at Deir al-Zour in February 2018 illustrates this well.
I have mentioned the incident which allegedly cost the lives of hundreds
of Wagner contractors to underline the offensive character of its missions.
The battle, however, also displays another characteristic feature of Wagn-
er’s modus operandi. Up to this day, it is not clear whether the attack was
carried out on behalf of the Russian State, or because Wagner’s patron
Prigozhin wanted to push through his business interests and secure the
nearby gas fields. The build-up before the battle seems to suggest the latter,
but Prigozhin may also have become a victim of a payback scheme.

A close consideration of the events will prove instructive. In 2015, Rus-
sia and the US divided up the area around Deir al-Zour – rich in oil
and gas – into their spheres of influence. However, on 18 February this
delicate balance was tipped. Several hundred Wagner contractors attacked

cree of the President of the Russian Federation, 3 September 2018, No 506
‘On the Introduction of an Amendment Concerning the List of Information
Referring to State Secrets’].

1581 Алексей Никольский [Aleksey Nikolskiy] Светлана Бочарова [Svetlana Bor-
charova] ‘Президент засекретил сведения о некадровых разведчиках [The
President Classified Information about Non-official Employees of the Secret
Service]’ (Vedemosti, 4 September 2018) <https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/ar
ticles/2018/09/04/779931-prezident>.

1582 Art 283 of the Russian Criminal Code.
1583 Galeotti, Russian Political War (n 1458) 77.

Chapter IV: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Outsourcing Warfare (“The Apprentice”)

320

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2018/09/04/779931-prezident
https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2018/09/04/779931-prezident
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2018/09/04/779931-prezident
https://www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2018/09/04/779931-prezident


US backed Kurdish fighters that were guarding a natural gas plant in Deir
al-Zour.1584 The Kurds returned fire and called in American air support.
In the ensuing battle tens, if not hundreds of Wagner contractors fell.1585

Leaked US intelligence suggests that the Kremlin was aware of the attack
beforehand. Shortly before the battle, Prigozhin had boasted to have se-
cured permission from an unspecified Russian minister to move forward
with a “fast and strong” initiative in February.1586 However, this time the
Russian Air Force did not support Wagner unlike in previous battles, e.g.
during the 2017 Palmyra offensive.

On the contrary, the Kremlin claims to have been ignorant of the immi-
nent attack. We know this from the communication between the Russian
and US command. Before and even during the battle the US command
was in direct contact with the Russian military over the so-called “decon-
fliction line” – a direct phone connection installed to prevent clashes
between Russian and US troops in Syria. When the US asked Moscow to
stop the attack, the Russian command denied any ties to this operation.1587

Even after the attack, regular Russian soldiers stationed nearby were re-
luctant to collect the wounded and dead Russian contractors from the
battlefield.1588 Why did Moscow let down Wagner? To maintain plausible
deniability? Or had it really not approved the attack?

Maybe Moscow first approved Prigozhin’s attempt to snatch the gas
plants but later changed its mind. Kimberly Marten goes even further and
suggests that this episode might have been a trap to “send Prigozhin a
message.”1589 Shortly before, the oligarch had fallen out of favour which

1584 Marten (n 1517).
1585 For casualty numbers see above at n 1514 et seq.
1586 Ellen Nakashima, Karen DeYoung and Liz Sly, ‘Putin Ally Said to be in Touch

with Kremlin, Assad before His Mercenaries Attacked U.S. Troops’ (The Wash-
ington Post, 23 February 2018) <https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/natio
nal-security/putin-ally-said-to-be-in-touch-with-kremlin-assad-before-his-mercen
aries-attacked-us-troops/2018/02/22/f4ef050c-1781-11e8-8b08-027a6ccb38eb_stor
y.html>.

1587 Mike Eckel, ‘Pentagon Says U.S. Was Told No Russians Involved In Syria
Attack’ (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 23 February 2018) <https://www.rfer
l.org/a/syria-deir-zor-attack-pentagon-russians-involved/29058555.html>.

1588 ‘Cossack Fighter Laments Russian 'Utilization' Of Mercenaries In Syria’ (Radio
Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 22 February 2018) <https://www.rferl.org/a/syria-r
ussian-mercenaries-cossack-shabayev--interview/29056934.html>. Only long
after the battle had ended the wounded were allegedly repatriated on Russian
military planes.

1589 Marten (n 1488) 196.
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negatively affected Wagner’s cooperation with the Ministry of Defence.1590

Moscow’s message to Prigozhin might have been to “stay away from [the]
battlefields” when he was not working for the government, or retribution
for previous disputes about money.1591

In sum, one can only agree with US Secretary of Defence Jim Mattis
that the Russian behaviour at the battle of Deir al-Zour remains “perplex-
ing.”1592 It remains unclear whether Deir al-Zour was “the first direct
battle between Washington’s and Moscow’s forces”1593 or an ill-planned
business enterprise. However, it clearly shows that Wagner pursues private
business interests parallel to genuine State interests – or both simultane-
ously. It also illustrates that the Kremlin grants Wagner considerable dis-
cretion in their operations. At the end of the day, however, such PMCs
depend on the Kremlin. They run the risk of being abandoned for the sake
of deniability.

Conclusion

Russian PMCs like Wagner operate in a hazy environment. Illegal under
domestic law, they should not exist and yet their business thrives. They ful-
fil delicate combat missions on behalf of the State but sometimes pursue
private business interests in parallel. They dangle in a complicated web
of dependence and independence. On the one hand, they are not indepen-
dent private entities like most mainstream PMCs on the international
market, but highly dependent on the Kremlin for contracts, arms, and mil-

1.4

1590 In 2016, there was very close cooperation on all levels: aviation-artillery sup-
port, weapons supplies, military hardware, ammunition, and evacuation of the
wounded. At some point in 2017, the support suddenly dried up, especially
when it came to weapons. See the interview with Denis Korotkov (30 August
2017), available at <https://meduza.io/en/feature/2017/08/30/people-think-it-doe
sn-t-affect-them-but-it-affects-everyone>.

1591 Marten (n 1488) 196.
1592 Ellen Nakashima, Karen DeYoung and Liz Sly, ‘Putin Ally Said to be in Touch

with Kremlin, Assad before His Mercenaries Attacked U.S. Troops’ (The Wash-
ington Post, 23 February 2018) <https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/natio
nal-security/putin-ally-said-to-be-in-touch-with-kremlin-assad-before-his-mercen
aries-attacked-us-troops/2018/02/22/f4ef050c-1781-11e8-8b08-027a6ccb38eb_stor
y.html>.

1593 ‘Sponsor of Mercenary Army Boasted of Go Ahead from Moscow for Attack on
U.S. Troops in Syria’ (The Bell, 23 February 2018) <https://thebell.io/en/sponso
r-mercenary-army-boasted-go-ahead-moscow-attack-u-s-troops-syria/>.
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itary support. In addition, criminal prosecution for “mercenarism” looms
over them like the Sword of Damocles that may be used arbitrarily, but ef-
fectively, as illustrated by the case of Slavonic Corpus.1594 On the other
hand, they enjoy significant freedom in their operations as Moscow trades
off tight control in favour of plausible deniability. In sum, PMCs like Wag-
ner operate in a world full of contradiction and opaqueness which is best
summed up by the words of the man who first reported on them – Denis
Korotkov: “They shouldn’t exist, but they do.”1595

We will see what effect this has on IHL below at page 339. First, how-
ever, I want to acquaint the reader with two other examples of Russian
“apprentices”: Cossacks and South Ossetian Militias. Despite considerable
differences between these groups they operate in a similarly opaque frame-
work to Wagner.

Cossacks – for faith, Tsar and fatherland1596

In 2014, sports enthusiasts from around the world flocked to the Olympic
Summer Games in Sochi. To their surprise, among the men policing
the streets were grim figures in fur hats and a leather whip (Nagayka)
dangling on their belt. Russia had decided to include Cossack Units to
guarantee public order at the international sports event.1597 On the eve of
the Olympic closing ceremony, news from Ukraine reached the Kremlin
that Viktor Yanukovych had been ousted. This would trigger a series of
events that would lead the Cossacks into their next mission, this time far
away from the Olympic glamour of Sochi.

Historical context – born at the fringes of the Russian Empire

In modern-day Russia, Cossacks are more than just a historical phe-
nomenon. However, if we want to understand Russia’s present-day Cos-
sackdom, we must examine its roots. Cossacks emerged in the 16th century

2.

2.1

1594 Marten (n 1488) 199.
1595 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought

for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).
1596 In allusion to a famous saying among Russian soldiers in the 19th century.
1597 Gabriela Baczynska, ‘Russian Cossacks Patrol Sochi Olympics’ (Reuters, 9 Jan-

uary 2014) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-cossacks-idusbrea0811
820140109>.

2. Cossacks – for faith, Tsar and fatherland

323

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-cossacks-idusbrea0811820140109
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-cossacks-idusbrea0811820140109
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-cossacks-idusbrea0811820140109
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-cossacks-idusbrea0811820140109


as “frontier-people” and made up the warrior class of Russia. They were
former serfs that had broken their chains. They thus had a reputation of
being freedom-loving and indeed enjoyed significant autonomy in their
military communities in south-eastern Ukraine and southern Russia. De-
fending the fringes of Moscow’s realm, they became known as ferocious
warriors.1598 Their relationship with the Russian State, however, was al-
ways ambiguous. Cossacks served the Empire as much as their own agenda
and at times constituted a threat to the Tsar. At times they fought for
the Emperor, at times they rebelled.1599 Overall, however, they remained
a useful military elite on which the Tsar could rely to push the Empire’s
boundaries into the Caucasus, Siberia, and central Asia.1600 Their success-
ful military campaigns gave them a near-mystical image of invincible and
dreadful fighters. Mikhail Lermontov immortalised this lifestyle in his
‘Cossack Lullaby’ which he wrote in 1838 while exiled in the Caucasus.

“По камням струится Терек,
Плещет мутный вал;

Злой чечен ползет на берег,
Точит свой кинжал;

Но отец твой старый воин,
Закален в бою:

Спи, малютка, будь спокоен,
Баюшки-баю.

Сам узнаешь, будет время,
Бранное житьё;

Смело вденешь ногу в стремя
И возьмёшь ружьё.
Я седельце боевое
Шёлком разошью…
Спи, дитя моё родное,

Баюшки-баю.”

“Muddy Terek River splashes
Boulders in the shade;

An Evil Chechen creeps ashore while
Sharpening his blade;

But your father is a warrior,
Battle-hardened, too:

Sleep, my son, and don’t you worry,
Bayushki-bayu.

Soon enough there’ll be a time to
Learn the soldier’s way;

Bravely step into the battle,
Shoot while in the fray.

Your fine horse’s saddle cloth
With silken thread I’ll sew …
Sleep, my dear, beloved baby,

Bayushki-bayu.”1601

1598 van Herpen (n 1386) 143; Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 16–17.
1599 Encyclopædia Britannica, ‘Cossack’ <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cossac

k>.
1600 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 16.
1601 Mikhail Lermontov, ‘Cossack Lullaby’ (1838), translation (with minor changes)

by David Mark Bennett.
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Later, the Bolsheviks virtually eradicated many Cossack communities. This
was part of the Soviets’ social engineering, but it also constituted revenge
for the Russian Civil war, where many Cossacks had fought for the
“Whites” or in independent Cossack Armies.1602 During this “decossackisa-
tion” hundreds of thousands were killed, starved, or deported.1603 Despite
that, around seven million Russians self-identify as Cossacks today.1604 In
many cases these people will not be biological descendants of the historical
Cossacks, but feel affiliated to their values or attracted to their historical
legacy. This explains why some call the Cossacks a “re-invented” communi-
ty.1605 Rather than ethnic features, the Cossack movement appears to be
united under the umbrella of its common values: Orthodox faith, bravery,
traditional family values, and patriotism.

Developments in Russia after 1991 – a Cossack renaissance

In 1991, the Supreme Council of the RSFSR passed a law that recognised
the Cossacks as a persecuted people.1606 One year later, the Russian Feder-
ation followed suit.1607 From then on, their relationship with the State
grew increasingly closer. In several decrees and regulations, Yeltsin shaped
the Russian policy towards Cossack communities and created a national
register for their organisations.1608 Under Putin, the Cossack movement
received a real boost. The mixture of patriotism, orthodox faith, and con-

2.2

1602 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 16.
1603 Robert Gellately, Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler: The Age of Social Catastrophe (Alfred

A Knopf Incorporated 2007) 70.
1604 Mark Galeotti, ‘Living in Cossackworld’ (Jordan Russia Center, 2 October 2012)

<http://jordanrussiacenter.org/news/living-in-cossackworld/#.Xa8IBOgzaUk>.
1605 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 19.
1606 See Art 2 of the Закон РСФСР, 26.04.1991, N 1107–1 ‘О реабилитации

репрессированных народов’ [Law of the RSFSR, 26 April 1991, No 1107–1
‘On the Rehabilitation of the Repressed Peoples’].

1607 The Supreme Council of the Russian Federation adopted Постановление,
16.06.1992, N 3321–1 ‘О реабилитации казачества’ [Regulation, 16 June 1992,
No 3321–1 ‘On the Rehabilitation of the Cossackdom’].

1608 Указ, 09.08.1995, N 835, ‘О государственном реестре казачьих обществ
к государственной и иной службе’ [Decree, 9 August 1995, No 835 ‘On
the Register of Cossack Communities for State Service and Other Service’];
Постановление, 22.04.1994, N 355 ‘О концепции государственной политики
по отношению к казачеству’ [Regulation, 22 April 1994, No 355 ‘On the
Conception of a State Policy Concerning the Cossacks’].
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servative values appealed to the new President who swore to restore the
Russians’ pride in their nation and put an end to a period of instability. In
a television interview, Putin declared that “the Cossacks are a fascinating
part of Russian culture. I don’t only mean Cossack dances and songs, but
their traditional patriotism […]. In this sense the Cossacks play a uniquely
positive role.”1609 Under Putin the Duma also passed the ‘Law on the State
Service of Russian Cossacks.’1610 It stipulated that the former steppe-war-
riors could organise “military-patriotic education” for Russian conscripts,
maintain law and order, and defend State borders.1611 While the Cossacks
were already used for vigilante duties in the 90s, their role in the security
sector reached a whole new level and the law granted them privileged
access to State service.1612 Furthermore, there are eleven military Cossack
societies [войсковые казачьи общества] in Russia, commonly referred to
as the “Cossack troops.”1613 They can muster between 300 000 and 500
000 members and cultivate a close relationship to the Kremlin.1614 Their
leaders (“atamans”) are often former members of Russian ministries, the
army, or the police force, and the Cossack generals are appointed by the
President of the Russian Federation.1615

It is important to bear in mind that only “registered” Cossacks are
eligible for State service.1616 Thus, the legislation also made certain Cos-
sack organisations more dependent on the Russian State. The “Cossacks’
superficial ‘self-organisation’ is controlled and maintained from the top
down, and supported economically and ideologically by the Kremlin.”1617

The various organisations receive funding from both the federal and local

1609 Vladimir Putin, press conference (2013) available at <https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=oRQMWs9ezB8>.

1610 Федеральный закон, 05.12.2005, N 154-ФЗ ‘О государственной службе
российского казачества’ [Federal Law, 5 December 2005, N 154-F3 ‘On the
State Service of the Russian Cossacks’].

1611 Art 5 of the Федеральный закон, 05.12.2005, N 154-ФЗ ‘О государственной
службе российского казачества’ [Federal Law, 5 December 2005, N 154-F3 ‘On
the State Service of the Russian Cossacks’].

1612 van Herpen (n 1386) 144–145.
1613 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 18.
1614 Jolanta Darczewska, Putin’s Cossacks. Folklore, Business or Politics? (Center for

Eastern Studies 2017) 24–25.
1615 ibid 26–27.
1616 See Art 6 of the Федеральный закон, 05.12.2005, N 154-ФЗ ‘О

государственной службе российского казачества’ [Federal Law, 5 December
2005, N 154-F3 ‘On the State Service of the Russian Cossacks’].

1617 Darczewska (n 1614) 60.

Chapter IV: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Outsourcing Warfare (“The Apprentice”)

326

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRQMWs9ezB8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRQMWs9ezB8
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRQMWs9ezB8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oRQMWs9ezB8


budgets worth billions of Rubles.1618 This trend to form an ever-closer rela-
tionship also determines Russia’s latest ‘Strategy for Cossackdom until
2020’1619 which envisages the systemic integration of the Cossacks into the
security and defence systems.1620

Given the Cossacks’ free-spirited mindset, however, numerous organisa-
tions chose not to register but remain “free Cossacks.” Many rejected the
privilege of State service in favour of independence.1621 The fact that they
cannot be used for law enforcement duty, however, does not mean that
they do not engage in paramilitary training. Quite the contrary, as we
will see below, many of the Cossack groups that fought in Ukraine, for
example, were unregistered. Take the example of the “Cossack National
Guard.” The group appeared in 2014 and recruited mostly unregistered
Don Cossacks, moulding them into an army. They served under the
loose command of Nikolai Kozitsyn, ataman of the “Great Don Army”
[Всевеликое войско Донское].1622 Kozitsyn is a highly decorated citizen of
the Russian Federation. A knight under 28 State orders, he was elevated to
the rank of a Cossack general by Vladimir Putin himself.1623

Fighting Russian wars – “Cossacks have no borders”1624

Already during the conflict in Transdniestria (1990–1992), Cossack units
fought together with separatists and the 14th Russian Army against the

2.3

1618 ibid 49.
1619 Стратегия развития государственной политики Российской Федерации

в отношении российского казачества до 2020 года [Strategy to Develop the
State Policy of the Russian Federation in Relation to the Russian Cossackdom
until 2020] 15 September 2002, available at <http://kremlin.ru/events/councils/
16682>.

1620 Darczewska (n 1614) 64.
1621 Tomáš Baranec, ‘Russian Cossacks in the Service of the Kremlin: Recent Devel-

opments and Lessons from Ukraine’ (2014) 153 Russian Analytical Digest 9, 12.
1622 Александр Шаповалов [Alexandr Shapovalov], ‘Казаки занимают Донбасс

[Cossacks Seize the Donbas]’ (Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 21 May 2014) <http://w
ww.ng.ru/regions/2014-05-21/1_donbass.html>.

1623 Darczewska (n 1614) 21.
1624 This is a quote from an actual Cossack fighter in Ukraine: “‘Cossacks have no

borders,’ said Nikolai Pervakov, the first deputy commander of Russia’s Kuban
Cossack legion, who is leading their mission to Crimea from his usual base
of operations in the southern Russian city of Krasnodar.” Quoted from Simon
Shuster, ‘Armed Cossacks Flock to Crimea to Help Russian Annexation Bid’
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central government of Moldova. The Russian Army welcomed them and
provided support and arms.1625 During the Russo-Georgian War, Cossack
units fought alongside Ossetian Militias and the Russian Army.1626 After
the South Ossetian Militias, they made up the second largest paramilitary
force counting thousands of fighters.1627 In the following, however, I
shall focus on more recent events: The Cossacks played a crucial role
in the annexation of Crimea.1628 They manned checkpoints, guarded the
headquarters of the new separatist government, patrolled the streets.1629

Recruits came from both sides of the border.1630 Many of them were local
Crimean Cossacks, others arrived from neighbouring Cossack districts like
Kuban.1631

In 2014, when inner turmoil in eastern Ukraine escalated into an armed
conflict, the Cossacks jumped on the occasion. Cossack organisations –
redolent of the Tsarist “golden age” – had long pushed Moscow to ignore
the post-Soviet boundaries and re-establish the Imperial frontiers.1632 Back
then, Ukraine was an integral part of the Russian Empire and the sphere
of Cossack influence would extend far beyond Russia’s modern border
with Ukraine. Around 30 Russian Cossack leaders came out in favour of

(Time, 12 March 2014) <https://time.com/22125/ukraine-crimea-cossacks-russia/
>.

1625 ECtHR, Ilașcu and Others v Moldova and Russia, No 48787/99, 8 July 2004, para
60.

1626 Human Rights Watch, ‘Georgia/Russia: Use of Rocket Systems Can
Harm Civilians’ (2008) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/08/11/georgia/russia-
use-rocket-systems-can-harm-civilians>; van Herpen (n 1386) 221.

1627 ‘Paramilitary: The Cossacks Return’ (Strategy Page, 17 September 2010)
<https://www.strategypage.com/htmw/htpara/articles/20100917.aspx>; Tom
Parfitt, ‘Armed Cossacks Pour in to Fight Georgians’ (The Guardian, 9 August
2008) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/aug/09/russia.georgia1>.

1628 Cossacks also fought on the Ukrainian side, but neither their numbers nor
their contribution were comparable to the Cossacks fighting for LNR and
DNR, see Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 19. In addition, Ukraine does not
have a legal framework that is comparable to Russia’s institutionalised system
of Cossackdom. To most Ukrainians the Cossacks are above all a historical
phenomenon.

1629 Simon Shuster, ‘Armed Cossacks Flock to Crimea to Help Russian Annexation
Bid’ (Time, 12 March 2014) <https://time.com/22125/ukraine-crimea-cossacks-r
ussia/>.

1630 ibid.
1631 ibid.
1632 Mark Galeotti, ‘The Cossacks: A Cross-Border Complication to Post-Soviet

Eurasia’ [1995] IBRU Boundary and Security Bulletin 55, 59.
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the separatist cause in Donbas.1633 The ataman of the Great Don Army,
Nikolay Kozitsyn, openly stated that its members would come to “the
aid of our Cossack brothers” in Donbas.1634 The newly created Cossack
National Guard was quick to stake its territorial claims in eastern Ukraine:

“Historically, Lugansk and Donetsk oblast [district] are a part of the Don
Army’s oblast. Among its population we find around 80 % ethnic Cossacks
who have been less affected by “decossackization” than their brothers in
other regions. […] Hence, the rule of ataman Kozitsyn is the only legitimate
rule.”1635

Throughout the early stages of the war, the Cossacks wielded significant
influence in eastern Ukraine. Radio Svoboda called the Cossacks “one of
the main forces in the occupation of Donbass.”1636 Their exact numbers
and the ratio of “registered” and “non-registered” Cossacks are unknown.
It is clear, however, that Cossacks made up a large percentage of the fight-
ers. Their influence was felt in LNR especially, where they formed their
own units under the umbrella of Kozitsyn’s Cossack National Guard.1637

Some of LNR’s most effective combat units such as Alexey Mozgovoy’s
notorious Ghost Brigade [Бригада Призрак] heavily relied on Cossack
recruits.1638 Mozgovoy even calls himself a hereditary Cossack.1639 Cossack
fighters such as Kasak Babay – the commander of the “Wolves Hundred”
– became YouTube celebrities and conveyed an image of brave bearded
frontiersmen fighting off the fascist invaders.1640

1633 Østensen and Bukkvoll (n 1472) 19.
1634 Information available on the website of the Cossack National Guard <http://xn

--80aaaajfjszd7a3b0e.xn--p1ai/istoriya.html>.
1635 ibid.
1636 Як Росія використала донських “казаків” на Донбасі? Ексклюзивне інтерв’ю

із учасником руху [How Did Russia Use the Don Cossacks in the Donbas? An
Exclusive Interview with a Participant of the Movement] (Radio Svoboda, 24
December 2018) <https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/donbass-realii/29672334.ht
ml>.

1637 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 28; Richard Arnold,
‘Whose Cossacks Are They Anyway? A Movement Torn by the Ukraine-Russia
Divide’ (Ponars Eurasia, January 2019) <http://www.ponarseurasia.org/memo/
whose-cossacks-are-they-anyway-ukraine-russia-divide>.

1638 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 28.
1639 Екатерина Сергацкова [Yekaterina Sergatskova], ‘Очень краткий путеводитель

по комбатам сепаратистов [A Short Who’s Who of the Separatist Fighters]’
(Colta, 16 March 2015) <https://www.colta.ru/articles/society/6649-ochen-kratki
y-putevoditel-po-kombatam-separatistov>.

1640 See <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=plfDw1GC_hI>.
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Later in the war the tide turned, and friends turned into foes. From the
very beginning, the Cossacks had considered themselves allies of the sepa-
ratists rather than subordinates to a central command.1641 When the war
started to fade into a stalemate, the Cossacks proclaimed their own repub-
lic within LNR. Nikolai Kozitsyn and Pavel Dryomov claimed to control
80 percent of the Luhansk region, including major towns, strategic roads,
and border crossings to Russia.1642 The free-spirited Cossacks suddenly be-
came a threat to Moscow and other separatist groups.1643 In a series of in-
ternal purges, Cossack units were disarmed and disbanded first in DNR,
and later also in LNR.1644 Aside from the de facto authorities of Luhansk
and Donetsk, the Russian PMC Wagner played an important role in these
operations.1645 In allusion to Pierre Vergniaud’s famous quote before his
execution in 1793 – “la Révolution est comme Saturne. Elle dévore ses propres
enfants.” – Nikolay Mitrokhin has called this process “when secession de-
vours its parents.”1646

An official order or the call of duty – who sent in the Cossacks?

It is undisputed that scores of Cossacks fought in wars with Russian in-
volvement, such as in Moldova, Georgia, and especially eastern Ukraine.
While a fair share of these fighters were local Cossacks that took up arms
in the hope of more influence and recognition, Russian Cossacks – regis-
tered and unregistered – helped to bolster their ranks. In Crimea alone,
more than 1 000 Cossacks came from across the border.1647 In Donbas, all
Cossacks units heavily relied on fighters from abroad – much more than
the other separatist formations.1648 But just like in the case of Wagner, it is

2.4

1641 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 28.
1642 Andrew E Kramer, ‘Cossacks Face Grim Reprisals From Onetime Allies in

eastern Ukraine’ (The New York Times, 4 August 2015) <https://www.nytimes.
com/2015/08/05/world/europe/cossacks-face-reprisals-as-rebel-groups-clash-in-ea
stern-ukraine.html>.

1643 ibid.
1644 Nikolay Mitrokhin, ‘Diktaturtransfer im Donbass – Staatsbildung in Russlands

Volksrepubliken’ (2017) 67 Osteuropa 41, 43–45.
1645 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought

for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).
1646 Mitrokhin (n 1644) 46.
1647 Igor Rotar, ‘The Cossack Factor in Ukrainian War’ (Jamestown Foundation

2014) <https://www.refworld.org/docid/53f49aeb4.html>.
1648 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 21.
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difficult to determine for whom they fought. Were they just “volunteers” or
sent by the Kremlin?

Moscow never denied the presence of Cossacks in Ukraine. To the
Kremlin, however, these were merely volunteers. Putin called them “peo-
ple who listen to the call of their heart and fulfil their duty.”1649 However,
things were not so simple. Firstly, there is evidence that registered Cossacks
fought on Ukrainian battlefields. The Ukrainian intelligence services pub-
lished a series of pictures portraying registered Cossacks participating in
hostilities in Donbas.1650 The news agency Reuters reported that some of
the registered Cossacks guarding the fan zones during the FIFA World
Cup 2018 had been fighting in eastern Ukraine.1651 This establishes at least
a financial link with the Kremlin, since registered Cossack organisations
receive heavy funding from the State as I have explained above.

Secondly, there is sufficient evidence that all Cossack units in Ukraine
– registered and unregistered – received support from the Kremlin from
the moment they were recruited until the moment when they set foot on
the battlefield. The recruitment of Cossack fighters was coordinated by the
военкоматы [State military commissariats] in Russia.1652 They were then
trained and equipped at bases near Rostov-on-Don and received weapons
and gear from the Russian State.1653 Russian border guards would not stop
Cossacks from crossing into Ukraine. In an interview with Time Magazine,
a Cossack fighter recalls: “There’s an open corridor for the Cossacks. […]

1649 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 27.
1650 ‘Ukraine Crisis: What the 'Russian Soldier' Photos Say’ (BBC, 22 April 2014)

<https://web.archive.org/web/20140424025657/http://www.bbc.com/news/wo
rld-europe-27104904>; Mat Babiak, ‘Insurgents Identified: The Green Men of
VKontakte’ (Ukrainian Policy, 2014) <https://web.archive.org/web/2014042323
3203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkonta
kte/>.

1651 Maria Tsvetkova, ‘Militias Guarding World Cup Have Links to Kremlin's For-
eign Wars’ (Reuters, 13 June 2018) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer
-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-fo
reign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P>.

1652 The military commissariats are an administrative authority in Russia in charge
of conscription, mobilisation, and managing the financial resources of the
military.

1653 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 26. See also Як Росія використала
донських “казаків” на Донбасі? Ексклюзивне інтерв’ю із учасником руху
[How Did Russia Use the Don Cossacks in the Donbas? An Exclusive Interview
with a Participant of the Movement] (Radio Svoboda, 24 December 2018)
<https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/donbass-realii/29672334.html>.

2. Cossacks – for faith, Tsar and fatherland

331

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://web.archive.org/web/20140424025657/http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-27104904
https://web.archive.org/web/20140424025657/http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-27104904
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/donbass-realii/29672334.html
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://web.archive.org/web/20140424025657/http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-27104904
https://web.archive.org/web/20140424025657/http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-27104904
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://web.archive.org/web/20140423233203/http://ukrainianpolicy.com/insurgents-identified-the-green-men-of-vkontakte/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-worldcup-russia-cossacks/militias-guarding-world-cup-have-links-to-kremlins-foreign-wars-idUSKBN1J928P
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/donbass-realii/29672334.html


They didn’t even stamp my passport.”1654 Finally, once in Ukraine, the
Kremlin would help to coordinate their military efforts.1655 Against this
background, Boris Nemtsov concluded in his report on the war in eastern
Ukraine:

“The collected evidence confirms that a considerable part of the Russian
fighters in Donbas was sent into Ukraine in an organized fashion. They
underwent relevant training and preparation, were provided material, and
even ‘volunteers’ received a monetary compensation for their participation in
hostilities.1656

Given this evidence, there is no doubt that Moscow has been providing
material support to the Cossacks that fought in Ukraine. However, there
is no proof that Russia issued an order to send the Cossacks into Donbas.
While this may represent a probable scenario, the Kremlin successfully
maintained its deniability. The example of the Wolves Hundred [Волчьей
сотни], an unregistered Cossack group that fought in eastern Ukraine,
illustrates this grey area approach: The group had ties to the Kremlin, but
at the same time maintained a large degree of autonomy. Time Magazine
journalist Simon Shuster concludes that its links to Moscow are “just
tenuous enough for Putin to deny having sent them, and these fighters in
turn deny being paid, equipped or deployed by the Kremlin.”1657 Others
called the Wolves Hundred “Russian citizens fighting in eastern Ukraine
for the Kremlin’s interests, even though without any evincible link to the
Russian State.”1658 This is especially true for unregistered Cossack units
that cannot be traced back to the State. Jolanta Darczewska, author of a
recent book on the Cossacks’ role in Russia, writes:

1654 Simon Shuster, ‘Meet the Cossack 'Wolves' Doing Russia's Dirty Work in
Ukraine’ (Time, 12 May 2014) <https://time.com/95898/wolves-hundred-ukrain
e-russia-cossack/>.

1655 Mark Galeotti suggested that this was done by the GRU from their headquar-
ters in Rostov-on-Don, see Mark Galeotti, Hybrid War or Gibridnaya Voina? –
Getting Russia’s Non-Linear Military Challenge Right (lulu 2016) 59.

1656 Б.Е. Немцов [B.E. Nemtsov] (n 781) 27.
1657 Simon Shuster, ‘Meet the Cossack 'Wolves' Doing Russia's Dirty Work in

Ukraine’ (Time, 12 May 2014) <https://time.com/95898/wolves-hundred-ukrain
e-russia-cossack/>.

1658 Baranec (n 1621) 11.
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“Unregistered Cossack organisations are more useful when fulfilling the role
of ‘Russian fifth columns’, as they can camouflage their ties with the Russian
state more effectively.”1659

Hence, Moscow would not have to give a “formal order” to deploy the
Cossacks. By funding and strengthening Cossack organisations at home, it
has revived a movement that takes pride in warfare. All it had to do, was
open the borders and provide military training and material support.1660

The developments in DNR and LNR show that Moscow initially left
the Cossacks with a lot of freedom. Cossack organisations clearly voiced
their territorial ambitions in eastern Ukraine and wanted to reclaim what
they believed to be their hereditary lands. Only when the Cossacks’ call for
an independent State became too loud, did Russia decide to disband their
units.1661 Simon Shuster describes this system of deniability with a hint of
grudging respect:

“All of this points to the complicity, if not also the direct orders, of various
branches of the Russian government […] from Russian border guards all the
way up to the Kremlin Council for Cossack Affairs. But it would be difficult
to prove that the Russian government explicitly sent these fighters to wage a
war in eastern Ukraine.”1662

In this sense, Russia has developed an admirable model of deniability. The
Cossacks represent a disciplined paramilitary group with its own incentive
to wage war in Moscow’s backyard – even without clear orders from the
Kremlin.1663

1659 Darczewska (n 1614) 22.
1660 Time Magazine quotes a fighter who confirms that the Cossacks were allowed

to pass the border uninhibited: “There’s an open corridor for the Cossacks,
for the Wolves,” says Mozhaev. “They didn’t even stamp my passport.” Quoted
from Simon Shuster, ‘Meet the Cossack 'Wolves' Doing Russia's Dirty Work in
Ukraine’ (Time, 12 May 2014) <https://time.com/95898/wolves-hundred-ukrai
ne-russia-cossack/>; see also Andrew E Kramer, ‘Russians Find Few Barriers to
Joining Ukraine Battle’ (The New York Times, 9 June 2014) <https://www.nyti
mes.com/2014/06/10/world/europe/russians-yearning-to-join-ukraine-battle-find
-lots-of-helping-hands.html>.

1661 Mitrokhin (n 1644) 44, 55.
1662 Simon Shuster, ‘Meet the Cossack 'Wolves' Doing Russia's Dirty Work in

Ukraine’ (Time, 12 May 2014) <https://time.com/95898/wolves-hundred-ukrain
e-russia-cossack/>.

1663 Baranec (n 1621) 12.
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South Ossetian Militias – experts for “dirty work”

Militias are my third example for Russia’s outsourcing of warfare. More
precisely, I will focus on the South Ossetian Militias during the Russo-
Georgian War (2008). The term “militia” describes a military force that is
not composed of professional soldiers, but of regular citizens with military
training.1664 They can be integrated into the armed forces of a State, such
as in Switzerland. In other cases, they remain a separate force. Using
militias does not contradict IHL per se. On the contrary, according to Art
4(A)(2) GC III militia members may even qualify as prisoners of war.1665

During the 2008 War, militias represented the bulk of the armed forces
of South Ossetia. As South Ossetia did not have a regular army, most able-
bodied men took up arms. Fighters were often referred to as militiamen
[ополченцы] unless they could be directly attributed to the police or the
Ministry of Interior.1666 According to their own information, these militias
numbered around 3500 men.1667 This may not seem much at first glance.
However, with a total population of 50 000, this means that nearly 15
percent of all South Ossetian males fought as militiamen.

I have chosen to present the example of the South Ossetian Militias
(SOM) for two reasons. Firstly, their ties to Russia are well explored
thanks to several international reports.1668 Secondly, they have acquired
a gruesome reputation for IHL violations. This makes the issue of attribu-
tion of their actions to Russia more than a mere hypothetical. When the

3.

1664 Julia Gebhard, ‘Militias’, Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law
(Oxford University Press 2010) para 1.

1665 In order to benefit from POW status, militias need to “belong” to a conflict
Party and fulfil the following four criteria: a) being commanded by a person
responsible for his subordinates; b) having a fixed distinctive sign recognizable
at a distance; c) carrying arms openly; d) conducting their operations in accor-
dance with the laws and customs of war. Especially the latter is not the case
for the SOM, since they acquired a gruesome reputation for systematic IHL
violations.

1666 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and
Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 127.

1667 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 520.

1668 See notably IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding
Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume I’ (n 1087);
Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and
Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180).
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SOM stand accused of the “worst ethnic cleansing” in Europe since the
Balkan Wars, this raises the delicate question of whether Russia incurred
responsibility for their IHL violations.1669

The Russo-Georgian War – Georgia up in flames

Officially, the Russo-Georgian War only lasted from 7 to 12 August 2008
and was consequently nicknamed the 5-day war. Large-scale hostilities
started on 7 August, just before midnight. Georgia launched an attack to
retake the renegade province South Ossetia. Russia came to South Ossetia’s
aid and retaliated using its ground and air forces as well as the Black Sea
Fleet.1670 The Georgian military was no match for the combined power
of Russian and Ossetian forces. Tbilisi encountered fierce resistance and
was forced to withdraw from South Ossetia altogether on 10 August.
The Russian forces then pushed on into territory that was undisputedly
beyond the administrative boundaries of South Ossetia to create a so-called
“buffer zone”. They occupied a number of towns including Gori – the
birthplace of Stalin and a city of strategic importance at the crossing of
two major highways.1671 Following the trail of the Russian Army, South
Ossetian militiamen surged into the buffer zone. Heavy fighting ended
on 12 August 2008 when Moscow and Tbilisi agreed on a ceasefire plan
initiated by Nicolas Sarkozy.

However, the ceasefire failed to put an end to violence. Russian and Os-
setian forces continued to advance into Georgia for several days.1672 Both
in South Ossetia and the buffer zone, ethnic Georgians found themselves
at the mercy of the SOM that had followed the advancing Russian Army.
Militiamen entered villages with covered license plates and started to kill,
burn, and loot.1673 Violence continued for weeks. Only in October 2008,
the Russian and Ossetian troops withdrew to the positions they held at

3.1

1669 Luke Harding, ‘Russia’s Cruel Intention’ (The Guardian, 1 September 2008)
<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2008/sep/01/russia.georgia>.

1670 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 209.

1671 ibid 211.
1672 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume I’ (n 1087) 22.
1673 van Herpen (n 1386) 229.
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the outbreak of hostilities.1674 Human Rights Watch collected numerous
eyewitness accounts and described the abuses by the SOM in its report:

“South Ossetian forces and militias embarked on a campaign of deliberate
and systematic destruction of the Tbilisi-backed villages in South Ossetia,
which involved the widespread and systematic pillage and torching of
houses, and beatings and threats against civilians. In undisputed parts of
Georgian territory, they conducted a campaign of deliberate violence against
civilians, burning and looting their homes, and committing execution-style
killings, rape, abductions, and countless beatings.”1675

Thus, the SOM earned a brutal reputation. Guardian journalist Luke
Harding called their crimes “the worst ethnic cleansing since the war in
former Yugoslavia […] to create a mono-ethnic greater South Ossetia in
which Georgians no longer exist.”1676 The Tagliavini Report confirmed
these gruesome details. It accused the South Ossetian forces of “summary
executions,”1677 “ill-treatment and torture,”1678 “arbitrary arrests, abduction
and taking of hostages,”1679 and a “systematic and widespread campaign of
looting […] against mostly ethnic Georgians.”1680

Russia’s control over the SOM – equal allies?

I have described Russia’s influence on South Ossetia as a State-like struc-
ture at page 232 when dealing with occupation by proxy. The question
in this section is related, but slightly narrower: To what degree did Russia
exercise control over the militias during and directly after the Russo-Geor-
gian War?

3.2

1674 Nußberger, ‘South Ossetia’ (n 1079) para 26.
1675 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and

Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 127.
1676 Luke Harding, ‘Russia’s Cruel Intention’ (The Guardian, 1 September 2008)

<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2008/sep/01/russia.georgia>.
1677 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 355.
1678 ibid 359, 361.
1679 ibid 362.
1680 ibid 365.
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South Ossetia highly depends on Russia. Prior to the conflict, Russia
had trained and equipped the SOM.1681 Furthermore, Moscow enabled
a flow of volunteers through the Roki Tunnel and over the Caucasus
range, bolstering their ranks.1682 When the war broke out, Russian troops
fought on the same side as the Ossetian Militias. Human Rights Watch
suggests that their operations must have been coordinated, because the Os-
setian Militias always arrived shortly after the Russian soldiers had moved
through a village. In other cases, Russian soldiers even seemed to provide
them with cover.1683 This points to a “close cooperation” between the
SOM and the Russian Army.1684 The Tagliavini Report hints at the fact
that Russia had considerable control over the SOM, much more than for
example over the Abkhaz units.1685 The report also suggests that Russian
soldiers at least tolerated some violations related to ethnic cleansing. In
certain cases, Russian personnel were present on the scene,1686 or failed to
prevent the violations of IHL.1687

During the proceedings of the Tagliavini Report, Moscow readily admit-
ted that it fought alongside the South Ossetians, but it denied having any
sort of control over them. When asked about the “formal and informal
relationship” between the Russian military and South Ossetian forces it
replied that prior to the war one could only speak of “cooperation” be-
tween Russia and the SOM. Moscow admitted that during the war there

1681 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume I’ (n 1087) 20.

1682 ibid.
1683 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and

Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 9.
1684 ibid 128.
1685 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 132, 304. The
report claims that in “factual terms, one may have to draw a distinction with
regard to the nature of the relationship between Russia and South Ossetia
on the one hand, and between Russia and Abkhazia on the other. In the
former, ties seem to be stronger. During the meeting between the IIFFMCG
experts and the representatives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia,
the representatives stressed the political and economic links between Russia
and South Ossetia. They also claimed that Russia exercises control over South
Ossetia through various channels ranging from financial help to the presence of
Russian officials in key military positions in the South Ossetian forces.”

1686 See ibid 361 with regards to the ill-treatment of combatants.
1687 See ibid 365 with regards to looting.
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was a “certain degree of interaction” between the two. Yet, it “came about
as we understand in an ad-hoc fashion as the conflict evolved.”1688

When confronted with the IHL violations (committed by the SOM)
Russia clarified that

“Russia exercises control over the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation
only. Russia exercises no degree of control (effective or actual) over South
Ossetian military personnel, civilians or territory.”1689

South Ossetia categorically refused to answer any question about the
relationship of its troops with Russia.1690 It merely commented on the
command structure:

“The Armed Forces of the South Ossetian Republic never conducted any
joint military operations with […] the Armed Forces of the Russian Fed-
eration and acted in accordance with instructions issued by their own
command. It goes without saying that the need to organise a coordinated
response against a common enemy was a factor and actions taken by selected
units in carrying out specific missions regardless of their chain of command
did not run contrary to those undertaken by other units.”1691

In short, South Ossetia’s position on the issue resembles the Russian
stance: Coordination yes; but no joint operations, and no Russian com-
mand. The latest institution to scrutinize Russia’s control over the opera-
tions of the SOM was the ECtHR in Georgia v Russia (2021). It is telling
that the Court skirted the issue and stated that it is not “necessary to
provide proof of detailed control of each of those actions” for the purpose
of its judgment.1692

1688 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 433–434.

1689 ibid 440.
1690 Thus, the third volume of the Tagliavini Report only reproduces the questions,

no answers see IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Find-
ing Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109)
525–526.

1691 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 520.

1692 ECtHR, Georgia v Russia, No 38263/08, 21 January 2021, para 214. The Court
argued that Russia could be held responsible for the ethnic violence, but it did
not explain whether this was because the actions of the SOM were attributable
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Of course, Russia and South Ossetia have a genuine interest in down-
playing their relations. The evidence collected by Human Rights Watch
and the Tagliavini Commission suggest that Moscow’s influence over the
SOM was considerable. However, apart from the rare cases where Russian
personnel were present on the scene of the crimes, it appears to remain be-
low the threshold of direct Russian command or genuine joint operations.
Just like in the case of Wagner and the Cossacks, Moscow’s loose coordina-
tion sufficed, because the SOM had its own incentive to join the fight.

The effects of outsourcing – flying below the radar of international law

PMCs like Wagner, Cossacks, and South Ossetian Militias (in the follow-
ing: “Proxy Actors”) demonstrate that Russia likes to outsource active
combat to a special kind of proxy. Why is this problematic for IHL? On
the one hand, I have explained that outsourcing per se is not illegal. On
the other hand, Russia’s approach challenges IHL, because it consists in
maintaining deniability through loose control. This does not only create
an ideal breeding ground for IHL violations. It also outmanoeuvres the
protective framework of State responsibility, absolving Russia from any
legal accountability and enabling it to wage war below the radar of IHL.

Avoiding State responsibility and the impact on IHL

“Каждый человек несёт ответственность перед всеми людьми за
всех людей.”

Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Brothers Karamazov (1879)

Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s famous line from his work Brothers Karamazov
translates into: “Everyone bears responsibility to all for all.” The sentence
represents the centrepiece of Dostoyevsky’s doctrine of universal guilt and
one of his most important contributions to the discussion of moral respon-
sibility.1693 His concept stands in stark contrast to the framework of State

4.

4.1

to Russia or whether Russia violated its positive duty under the ECHR to
protect the ethnic Georgians.

1693 James Patrick Scanlan, Dostoevsky the Thinker (Cornell University Press 2002)
104.
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responsibility where it constitutes a fundamental rule that a State is only
responsible for its own conduct.1694

In the following, I will explain how Russia’s outsourcing policy outma-
noeuvres the law of State responsibility. On the one hand, Moscow simply
denies its ties to certain groups, as I have shown above for Wagner. On
the other hand, it exploits the loopholes of the law of State responsibility
which sets very strict conditions for attributing the behaviour of a proxy
to a State. This approach negatively affects IHL, because the framework
of State responsibility remains an important accountability mechanism. In
sum, I will show that Russia’s outsourcing is another step towards waging
war below the radar of IHL.

Why State responsibility matters

At this point, we should be careful not to conflate the issues of State
responsibility and individual responsibility. Unlike in human rights, it is
universally accepted that IHL binds not only States, but also armed groups,
and even individuals.1695 A Cossack in Debaltseve, an Ossetian militiaman
in Gori, or a Wagner contractor in Palmyra – they are all bound by IHL. It
does not matter whether they are acting on behalf of a State, of an armed
group, of an armed group that is controlled by a State, or on their own.1696

Their IHL violations, however, may simultaneously entail both individual
criminal responsibility and State responsibility.1697 In fact, State responsi-

4.1.1

1694 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 406.
1695 Jann K Kleffner, ‘The Applicability of International Humanitarian Law to Or-

ganized Armed Groups’ (2011) 93 International Review of the Red Cross 443,
433, 449 with further sources at n 21 and 22.

1696 Of course, their legal status will depend on the type of conflict, on their
affiliation, and other factors. The concerned person could be a combatant or
a civilian directly participating in hostilities. Even a civilian participating in
hostilities, however, can commit war crimes. In this sense, everyone is bound
by the same rules.

1697 See Art 58 ARSIWA which states that these “Articles are without prejudice to
any question of the individual responsibility under international law of any
person acting on behalf of a State.” For the interplay of State responsibility
and individual responsibility see André Nollkaemper, ‘Concurrence between
Individual Responsibility and State Responsibility in International Law’ (2003)
52 International & Comparative Law Quarterly 615, 618–619; Shabtai Rosenne,
‘War Crimes and State Responsibility’ in Yoram Dinstein and Mala Tabory
(eds), War Crimes in International Law (Nijhoff 1996); ILC, ‘Draft Articles on
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bility is the older, more traditional form of accountability in international
law.1698 It forms the link between a violation on the battlefield and the
accountability of a State and thus fulfils a crucial role for IHL.

First, it gives teeth to a field of law that chronically lacks enforcement
mechanisms, because it allows reprimanding the responsible State. One
might call State responsibility the equivalent of a “civil law attachment
to individual criminal responsibility” as it exists in many national legal
systems.1699 Let’s assume an IHL violation were attributable to Russia.
This means that Moscow can be successfully sued before the ICJ for a
violation of international law. Furthermore, it may give individual victims
a basis to claim compensation before national and international courts.
While there is no special international court to rule on the IHL violations
of a State, the ECtHR has tried to fill this gap and decides cases in the
context of an armed conflict.1700 The Strasbourg Court, too, takes into
account the framework of State responsibility.1701 In addition, the rules of
State responsibility urge other States to become active. When the violation
concerns a “serious breach”, Art 40 and Art 41 ARSIWA prescribe that all
States have an obligation to “cooperate to bring to an end” such a violation
and may “not recognize” the situation as lawful.

Secondly, the law of State responsibility is well suited to address wide-
spread violations of IHL. Rather than just addressing each individual case
with regards to criminal guilt, State responsibility addresses the systemic

Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts, with Commentaries’
(2001) 2 Yearbook of the International Law Commission 30, Art 58 paras 1–2.

1698 Nollkaemper (n 1697) 616.
1699 ibid 622.
1700 See e.g. ECtHR, Al Skeini and Others v The United Kingdom, No 55721/07, 7

July 2011 and ECtHR, Jaloud v The Netherlands, No 47708/08, 20 November
2014. Both decisions dealt with events in Iraq. See also the ECtHR case law on
Chechnya that I have described in detail above at p 204.

1701 The Court’s stance on the framework on State responsibility remains unclear.
In some cases, Strasbourg applies the general rules of State responsibility, in
others it does not. With regards to attribution, the Court has never clarified,
whether it applies the ARSIWA or whether it follows an ECHR-specific regime.
The ECHR may contain rules on attribution that take precedence over the AR-
SIWA, but they would not exclude the application of the ARSIWA altogether,
see James Crawford and Amelia Keene, ‘The Structure of State Responsibility
under the European Convention on Human Rights’ in Anne van Aaken and
Iulia Motoc (eds), The European Convention on Human Rights and General Inter-
national Law (Oxford Scholarship Online 2018) 178–179; Marko Milanović and
Tatjana Papić, ‘The Applicability of the ECHR in Contested Territories’ (2018)
67 International and Comparative Law Quarterly 779, at n 18 and 19.
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causes. Would it not be strange to try Slobodan Milošević, but leave intact
the State structures that enabled him to commit his crimes?1702 Further-
more, it increases diplomatic pressure, because the violation becomes more
than “just” an individual criminal act. For example, the criminal prosecu-
tion of the Libyan agent responsible for the Lockerbie bombing did not
preclude UK and US claims against the Libyan State. On the contrary, such
claims increased the pressure and shed spotlight on a specific violation of
international law.1703

The object of this chapter is to show that Russia evades State responsi-
bility for IHL violations by outsourcing to Proxy Actors. It uses a mix
of denial of facts and loopholes in the legal framework to lead the rules
of State responsibility into no man’s land. While the individual fighters re-
main bound, Russia as a State is let off. In this sense, I regard outsourcing
as yet another way to sideline IHL, and another way to turn it into a set of
rules that do not apply to the Russian State.

The framework of State responsibility

In the following, we shall discuss three different ways of attributing the
conduct of groups to a State. For each one, I will explain the difficulty of
attributing PMCs like Wagner, the Cossacks, and the SOM to Russia.

In 2001, following three years of intense debate, the International Law
Commission (ILC) adopted the Articles on State Responsibility for Inter-
nationally Wrongful Acts (ARSIWA).1704 The document contains 59 Arti-
cles. While States never cast these rules into the form of a binding treaty,
it is generally accepted that the majority of the Articles constitute custom-
ary law, especially the different ways of attribution which I will discuss
below.1705 The basic rule can be found in Art 1 ARSIWA. It stipulates
that “every internationally wrongful act of a State entails the international
responsibility of that State.”

4.1.2

1702 Nollkaemper (n 1697) 625.
1703 See ibid 619–620.
1704 From the moment of its creation in 1947, the ILC considered the elaboration

of rules on State responsibility as a priority. When codifying the ARSIWA
(2001) the Commission could rely on the work of previous generations, e.g.
on the 1961 Draft Convention on the International Responsibility of States for
Injuries to Aliens, see Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 35–44.

1705 Crawford, ‘State Responsibility’ (n 1116) para 65.
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Such an “international wrongful act” must fulfil two criteria. The con-
duct must breach an international obligation – such as a rule of the Gene-
va Conventions – and it must be attributable to a State.1706 It constitutes a
fundamental rule of the ARSIWA that a State is only responsible for its
own conduct, that is to say the conduct of persons acting – on whatever
basis – on its behalf.1707 Art 4–11 ARSIWA enumerate different ways of at-
tributing conduct to a State. In the following, I will address the forms of
attribution that are most relevant to Russia’s armed proxies:1708

– Attribution of conduct of organs of a State (Art 4 ARSIWA);
– Attribution of conduct directed or controlled by a State (Art 8 ARSIWA)
– Attribution of conduct of entities exercising elements of governmental

authority (Art 5 ARSIWA);

Article 4 ASRIWA

Art 4 regulates the default case of attribution, i.e. the conduct of State
organs:

“The conduct of any State organ shall be considered an act of that State
under international law, whether the organ exercises legislative, executive,
judicial, or any other functions, whatever position it holds in the organiza-
tion of the State.”

First of all, the wording covers what is called a de jure organ of a State.
For the purpose of IHL, the classic example for a de jure organ would be

4.2.1.1

1706 See Art 2 ARSIWA.
1707 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 406.
1708 Other ways of attribution include the acknowledgment of conduct (Art 11 AR-

SIWA) or conduct carried out in the absence or default of official authorities
(Art 9 ARSIWA). Both, however, are not relevant to Russian proxies. On the
contrary, Russia denies any affiliation and avoids “adopting [their] conduct
as its own”, as Art 11 ARSIWA would require. A prime example for such
adoption would be Teheran’s behaviour in the Hostages Case, where the Iranian
Foreign Minister endorsed the occupation of the US Embassy by private actors
as an act “done by our nation”, see ICJ, United States Diplomatic and Consular
Staff in Tehran, Judgment, ICJ Reports (1980) 3, para 74. Art 9 ARSIWA has
an extremely narrow scope and does not apply when citizens have already
succeeded in forming a de facto government, see Crawford, State Responsibility
(n 1151) 167–168.
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the armed forces.1709 In addition, Art 4 ARSIWA also covers the actions
of de facto organs.1710 This describes an entity which is private, but acts
just like a State organ despite not having this function under national
law. The rationale behind this is that a State should not be able to avoid
responsibility by denying an organ its official status under internal law.1711

Please note that the term “de facto organ” is used both in the context
of Art 4 and Art 8 ARSIWA. In Art 4, it covers an entity that has de facto
become part of the State, i.e. an organ within the State structure. In Art 8
it concerns a private entity that stands outside the State structure, but over
which the State has “effective control.”1712 To avoid confusion, I shall use
the term “de facto organ” only in the context of Art 4.1713

A de facto organ constitutes an exceptional case and the term should be
construed narrowly.1714 The ICJ dealt with this issue in Nicaragua (1986)
and the Bosnian Genocide Case (2007). Both cases revolved around armed
groups. In Nicaragua, the Judges had to decide whether the Contras consti-
tuted a de facto organ of the US. In the Bosnian Genocide Case, it addressed
Serbia’s relation with the Army of the Republika Srpska (VRS) – a Serbian
secessionist group in Bosnia during the Bosnian War (1992–1995). The
Court fleshed out the criteria of a de facto organ and set a very high thresh-
old. The armed group must be in a relation of “complete dependence” on
the State.1715 This “requires proof of a particularly great degree of State
control over them.”1716 The Judges gave particular importance to certain
indicators of dependence, e.g. whether the State has created the organ,
whether the State installed, selected, and paid the leaders of the group, and
whether the aid went beyond mere training and funding.1717 Despite the

1709 For the discussion whether Art 91 AP I represents lex specialis for attributing the
conduct of the armed forces to a State in IAC see Tonkin (n 1447) 82 et seq.

1710 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 397.
1711 ILC, ‘Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful

Acts, with Commentaries’ (n 1697) Art 4 para 11.
1712 I will discuss Art 8 ARSIWA extensively below at p 347.
1713 See for this Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 125 at n 73. Crawford

clarifies that the ICJ created two tests in Nicaragua, whereas international schol-
arship erroneously spoke of one unified test of attribution.

1714 ibid 125.
1715 Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 110 and Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 392.
1716 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 393.
1717 Nicaragua Case (n 992) paras 107–112.
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very close ties in both cases, neither the VRS nor the Contras met the high
threshold of Art 4.1718

Thus, there are two ways in which the Russian Proxy Actors could
fall under Art 4. Either Moscow officially includes them in their armed
forces; or it incorporates them “de facto” by subjecting them to “complete
dependence.” Both scenarios do not correspond to what we have seen so
far. An overt integration into the armed forces is out of the question. Let’s
not forget, for example, that Russia uses PMCs and Cossack units in coun-
tries like Ukraine, so that it can deny having any regular servicemen on
the ground.1719 While Russia has incorporated certain registered Cossacks
into its armed forces,1720 they were not the ones that fought in eastern
Ukraine. Most of them belonged to unregistered Cossack associations.
Even in Georgia, where Russian soldiers fought side by side with the
SOM, the militiamen were not incorporated into the Russian Army, at
least not in 2008. Only in 2015, the Treaty on Alliance and Integration
foresaw the official merge of South Ossetian units into the Russian armed
forces.1721 To this day, this process is ongoing, the incorporation of the
South Ossetian forces into the Russian Army has not been finalised, and it
is questionable whether it will ever be.1722

Secondly, attributing Russia’s proxies as de facto organs has little chance
of success given the immense hurdle of “complete dependence.” No armed
group before an international tribunal has met this standard. Russia’s
proxies do not fulfil the ICJ criteria outlined above. For example, there

1718 Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 110; see also Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para
394.

1719 See above p 261.
1720 See Art 5(2) of the Федеральный закон, 05.12.2005, N 154-ФЗ ‘О

государственной службе российского казачества’ [Federal Law, 5 December
2005, N 154-F3 ‘On the State Service of the Russian Cossacks’]: “The Russian
Cossacks will serve in the armed forces of the Russian Federation […].”

1721 See Art 2(2) of the Договор между Российской Федерацией и Республикой
Южная Осетия о союзничестве и интеграции [Treaty between the Russian
Federation and the Republic of South Ossetia on Alliance and Integration] 18
March 2015.

1722 Joshua Kucera, ‘South Ossetia Keeps Its Military, For Now’ (Eurasianet, 19
January 2017) <https://eurasianet.org/south-ossetia-keeps-its-military-now
>; some Ossetian units, however, have been subjected to Russian command:
‘Подписано соглашение о вхождении части подразделений армии Южной
Осетии в ВС РФ [The Agreement of the Integration of Parts of the Units of the
Army of South Ossetia and into the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation
Has Been Signed]’ (Tass, 31 March 2017) <https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/4143137
>.
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is no proof that Russia created its Proxy Actors. With regards to Wagner
and Slavonic Corpus, it rather used existing structures in what some call
Moscow’s famed “ad hoc decision-making.”1723 The same is true for Cos-
sack associations, both registered and unregistered. While they heavily
depend on Russian State support, Moscow lacks the “particularly great
degree of State control” required by the ICJ. Instead of following a direct
command, these actors operate under a laissez-faire regime that gives them
substantial freedom as long as they do not cross certain boundaries. Both
Wagner and the Cossacks have shown that they also pursue their own
agenda, e.g. when Wagner was to receive 25 percent of the revenues of
every captured gas field. In extreme cases, however, this laissez-faire regime
may lead to strategic clashes between Moscow and its proxies. Wagner’s
private raid in Deir al-Zour and the Cossacks’ self-proclaimed Republic in
Ukraine illustrate this well. In the Bosnian Genocide Case such fundamental
“strategic differences” between the State and its proxy – in this instance
between Serbia and the Republika Srpska – led the ICJ to reject attribution
under Art 4.1724 The same would be true for Russian PMCs and Cossack
units.

The Ossetian Militias are probably the most dependent group of all.
Yet, they still fly below the radar of “complete dependence.” The Tagliavini
Commission concluded that the raids of Ossetian Militias – only weeks
before the war – could not be attributed to Russia under Art 4.1725 Admit-
tedly, this assessment concerns actions before, and not during the war. Still,
it seems difficult to imagine that in a matter of days the militia crossed the

1723 Reynolds (n 1476) 1. Both Wagner and the Slavonic Corpus are derivates of
previous companies like Antiterror-Orel and Moran.

1724 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 394 where the Court argues that: “While
the political, military and logistical relations between the federal authorities in
Belgrade and the authorities in Pale, between the Yugoslav army and the VRS,
had been strong and close in previous years […], and these ties undoubtedly
remained powerful, they were, at least at the relevant time, not such that the
Bosnian Serbs’ political and military organizations should be equated with or-
gans of the FRY. It is even true that differences over strategic options emerged at the
time between Yugoslav authorities and Bosnian Serb leaders; at the very least, these
are evidence that the latter had some qualified, but real, margin of independence”
(emphasis added).

1725 The Commission dealt with this question because it assessed whether the at-
tacks by South Ossetian forces before the war constituted an “armed attack”
by Russia in the sense of Art 51 UN Charter, see IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the
Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia
(Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 258–261.
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threshold to “complete dependence.”1726 The ICJ’s decision in Application
of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination failed to shed light on this issue. The Court did not decide the
question on attribution, since it found that it did not have jurisdiction.1727

Given the above, however, Moscow’s level of control would not fulfil Art
4.1728

Article 8 ARSIWA

The second possibility for attributing Russia’s Proxy Actors is Art 8. Art 8
is a close relative of Art 4.1729 While Art 4 covers private entities that have
become “de facto” organs of a State, Art 8 deals with entities that remain
private, but over which the State has certain influence.1730 It reads:

“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.”

Art 8 contains two alternatives: “instructions” or “direction or control.”
The first alternative – “instructions” – requires a clear manifestation of

4.2.1.2

1726 The Commission also rejected attribution under Art 8 ARSIWA, ibid 261.
1727 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 187.
1728 Russia argued that neither Art 4 nor Art 8 ARSIWA applied because the

threshold was not met. The South Ossetian organs did not constitute “mere
instruments” of Russia, because they “conducted their own policy, have held
elections, and have had independent governments.” See ICJ, Verbatim Record
of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the International Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian
Federation) Held on 8 September 2008 at 3 pm (CR 2008/23) 45. Similarly, Prof
Zimmermann, who represented the Russian Federation in the proceedings,
argued that neither Art 8 nor Art 4 ARSIWA were fulfilled because “those
persons formed part of the South Ossetian authorities and exercised authority
on its behalf”, but not on behalf of Russia. See ICJ, Verbatim Record of Public
Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v Russian Federation)
Held on 10 September 2008 at 4.30 pm (CR 2008/27) 18.

1729 At times, the different standards for Art 4 and Art 8 ARSIWA have been
confused, see n 1713.

1730 Lindsey Cameron and Vincent Chetail, Privatizing War: Private Military and
Security Companies under Public International Law (Cambridge University Press
2013) 144.
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the will of the State which sets a high threshold and does not cover cases
in which the State gives the private actor a lot of freedom.1731 The ILC
commentary gives the example of “groups of private individuals who,
though not specifically commissioned by the State and not forming part
of its police or armed forces […] are sent as ‘volunteers’ to neighbouring
countries.”1732 The State’s instructions have to regard the commission of
a specific act that breaches the international obligations, not just the oper-
ation as a whole.1733 In addition, any unlawful behaviour that is “inciden-
tal” to the instructions would also fall under Art 8.1734 In other terms: if
a State gives vague instructions, and violations seem within the reasonable
ambit of these instructions, they would be attributable. Everything beyond
represents an ultra vires act that cannot be attributed.1735

The second alternative of Art 8 concerns attribution through “direction
or control.” According to the ILC, this requires a “real link” between the
State and the armed group.1736 In its famous Nicaragua decision (1986) the
ICJ further fleshed out the exact conditions. The Judges found that the US
participated in “financing, organizing, training, supplying and equipping
of the contras, the selection of its military or paramilitary targets, and the
planning of the whole of its operation.”1737 In short, the US influence on
the Contras was considerable. Despite this, the Court rejected attribution
under Art 8, because this would require “effective control of the military
or paramilitary operations in the course of which the alleged violations
were committed.”1738 While the Court did not further clarify the notion
of “effective control”, it became clear that this threshold was very high.
Despite the “high degree of dependency” of the Contras their actions were
not “imputable” to Washington.1739

Since 1986, this high threshold has been called into question. In Tadić
(1999), the ICTY challenged the effective control test and replaced it with

1731 ibid 205.
1732 ILC, ‘Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful

Acts, with Commentaries’ (n 1697) Art 8 para 2.
1733 Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 205.
1734 Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 145; Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 208.
1735 Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 208.
1736 ILC, ‘Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful

Acts, with Commentaries’ (n 1697) Art 8 para 1.
1737 Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 115.
1738 ibid.
1739 ibid paras 115 and 116.
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the lower threshold of “overall control.”1740 I may point the reader to the
section on proxy occupation where I have already discussed the ensuing
argument between the two The Hague Courts.1741 Suffice it to say that
the ICJ rejected the ICTY’s approach in the Bosnian Genocide Case (2007),
at least with regards to attribution.1742 This ended the debate as to the
correct standard of control to be applied under Art 8.1743 Attribution needs
“effective control […] in respect of each operation.”1744

Having settled this preliminary question, the ICJ applied its effective
control test to the genocide in Srebrenica. It found that the killings com-
mitted by Serbian separatists were not attributable to Serbia. Belgrade’s
ample support to the VRS was not sufficient, because the decision to exter-
minate the male population at Srebrenica was taken by the VRS alone.1745

The Court stressed that the standard of effective control had to be proved
for each operation, not just overall.1746 The ample support the Serbs had
provided to the Republika Srpska changed nothing in this respect. Only
the specific planning of the genocide from an office in Belgrade could have
triggered attribution to Serbia under Art 8.1747

What does this mean for Russia’s Proxy Actors? When applying Art
8 to Wagner, Cossacks, and the SOM, we encounter two obstacles: one
practical, one legal. In practical terms, there is simply not enough evidence
for Russia’s influence. With regards to PMCs especially, much remains in
the dark.1748 This is the result of Russia’s (successful) strategy of denial
paired with under-regulation, and the use of oligarchs as front men. Often,
Russia will not pose as the contracting State – if there even is a contract

1740 See ICTY, The Prosecutor v Duško Tadić (IT-94–1-T), Appeals Chamber Judg-
ment, 15 July 1999, para 115 et seq. The ICTY dealt with the question of
attribution because it had to classify the conflict at hand, see n 1147.

1741 See pp 238 et seq.
1742 Already in the Armed Activities Case (2005) the ICJ had confirmed its Nicaragua

standard, albeit without explicitly discarding Tadić, see Armed Activities Case (n
994) paras 168 and 226.

1743 Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 156.
1744 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 400.
1745 ibid paras 411 and 413.
1746 ibid para 400.
1747 ibid para 413.
1748 See Kimberly Marten who argues that because “these semi-state Russian groups

are shadowy and protean, it can be challenging to find reliable information
about their activities. They are surrounded by rumours, and some of the promi-
nent individuals involved with them have been caught in direct lies.” Marten
(n 1488) 189.
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– but prefers to avoid any legal ties.1749 In public discourse, it can always
point to the illegality of the companies and prosecute them afterwards.
We have witnessed this in the case of Slavonic Corpus. With regards to
the Cossacks, Russia has enacted numerous laws tying them to the State.
However, Moscow does not rely on these laws for using the Cossacks in
war. Rather, the fighting is done by “unregistered” units or “registered”
Cossacks posing as volunteers. Taking advantage of the Cossacks’ extreme
patriotism, Moscow engineered a self-powered recruitment system that
works without direct orders and runs on anticipatory obedience: a perpetu-
um mobile bellicum.

Secondly, there is a legal reason why Russia’s proxies are hard to at-
tribute. Their very structure makes it difficult to ever fulfil the threshold
of “effective control.” This applies especially to the Cossacks and PMCs
like Wagner. Moscow’s proxies follow a “dual-use” strategy, serving both
State and private interests. Take again Wagner’s raid in Deir al-Zour or
the Cossacks who went out of line in Ukraine. Russia’s laissez-faire strategy
departs from the traditional concept of how a State controls the use of
force. It falls outside the scope of “effective control” which rests upon
a traditional concept of the use of armed force: such force should be
controlled by a strong State that issues orders and firmly holds the reigns
in its hand. Russia, however, prefers to trade off tight command in favour
of deniability. Kimberly Marten highlights this in her recent article on
Wagner:

“While Wagner is sometimes used in the same ways that other rational states
use PMCs, corrupt informal networks tied to the Russian regime have also
used it in ways that are not typical of other strong states and that potentially
undermine Russian security interests. […] “Strong states” are not supposed
to work with hazy, unregulated, semi-state security forces, either on their
own territory or abroad, and Russia is doing both today.”1750

The same applies mutatis mutandis to the Cossack units. There, too, it
is difficult to disentangle when they defend the Kremlin’s interests and
when they pursue their own goals. When the use of force is delegated to
what Marten calls “corrupt informal networks”, the threshold of effective
control is the wrong tool. Both Cossacks and PMCs like Wagner have
shown that they possess a structure that resembles organised crime rather

1749 Денис Коротков [Denis Korotkov], ‘Они сражались за Пальмиру [They Fought
for Palmyra]’ (n 1498).

1750 Marten (n 1488) 181 and 188.
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than classic paramilitary units.1751 Mark Galeotti strikes a point when he
argues that Russia “has traded off operational effectiveness for the sake of
deniability.”1752

Things are slightly different with regards to the SOM. Firstly, we find
extensive evidence of Russian control over these Militias. Even before the
war, Moscow had an iron grip on South Ossetia’s security forces. The
Tagliavini Commission noted that “decisive positions within the security
structures of South Ossetia were occupied by Russian representatives, or by
South Ossetians who had built their careers in Russia.”1753 During the war,
it was impossible to overlook that Russia and the SOM fought side by side,
coordinating their efforts. Secondly, the SOM’s militia structure resembles
a classic paramilitary proxy actor – like the Contras or the armed forces
of Republika Srpska – that better allows for attribution through effective
control.

Having said that, to a large extent, the cruelties of the SOM during
the Russo-Georgian War are not attributable to Russia. In the ICJ Racial
Discrimination Case (2011), Russia argued that the SOM could not be
attributed according to Art 8, because the threshold was not met.1754 I,
too, believe that Russia’s control stayed below effective control during the
Russo-Georgian War – at least with regards to most operations of the SOM.
According to the ICJ standard from the Bosnian Genocide Case, a State
needs to control each specific operation.1755 Thus, we must not simply rely
on Russia’s overall control over the security apparatus, which is undisput-
ed. We need to prove that Russia “directed or controlled” the atrocities
which the SOM committed in South Ossetia and the bordering buffer

1751 For the Cossacks see Mitrokhin (n 1644) 44; for PMCs see Marten (n 1488) 188,
196.

1752 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 35.
1753 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 133.
1754 ICJ, Verbatim Record of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination
(Georgia v Russian Federation) Held on 8 September 2008 at 3 pm (CR 2008/23)
45–46; ICJ, Verbatim Record of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application
of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimi-
nation (Georgia v Russian Federation) Held on 10 September 2008 at 4.30 pm (CR
2008/27) 18. In the end, the ICJ did not have to pronounce itself on attribution.
The Court found that it had no jurisdiction, since the procedural requirements
of the CERD were not fulfilled. Thus, it followed Russia’s second preliminary
objection, see Racial Discrimination Case (n 1169) para 187.

1755 Bosnian Genocide Case (n 1115) para 400.
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zone. Moscow’s involvement stayed below such a high level of control.
Against this backdrop, it is understandable that the Tagliavini Commission
refused to attribute South Ossetian raids into Georgia under Art 8, even
though it had detailed Russia’s high level of control over the SOM some
pages before.1756

In addition, Moscow and the SOM followed a clear division of labour:
Russian troops took a village, moved through, and left. Then, the SOM
arrived to do the “dirty work.”1757 While this division of labour requires
a degree of coordination, it does not necessarily point to effective control.
On the contrary, it suggests coordination by broad strokes rather than
tight control on the level of the individual soldier. The Tagliavini Com-
mission appears to take the same stance. It only accuses the SOM – and
not the Russian armed forces – of violations related to ethnic cleansing,
such as summary executions,1758 ill-treatment and torture,1759 the taking of
hostages,1760 and looting carried out against the Georgian population.1761

Had there been effective control, the Russian forces would be equally
guilty of such acts.

Rare exceptions could be those cases where Russian on-duty soldiers
stood by while IHL violations occurred, because this indicates a higher
level of operational control.1762 The ICJ missed an opportunity to shed
light on these issues in the Racial Discrimination Case. The Court found

1756 The raids took place shortly before the war, in June 2008. However, there is
no reason to believe that the Russian involvement suddenly rose to effective
control when war broke out a month later, see IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the
Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia
(Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 132, 261. The Tagliavini Report does
not even reach a conclusion whether Russia fulfilled the (lower) standard of
overall control of the South Ossetian forces. The Commission did not have to
answer this question, because the rules for the conduct of hostilities are almost
identical for IAC and NIAC, see ibid 304.

1757 van Herpen (n 1386) 229.
1758 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on

the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 355.
1759 ibid 359, 361.
1760 ibid 362.
1761 ibid 365.
1762 In some cases, Russian soldiers were present on the scene and failed to prevent

violations of IHL, see above at n 1686 and n 1687. Russia, however, has always
denied that its troops witnessed violations by the SOM, see e.g. ICJ, Verbatim
Record of Public Sitting in the Case Concerning Application of the International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (Georgia v
Russian Federation) Held on 10 September 2008 at 4.30 pm (CR 2008/27) 17.
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that it had no jurisdiction, because the procedural requirements of the
CERD were not fulfilled.1763 Therefore, it did not pronounce itself on the
material question of attribution. However, given its strict standard and
past case law, I believe that the Court would have rejected attribution un-
der Art 8. Thus, even for the SOM, Russia’s laissez-faire attitude bypasses
the traditional standard of “effective control” although this conclusion is
less evident than for Wagner and the Cossacks.

Article 5 ARSIWA

Finally, Art 5 covers the conduct of persons or entities exercising elements
of governmental authority. Whereas Art 4 is a structural test for attribution,
Art 5 – just like Art 8 – represents a functional test.1764 It reads:

“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.”

The article sets two conditions that are critical with regards to proxies.
They must “exercise elements of governmental authority” (I) and be “em-
powered by law” to do so (II).

The first element (I), i.e. the meaning of “governmental authority” gives
rise to much debate. The interpretation will depend on the particular
society, its history, and its traditions. The ILC commentary provides four
indicators to identify governmental authority: The content of the power
that is delegated (1); how it is delegated (2); for what purpose (3); and
to what extent the entity is accountable to the government (4).1765 General-
ly, most authors agree that the participation in hostilities constitutes an
exercise of governmental authority. As a matter of fact, it represents the
very core content of the term. Scholarship, for example, has extensively
discussed PMCs as an example for the delegation of governmental author-

4.2.1.3

1763 Racial Discrimination Case (n 1169) para 187.
1764 Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 127.
1765 ILC, ‘Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful

Acts, with Commentaries’ (n 1697) Art 5 para 6.
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ity.1766 Furthermore, courts have interpreted the notion of governmental
authority in a way that encompasses the use of military armed force.1767

Thus, in principle, Russia’s Proxy Actors exercise public authority in the
sense of Art 5 ARSIWA. They wage war. It is no secret that they operate in
regions where strategic Russian interests are at stake and I have provided
ample evidence of their ties to the Kremlin. The far greater challenge,
however, for attributing Russia’s Proxy Actors under Art 5 is the element
of “empowerment by law” (II). This criterion is generally interpreted in
a wide way. The entity must be empowered “pursuant to some legal
provision.” That could be a law or a public contract.1768 Certain authors
even regard this wide reading as too formalistic and suggest eliminating it
completely. Lindsey Cameron and Vincent Chetail, for example, highlight
that the ICJ did not always expressly address “empowerment by law” when
applying Art 5, for example in the Armed Activities Case.1769

While I agree that “empowerment by law” should be interpreted widely,
I believe that we cannot disregard the criterion altogether. The ILC com-
mentary to Art 5 places specific emphasis on the concept and limits Art 5

“to entities which are empowered by internal law to exercise governmental
authority. This is to be distinguished from situations where an entity acts
under the direction or control of the State, which are covered by Article
8.”1770

This view sits well with the system of attribution under the ARSIWA.
Both Art 8 and Art 5 ARSIWA represent functional tests. The element of
“empowerment by law” sets them apart and should not be overlooked.
Finally, omitting the criteria of “empowered by internal law” would not
only contradict the ILC commentary. It would contradict the clear word-
ing of the provision itself.

Since “empowerment by internal law” is a hard criterion under Art 5,
it does not cover Wagner, Cossacks, or the SOM – no matter how wide

1766 Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 172; Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 127.
1767 See ECtHR, Olujic v Croatia, No 22330/05, 5 February 2009, para 32.
1768 Crawford, State Responsibility (n 1151) 132.
1769 Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 169–170. The authors cite the Armed Activities

Case (n 994), para 160, in their support and argue that “national law is just a
fact in the international legal order, and that a State cannot invoke the lacunae
of its domestic order to escape the reality of the fact that it has outsourced
governmental functions relevant to its international obligations.”

1770 ILC, ‘Draft Articles on Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful
Acts, with Commentaries’ (n 1697) Art 5 para 7.
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we interpret the provision. Given the absolute absence of PMC legislation
in Russia, Wagner & Co fall outside of the scope of Art 5. Moscow has
no legislation whatsoever that regulates the use of force by PMCs. Quite
to the contrary, the Kremlin frequently refers to the illegality of such
companies. In addition, Russia does not pose as the contracting State, if
there is any contract at all. The same is true for the SOM, for whom there
is no law or contract.1771

As to the Cossacks, Russia has created an extensive legal framework.
It regulated the rights and duties of Cossacks in the ‘Law on the State
Service of the Russian Cossackdom’ and other instruments.1772 Inter alia,
registered Cossacks have an obligation to defend State borders and to
fight terrorism.1773 However, Russia does not rely upon these provisions
when using the Cossacks abroad. The laws only apply to registered Cos-
sacks in State service. Yet, most Cossacks in Ukraine were “unregistered”
and the few “registered” fighters came as volunteers. Of course, they all
received ample Russian support, but nevertheless they acted outside the
legal framework, thus camouflaging their ties with the Russian State more
effectively.1774

In sum, this shows that my three examples of Russian Proxy Actors –
Wagner, Cossacks, and the SOM – fly below the radar of State attribution.
This allows the Kremlin to wage war without incurring responsibility for
IHL violations.1775

1771 This was true at least at the time of the Russo-Georgian War (2008), i.e. before
the Treaty on Alliance and Integration spoke of the incorporation of the South
Ossetian forces into the Russian Army. See above at n 1105 and Договор между
Российской Федерацией и Республикой Южная Осетия о союзничестве и
интеграции [Treaty between the Russian Federation and the Republic of South
Ossetia on Alliance and Integration] 18 March 2015.

1772 See p 325.
1773 Art 5 No 4(3) of the Федеральный закон, 05.12.2005, N 154-ФЗ ‘О

государственной службе российского казачества’ [Federal Law, 5 December
2005, N 154-F3 ‘On the State Service of the Russian Cossacks’].

1774 Darczewska (n 1614) 22.
1775 There exists a limited safety net: Under CA 1 States must “ensure respect” for

IHL, which means that they “must exert their influence, to the degree possible,
to stop violations of international humanitarian law”, see ICRC, Customary
IHL Database, Rule 144. This obligation, however, is not about attributing
conduct of third actors to a State. Rather, CA 1 contains an obligation to
react to conduct of third actors that are not attributable to a State. Hence,
we can call it a due diligence obligation. Such an obligation, however, has
several weaknesses. First, a CA 1 violation would carry less weight than directly
attributing a substantial violation to Russia. Secondly, CA 1 only contains an
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Conclusion

Russia’s outsourcing policy contains an explosive mix. It includes highly
violent non-state actors that fight for patriotism and personal gain. Their
ties to the Kremlin are deliberately loose. The loss of effective command is
a price Moscow is willing to pay for the sake of deniability. This laissez-faire
approach flies below the radar of State attribution. On the one hand,
Russia exploits the loopholes of the framework of State responsibility. On
the other hand, the Russian policy of denial and obfuscation leads to a lack
of evidence.

If there are gaps in the current legal framework that allow Russia to
slip through the cracks of State attribution, we cannot blame Moscow
for that. However, I revealed that Moscow’s approach is not just based
on exploiting lamentable loopholes. It includes cunning, factual denial,
under-regulation, and sometimes blatant lies in order to avoid any possible
ties with its proxies. More than anything else, this unveils an underlying
desire to wage war without incurring tedious restrictions under IHL.

In addition, the proxy fighters would also fall outside the scope of
any domestic IHL implementation mechanism Russia has in place for its
armed forces which I have described at page 190. Even worse, Moscow’s

5.

obligation of means, which gives States more leeway to argue their way out.
Thirdly, the exact scope of CA 1 is still under-explored, and the provision is
rarely used in practice. It is seldom applied in international case law. A notable
exception is the Nicaragua Case, where the ICJ ruled that the dissemination
of a military manual to the Contras breached CA 1, because it must “be
regarded as an encouragement, which was likely to be effective, to commit
acts contrary to general principles of international humanitarian law reflected
in treaties” (Nicaragua Case (n 992) para 255). For the scope of CA 1, especial-
ly the so-called “external dimension” (i.e. “ensure respect”) see Robin Geiß,
‘Common Article 1 of the Geneva Conventions: Scope and Content of the
Obligation to “Ensure Respect” – “Narrow but Deep” or “Wide and Shallow”?’
in Heike Krieger (ed), Inducing Compliance with International Humanitarian
Law (Cambridge University Press 2015); Cameron and Chetail (n 1730) 247;
Laurence Boisson de Chazournes and Luigi Condorelli, ‘Common Article 1
of the Geneva Conventions Revisited: Protecting Collective Interests’ (2000)
82 International Review of the Red Cross 67, 67; Luigi Condorelli and Lau-
rence Boisson de Chazournes, ‘Quelques remarques à propos de l’obligation
des États de respecter et faire respecter le droit international humanitaire en
toutes circonstances’ in Christophe Swinarski (ed), Études et essais sur le droit
international humanitaire et sur les principes de la Croix-Rouge en l’honneur de Jean
Pictet. (Comité international de la Croix-Rouge 1984) 26; Dörmann and others
(n 543) Art 1, para 120.
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laissez-faire approach may also lead to low discipline which is known to
have a knock-on effect on IHL compliance. Especially the case of the
SOM has shown what loosening the reigns means in an ethnically charged
context leading to “indiscipline and counter-productive brutality.”1776

1776 Galeotti, ‘Living in Cossackworld’ (n 1604); see also Tonkin (n 1447) 23.
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Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Denying Facts
(“The Sledgehammer”)

The third and last aspect of Russia’s evasion strategy concerns situations
in which it neither challenges the existence of an armed conflict (e.g. in
Syria and Georgia), nor outsources the fighting to proxies (e.g. in aerial
warfare). We will look at a worrying series of attacks on hospitals by the
Russo-Syrian coalition (1) and the use of cluster munitions in Syria and
Georgia (2) and see how Russia challenges well-established facts to stifle
any discussion on the law. The logic is simple. A legal argument may
be defeated. Challenging the facts, however, renders any legal debate on
equal footing superfluous. The third case study (3) – the downing of flight
MH17 – represents the odd one out. The plane was not shot down by
Russian soldiers, but by Russian-backed rebels in eastern Ukraine. After the
incident, however, Moscow launched an impressive barrage of alternative
facts in order to hide its involvement in this IHL violation.

Targeting “errors” – healthcare in danger

“The Syrian and Russian Governments know the exact location of most
health facilities, and yet they continue targeting them.”1777

This accusation by Susannah Sirkin, Director of Policy at the NGO Physi-
cians for Human Rights (PHR), during her speech in the UN Security
Council was grave: The respect for medical care in armed conflict already
formed the centrepiece of the 1864 Geneva Convention. It continues to be
one of the most important rules of IHL.1778 Did Russia really violate this
fundamental norm in a systematic manner?

Chapter V:

1.

1777 UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 6.
1778 See e.g. Art 1 of the 1864 Geneva Convention: “Ambulances and military hospi-

tals shall be recognised as neutral, and as such, protected and respected by the
belligerents as long as they accommodate wounded and sick. Neutrality shall
end if the said ambulances or hospitals should be held by a military force.”

358

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


Russia’s war in Syria – a “Road to Damascus Experience”?

Moscow decided to intervene in Syria in late summer 2015. Its long-stand-
ing ally Bashar al-Assad had launched a formal request for Russian military
aid. On 26 August 2015, both States signed a treaty that established the
conditions of the use of the Syrian airport Khmeimim by the Russian
Air Force.1779 Russian airstrikes began on 30 September 2015. In addition,
Russia deployed several warships and around 4 000 ground forces.1780 Its
primary objective was to re-establish the military and political capacities of
the Assad regime – one of Moscow’s most loyal and long-standing allies
in the region. Besides, there was genuine concern that Assad’s downfall
would be exploited by radical Islamists. This would have threatened Rus-
sian security interests not just in Syria, but in Northern Caucasus and
Central Asia.1781 Moscow’s involvement proved to be a game-changer.
First, it made a large-scale Western intervention in Syria impossible.1782

Secondly, Russian firepower tipped the scales in military terms. Already by
October 2015 the Russian Air Force carried out around 50–60 attacks per
day.1783 According to the Russian chief of staff Valery Gerasimov, Russia
conducted 19 000 combat missions and delivered 71 000 strikes in the first
18 months of the campaign.1784 Even after Putin declared Russia’s partial
withdrawal from Syria on 14 March 2016, it maintained its military bases
at Tartus and Khmeimim. From there it continues to provide logistics, ma-

1.1

1779 Соглашение между Российской Федерацией и Сирийской Арабской
Республикой о размещении авиационной группы Вооруженных Сил
Российской Федерации на территории Сирийской Арабской Республики
[Agreement between the Russian Federation and the Syrian Arab Republic
about the Deployment of an Aviation Group of the Armed Forces of the
Russian Federation on the Territory of the Syrian Arab Republic] 12 November
2016.

1780 Joseph Daher, ‘Three Years Later: the Evolution of Russia’s Military Interven-
tion in Syria’ (Atlantic Council, 27 September 2018) <https://www.atlanticcoun
cil.org/blogs/syriasource/three-years-later-the-evolution-of-russia-s-military-inter
vention-in-syria>.

1781 Fiona Hill, ‘The Real Reason Putin Supports Assad’ (Foreign Affairs, 25 March
2017) <https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/chechnya/2013-03-25/real-reaso
n-putin-supports-assad>; Nikolay Kozhanov, ‘Main Drivers of Russian Military
Deployment in Syria’ (2017) 13 International Studies Journal 21, 22 and 25.

1782 ibid 26.
1783 Jonathan Marcus, ‘Russian Firepower Ups the Stakes in Syria’ (BBC, 15 Octo-

ber 2015) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34522268>.
1784 As quoted in Oscar Jonsson, The Russian Understanding of War: Blurring the Lines

between War and Peace (Georgetown University Press 2019) 44.
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terial, and training to Assad’s forces.1785 Above all – and most relevant to
my case study – Russian fighter jets continued their aerial bombardments
of rebel-held territory until 2020.

The classification of the Syrian Conflict is highly complex. At the height
of the war, several States fought against hundreds of armed groups and
sub-factions whose allegiance often remained hazy. The intervention of a
US-led coalition without Syrian consent further complicated the question
of classification.1786

With regards to Russia, however, the question of classification is very
simple. Moscow had entered a pre-existing NIAC. The hostilities have
been taking place between Russian and Syrian forces on the one side, and
various armed groups – such as the Free Syrian Army, the Islamic State
and Jabhat Fatah al-Sham (formerly known as Jabhat al-Nusra) – on the
other side. These armed groups are furthermore sufficiently organised.1787

Major battles with Russian involvement included the siege of Aleppo that
was taken back from the rebels in 2016 and more recently the battle for
Idlib, the last rebel stronghold.1788 Unlike the US-led Coalition, Russia
operated in Syria with the consent of the sovereign. It supported the
Assad regime in a NIAC with various armed groups by directly participat-
ing in hostilities.1789 While Moscow never acknowledged that its ground
troops engaged in active combat, it never denied providing air support

1785 Kozhanov (n 1781) 31–32.
1786 Particularly controversial is the question, whether the US-led coalition found

itself in an IAC with Syria simply because it fought the Islamic State on Syrian
territory without consent from Damascus. See for this Beth Van Schaack, ‘Map-
ping War Crimes in Syria’ (2016) 92 International Law Studies 282, 289–290;
the ICRC, for example, holds the opinion that any unconsented intervention
on foreign territory represents an IAC, Dörmann and others (n 543) Art 2 para
259.

1787 Annyssa Bellal, ‘The War Report – Armed Conflicts in 2016’ (Geneva Academy
of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights 2017) 36.

1788 ibid 34. See also Tom Perry and Orhan Coskun, ‘Damascus Presses Idlib Attack,
Artillery Hits Turkish Position’ (Reuters, 4 May 2019) <https://www.reuters.co
m/article/us-syria-security-northwest/damascus-presses-idlib-attack-artillery-hits
-turkish-position-idUSKCN1SA0EG>.

1789 Since Russia directly takes part in hostilities there is no reason to resort to
the so-called “support based approach.” See Tristan Ferraro, ‘The Applicability
and Application of International Humanitarian Law to Multinational Forces’
(2013) 95 International Review of the Red Cross 561.
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to Assad.1790 On the contrary, it extensively broadcast combat footage on
state-owned TV channels.

This classification as a NIAC is shared by the vast majority of
scholars.1791 In legal terms, this means that Russia is bound by CA 3, AP
II,1792 and customary international law applicable in NIACs. In any case
the following violations concern the conduct of hostilities for which the
law of IAC and NIAC are virtually identical.

Protection of healthcare – firm rules, feeble respect

Under the framework of the conduct of hostilities, hospitals and other
medical units1793 enjoy extensive protection. They must be respected and
protected at all times, by all belligerents. This protection is enshrined in
both the Geneva Conventions and the Additional Protocols.1794 Medical
objects are protected unless the installations are used to commit acts harm-
ful to the enemy outside of their humanitarian function.1795 Such acts
could consist in sheltering able-bodied combatants, storing ammunition,
or serving as a military observation post.1796 Treating wounded enemy fight-
ers, however, has no impact on the protection of a hospital, because it falls

1.2

1790 ‘Ministarstvo odbrane Rusije: Nikakvih ruskih kopnenih snaga u Siriji nije bilo
[Russian Ministry of Defense: There Were no Russian Ground Forces in Syria]’
(Sputnik Srbija, 18 July 2019) <https://rs-lat.sputniknews.com/rusija/201907181
120390683-ministarstvo-odbrane-rusije-nikakvih-ruskih-kopnenih-snaga-u-siriji
-nije-bilo/>.

1791 Bellal (n 544) 35; Van Schaack (n 1786) 288 et seq.
1792 AP II governs Russian operations despite the fact that Syria has not ratified the

Protocol.
1793 The Geneva Conventions use the term “medical units” which encompasses

more than just hospitals, see Art 8(e) AP I: “Medical units means establish-
ments and other units, whether military or civilian, organized for medical pur-
poses, namely the search for, collection, transportation, diagnosis or treatment
– including first-aid treatment – of the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, or
for the prevention of disease. The term includes, for example, hospitals and
other similar units, blood transfusion centres, preventive medicine centres and
institutes, medical depots and the medical and pharmaceutical stores of such
units. Medical units may be fixed or mobile, permanent or temporary.”

1794 Art 19, 33, 35 GC I; Art 22–27 GC II; Art 12(I) AP I; Art 9–11 AP II.
1795 Sassòli, Bouvier and Quintin (n 72) 201. See also Art 21 GC I; Art 34 GC II; Art

13(1) AP I; Art 11 AP II.
1796 Pictet, The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 (n 983) 200–201.
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within the humanitarian scope of medical aid.1797 Even if a medical unit
is used outside its humanitarian function it may not be attacked straight
away. Rather, its protection only ceases “after a warning has been given
setting, whenever appropriate, a reasonable time-limit, and after such
warning has remained unheeded.”1798 Deliberately attacking a hospital or
other medical units may represent a war crime.1799

These principles exist in IAC and in NIAC alike.1800 They are clearly
spelled out in treaty law.1801 In addition, there are corresponding custom-
ary rules to respect and protect medical units, medical transport, as well
as people and objects displaying the protective emblem.1802 States, too,
have endorsed these principles in their military manuals.1803 Russia’s mili-
tary manual, for example, clarifies that medical objects are not legitimate
military targets and targeting them represents a prohibited method of war-
fare.1804 Furthermore, it reiterates the rule that medical persons and objects
may only be attacked after “warning has been given setting, whenever

1797 See for IACs Art 13(2)(d) AP I. There is no treaty rule for NIACs. The ICRC
commentary, however, comes to the same conclusion that treating wounded
enemy fighters has no impact on the protection of a medical unit, see Sandoz,
Swinarski and Zimmermann (n 754) para 4723.

1798 Art 13(1) AP I; Art 11(2) AP II; See ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 28:
“It is further specified in State practice that prior to an attack against a medical
unit which is being used to commit acts harmful to the enemy, a warning has
to be issued setting, whenever appropriate, a reasonable time-limit and that an
attack can only take place after such warning has remained unheeded.”

1799 See e.g. Art 8(2)(b)(xxiv) ICC Statue for IAC and Art 8(2)(e)(ii) ICC Statute for
NIAC. For the Syrian context see, for example, the statement of UN Special
Rapporteur on the right to health, Dainius Puras (10 June 2016): “These inci-
dents amount to war crimes and may constitute crimes against humanity, as
well as a violation of the right to health, and those responsible must be brought
to justice” (emphasis added). Statement available at <https://www.ohchr.org/E
N/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=20080&LangID=E>.

1800 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rules 28–30.
1801 See n 1794 and n 1795.
1802 ibid.
1803 Canada, Office of the Judge Advocate General, ‘The Law of Armed Conflict

at the Operational and Tactical Levels’ (2001) para 447; Deutsches Bundesmin-
isterium der Verteidigung (n 205) paras 612–619; Israeli Military Advocate-Gen-
eral’s Corps Command, ‘Rules of Warfare on the Battlefield (2nd Edition)’
(IDF School of Military Law 2006) 24.

1804 ‘Наставление по международному гуманитарному праву для Вооруженных
Сил Российской Федерации’, 08.08.2001 [‘Manual on International Humani-
tarian Law for the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation’, 8 August 2001]
paras 1 and 7.
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appropriate, a reasonable time-limit, and after such warning has remained
unheeded.”1805

While the legal principles of the protection of healthcare could not
be clearer, challenges have arisen in practical respects. In recent conflicts
like Syria and Yemen, we have seen a sharp increase of attacks on health
workers and installations. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
launched the campaign “healthcare in danger”1806 and the ICRC dedicated
two special issues of its Review to these worrying incidents which have be-
come part of the “contemporary reality of warfare” to the extent “that they
barely stand out in the constant stream of news headlines.”1807 Recently,
the UN Security Council passed Resolution 2286 (2016). It represents
the first Resolution exclusively dedicated to the issue of violence against
healthcare and met the unanimous approval of States. Russia, too, voted in
favour.1808 The resolution “strongly condemns acts of violence, attacks and
threats against the wounded and sick, medical personnel and humanitari-
an personnel exclusively engaged in medical duties” and urges all warring
parties to respect the rules of the Geneva Conventions and their Additional
Protocols.1809

Targeting hospitals in Syria – “srabotalo”1810

On the one hand, States – including Russia – unanimously endorsed the
protection of healthcare in armed conflict. On the other hand, harrowing
reports of hospital bombings shocked the world from the very beginning
of the war in Syria. The NGO Physicians for Human Rights corroborated

1.3

1805 ibid paras 58 and 83.
1806 <https://healthcareindanger.org/hcid-project/>.
1807 Vincent Bernard, ‘Violence against Health Care: Giving in Is Not an Option’

(2013) 95 International Review of the Red Cross 5, 5.
1808 UN Security Council, 7685th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7685 (3 May 2016) 2.
1809 UN Security Council Resolution 2286, UN Doc S/RES/2286 (3 May 2016) paras

1 and 2.
1810 Russian for “it worked.” It was this phrase a Russian pilot used after bombing

a hospital near Idlib, Syria. The New York Times used the intercepted radio
communication to prove that the Russian Air Force bombed several medical
installations, see Christiaan Triebert et al, ‘How Times Reporters Proved Russia
Bombed Syrian Hospitals’ (The New York Times, 13 October 2019) <https://w
ww.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/reader-center/russia-syria-hospitals-investigation.ht
ml>.
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578 attacks on at least 350 separate facilities from March 2011 to July 2019,
killing at least 890 medical personnel.1811

Russia started to operate in Syrian airspace in autumn 2015. Since
then, the disturbing attacks on hospitals and health workers have contin-
ued. Worse, they even intensified, as seen during the battles for Aleppo
(2016)1812 and Idlib (2019),1813 where Russian and Syrian planes operated
jointly. It quickly became obvious that the repeated attacks on health
installations could not be a series of “targeting errors” but rather followed
a systematic pattern. Amnesty International stated as early as 2016 that
“wiping out hospitals” became a part of the Russo-Syrian military strate-
gy.1814

Can we trust these statements? As is well known, the first casualty of war
is truth.1815 We should be careful in trusting any source, especially in Syria
where major geopolitical interests are at stake. Having said that, evidence
compiled by international organisations, NGOs, and journalists leaves no
room for doubt that the Russo-Syrian coalition carried out numerous
attacks on medical installations.

Bellingcat researchers, for example, used publicly available flight obser-
vation data, witness accounts, videos, imagery, and geolocation to analyse
eight attacks on Syrian hospitals in 2017. The open source investigators
found that the Syrian and Russian Air Force were responsible for all
eight strikes.1816 In the same vein, the Syrian American Medical Society
claims that the Russian intervention in Syria led to a sharp rise of attacks

1811 UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 5.
1812 ‘Syrian and Russian Forces Targeting Hospitals as a Strategy of War’ (Amnesty

International, 3 March 2016) <https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/03
/syrian-and-russian-forces-targeting-hospitals-as-a-strategy-of-war/>; see also UN
Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 5.

1813 Josie Ensor, ‘Syria and Russia Bomb Hospitals in Idlib after They Were Given
Coordinates in Hope of Preventing Attacks’ (The Telegraph, 30 May 2019)
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/05/30/syria-russia-bomb-hospitals-idli
b-given-coordinates-hope-preventing/>.

1814 ‘Syrian and Russian Forces Targeting Hospitals as a Strategy of War’ (Amnesty
International, 3 March 2016) <https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/03
/syrian-and-russian-forces-targeting-hospitals-as-a-strategy-of-war/>.

1815 The origin of the quote is unknown, but it is commonly ascribed to US Senator
Hiram Warren Johnson (1918).

1816 Syrian Archive & Bellingcat, ‘Medical Facilities under Fire – Systematic Attacks
during April 2017 on Idlib Hospitals Serving More than One Million in Syria’
(2017).
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on hospitals.1817 Physicians for Human Rights, whose Director Susannah
Sirkin I have quoted above, has been tracking attacks on healthcare instal-
lations with Russian and Syrian involvement for the past years. The data
shows that Russo-Syrian forces carried out 240 attacks on healthcare instal-
lations.1818 The numbers also highlight a sharp increase in such attacks
during the Russo-Syrian assaults on Aleppo and Idlib.1819

The UN, too, voiced its grave concern about such violence against
health workers. The bombing of hospitals during the battle for Aleppo –
together with similar attacks in Yemen, Libya, and Afghanistan – prompt-
ed the Security Council to adopt Resolution 2286 (2016).1820 While the
Resolution remains neutral in its language and does not single out Russian
violations, the UN Independent International Commission of Inquiry on
the Syrian Arab Republic (IICI) was more direct in its findings. In several
reports it directly accused the Russian and Syrian Air Forces of destroying
medical infrastructure.1821 The IICI was shocked to find that during the
battle for Aleppo (2016), not a single hospital was left functioning, because
all of them were destroyed by Russo-Syrian aerial attacks.1822 It concluded
that “the Syrian and Russian forces carried out daily air strikes, claiming
hundreds of lives and reducing hospitals […] to rubble.”1823

1817 Syrian American Medical Society, ‘The Failure of UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 2286 in Preventing Attacks on Healthcare in Syria’ (2017) 4.

1818 PHR, ‘Illegal Attacks on Health Care in Syria’ <https://syriamap.phr.org/#/en
>; see also UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July
2019) 5. At the time of the UN Security Council meeting the number of attacks
was 224.

1819 UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 5–6.
1820 See e.g. the statement of the US and UK representatives in the Security Coun-

cil: “If Russia genuinely believes in the commitment that we have all just
made to protecting medical workers, it must bring its full influence to bear
to restrain the Al-Assad regime and bring its merciless attacks to an end.” UN
Security Council, 7685th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7685 (3 May 2016) 13, 15–17.
See also the statement of the Russian representative Evgeniy Zagaynov who
tried to counter the allegations of Russian misconduct: “We are not able to
corroborate the accusations levelled against the Russian air force of violations
of international humanitarian law in Syria”, ibid 15.

1821 IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/33/55)’ (2016) 8–10; IICI, ‘Report of the Inde-
pendent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic
(A/HRC/34/64)’ (2017) 9–10.

1822 IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/34/64)’ (n 1822) 8.

1823 ibid 1, 7.
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In 2019 the attacks on Idlib – the last pocket of resistance in the north-
west of Syria – intensified. In and around the city, Russian and Syrian
forces attacked 54 hospitals and clinics in opposition territory.1824 The UN
Security Council was alarmed and put the issue back on its agenda for
its 8589th meeting. This time, the debate specifically revolved around the
Russo-Syrian attacks. During the meeting, the UN Under-Secretary-Gener-
al for Humanitarian Affairs, Mark Lowcock, and the US representative
accused Russia of directly targeting hospitals.1825 Following the motion
of ten member States, Secretary General Guterres established a “board
to investigate events in North-West Syria” under Art 97 UN Charter.1826

While the final report failed to name Russia as a direct perpetrator, it
accused “the Government of Syria and/or its allies” of attacks on healthcare
installations.1827

Hence, there is ample proof that the Russo-Syrian coalition carried out
attacks on medical installations. Furthermore, these attacks are not mere
targeting errors, but follow a systematic pattern.1828 This can be evinced
from their sheer number. Destroying every single hospital in Aleppo cannot
be ascribed to targeting errors. In addition, many of the hospitals were
registered under the so-called “deconfliction mechanism.” This OCHR ini-
tiative shares the coordinates of medical installations with all belligerents
in order to avoid accidental targeting. Given the fact that many hospitals
followed this standard procedure, it is hard to understand why they later
became targets. During the Idlib offensive (2019) alone, 14 of the medical
installations that were later targeted by the Russo-Syrian coalition had pre-

1824 The data refers to the period from April 2019 to September 2019, see Evan Hill
and Christiaan Triebert, ‘12 Hours. 4 Syrian Hospitals Bombed. One Culprit:
Russia.’ (The New York Times, 13 October 2019) <https://www.nytimes.com/20
19/10/13/world/middleeast/russia-bombing-syrian-hospitals.html>.

1825 UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 2–5, 8.
1826 UN Press Release SG/SM/19685 (1 August 2019) ‘Secretary-General Establishes

Board to Investigate Events in North-West Syria since Signing of Russian Feder-
ation-Turkey Memorandum on Idlib’ <https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/sgsm
19685.doc.htm>.

1827 Observers called it a “deliberately mealy-mouthed report” because it failed to
detail the Russian responsibility, see Evan Hill, ‘U.N. Inquiry Into Syria Bomb-
ings Is Silent on Russia’s Role’ (New York Times, 6 April 2020) <https://www.n
ytimes.com/2020/04/06/world/middleeast/UN-Syria-Russia-hospital-bombings.h
tml>. The report is available at <https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/file
s/atoms/files/NWS_BOI_Summary_06_April_2020.pdf>.

1828 IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on
the Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/34/64)’ (n 1822) 8, which also speaks of a
pattern.
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viously passed on their coordinates to all parties to the conflict – including
Moscow and Damascus.1829

One evidentiary problem, however, remains. How can we attribute the
strikes to either the Syrian or the Russian Air Force?1830 You might have
noticed that I spoke of “Russo-Syrian” attacks, or violations by “Russia and
Syria.” We find similar expressions in most reports.1831 The reason for this
is simple: In many instances, it is impossible to identify whether the pilot
was Russian or Syrian. Both countries carry out joint operations, both use
the same planes and weaponry. As a long-standing Russian ally, Syria’s Air
Force is largely composed of Soviet and Russian manufactured MiG and
Sukhoi aircraft.1832

In certain cases, however, we have clear evidence that Russian planes,
manned by Russian pilots bombed a specific health installation. The New
York Times, for example, analysed previously unpublished radio record-
ings, plane spotter logs, and other witness accounts. The evidence allows
us to attribute the bombings of four hospitals in May 2019 to Russian pi-
lots.1833 All four hospitals had previously communicated their coordinates

1829 Liz Sly, ‘U.N. to Investigate Accusations that Russia, Syria are Deliberately
Targeting Hospitals’ (The Washington Post, 1 August 2019) <https://www.wash
ingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/un-to-investigate-accusations-that-russia-syri
a-are-deliberately-targeting-hospitals/2019/08/01/efa6461a-b478-11e9-acc8-1d847
bacca73_story.html>.

1830 Even if a specific attack cannot be attributed to the Russian Air Force, the
Russian conduct still raises questions with regards to IHL. Robert Lawless
argues that Moscow’s systematic denial of Syrian war crimes could constitute a
violation of IHL, because it makes Russia an accomplice to Syrian violations.
In any case, under CA 1 Russia has a duty to use its influence on the Syrian gov-
ernment to end these bombings. This, however, would go beyond the scope of
the present chapter, for details see Robert Lawless, ‘A State of Complicity: How
Russia’s Persistent and Public Denial of Syrian Battlefield Atrocities Violates
International Law’ (2018) 9 Harvard National Security Journal 180.

1831 See e.g. Syrian Archive & Bellingcat (n 1816) 46, 54, 63, 79, 89, 98, 106; IICI,
‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic (A/HRC/34/64)’ (n 1822) 8. The report of the IICI claims that
“either the Russian air force or the Syrian air force or both“ carried out certain
attacks (emphasis added).

1832 See World Directory of Modern Military Aircraft, <https://www.wdmma.org/sy
rian-air-force.php>.

1833 Evan Hill and Christiaan Triebert, ‘12 Hours. 4 Syrian Hospitals Bombed. One
Culprit: Russia.’ (The New York Times, 13 October 2019). For their methodol-
ogy see Christiaan Triebert et al, ‘How Times Reporters Proved Russia Bombed
Syrian Hospitals’ (The New York Times, 13 October 2019) <https://www.nytim
es.com/2019/10/13/reader-center/russia-syria-hospitals-investigation.html>.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/13/reader-center/russia-syria-hospitals-investigation.html
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to the Russian Air Force.1834 This proves that Russia has directly targeted
health installations. In addition, the IICI also blamed Russia for several
direct attacks on health installations in a recent report. The Commission
investigated two attacks on 22 July and 16 August 2019. They concluded
that:

“Based on the evidence available, including witness testimonies, video
footage, data imagery as well as reports by flight spotters, flight communica-
tion intercepts and early warning observation reports, the Commission has
reasonable grounds to believe that a Russian aircraft participated in each
incident described above. In both incidents, the Russian Air Force did not
direct the attacks at a specific military objective, amounting to the war crime
of launching indiscriminate attacks in civilian areas.”1835

In sum, this shows that the Russo-Syrian coalition systematically targeted
health installations. While for many of the 240 attacks, we cannot establish
beyond reasonable doubt whether the pilot belonged to the Russian or
Syrian Airforce, we have enough evidence to attribute specific attacks to
Moscow. The remaining attacks were carried out either by Russian or
Syrian pilots – or by both in a joint operation. In any case, all of them
suggest a systematic disregard for one of the most fundamental rules of
IHL; that medical installations should be respected and protected.

Russia’s denial – fake news?

Despite this overwhelming evidence, Moscow denies that its armed forces
violate IHL. Instead of providing legal arguments, however, Moscow
prefers to challenge the facts on which its critics base their legal conclu-
sions. It thereby creates an alternative narrative that makes any discussion
about the law superfluous, because Moscow has already undermined the
factual grounds needed for any legal conclusion. We encounter this ap-
proach not only with regards to the above attacks on healthcare, but also
with regards to the use of cluster munitions and the MH17 incident, both
of which I will describe below. Moscow’s strategy is not aimed at produc-

1.4

1834 Evan Hill and Christiaan Triebert, ‘12 Hours. 4 Syrian Hospitals Bombed. One
Culprit: Russia.’ (The New York Times, 13 October 2019) <https://www.nytime
s.com/2019/10/13/world/middleeast/russia-bombing-syrian-hospitals.html>.

1835 IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/43/57)’ (2020) 6.
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ing a single, coherent, and credible counter-narrative for an allegation. It
rather uses diversion tactics in order to obfuscate the mainstream narrative
as much as possible while insisting on the lack of reliable information.

When Russia supported SC Resolution 2286 (2016), it added a caveat by
highlighting the need for verified and reliable information:

“It is unacceptable that unverified reports of attacks against hospitals taken
from unreliable sources are fed to the media and then used for political
pressure for short-term objectives.”1836

According to a spokesman of the Russian Foreign Ministry the “Russian
Air Force carries out precision strikes only on “accurately researched tar-
gets.”1837 Any information that goes against this narrative is swept aside
as being unreliable, fake, or polemicised. After an alleged Russian attack
on a hospital on 10 February 2016, Russia accused the Western media of
spreading the “fabrication” of the destruction of a MSF hospital in order
to “achieve significant public response.”1838 Russia felt especially cornered
when the Security Council discussed the Russo-Syrian bombardments dur-
ing the battle for Idlib (2019). To remind the reader, during this session
Susannah Sirkin accused Russia of knowing “the exact location of most
health facilities, and yet […] targeting them” anyway.1839 The Russian
representative outright rejected these allegations:

“As usual, today we heard another series of invectives against Syria and
the Russian Federation. Colleagues spouted statistics, quotes and emotional
testimony. Incidentally, we are well aware of the value of such emotionally
charged testimony.”1840

The Russian representative also suggested that the information of PHR
and other organisations is “fake” and showed concern that “the United
Nations mechanism should be involved in the circulation of such fake
information.”1841 Russia also strongly opposes the IICI and exerted pres-
sure on the Secretary General’s investigative board tasked to shed light

1836 UN Security Council, 7685th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7685 (3 May 2016) 15.
1837 ibid.
1838 Statement available at <https://syria.mil.ru/en/index/syria/news/more.htm?id=1

2078613@egNews>.
1839 UN Security Council, 8589th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.8589 (30 July 2019) 6.
1840 UN Security Council, 7685th meeting, UN Doc S/PV.7685 (3 May 2016) 15.
1841 ibid 17.
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on bombings in Western Syria.1842 Finally, Moscow attempts to shift the
blame. While rejecting any Russian IHL violation, Moscow deplored that
hospitals were targeted in Afghanistan and Yemen and accused the UN
Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Mark Lowcock of dou-
ble standards by turning a blind eye to these violations.1843

It is true that attacks on healthcare are not limited to Syria. Saudi
Arabia, and various armed groups are similarly accused of targeting health
installations.1844 The US, too, came under heavy criticism when it attacked
a hospital in Kunduz. The US representative was forced to publicly apolo-
gise in the UN Security Council stressing that the “United States deeply
regrets the tragic and mistaken attack on the Médecins Sans Frontières
hospital in Kunduz.”1845 Whatever the basis of these alleged violations,
Russia’s tu quoque argument – using another’s misconduct to justify your
own – has no legal bearing under IHL. The laws of war must be respected
regardless of possible violations of other States.1846 In addition, the system-
atic nature of Russo-Syrian attacks on health installations truly stands
out from a wider pattern of disrespect for healthcare in armed conflict
worldwide.

While the rules of IHL remain crystal clear, Russia’s obstinate factual
denial renders any legal discussion superfluous. Russia likes to embrace
the rules in abstract resolutions such as Security Council Resolution 2286
(2016) and readily invokes them when condemning the conduct of other
States such as the US. However, it adopts a position of absolute factual
denial when it comes to assessing its own conduct in Syria. This double

1842 Whitney Hurst and Rick Gladstone, ‘U.N. Query on Syria Hospital Bombings
May Be Undermined by Russia Pressure, Limited Scope’ (The New York Times,
14 November 2019) <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/14/world/middleeast/r
ussia-syria-hospital-bombing.html>.

1843 ibid 15.
1844 ‘Saudi Should be Blacklisted' over Yemen Hospital Attacks’ (BBC, 20 April

2017) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-39651265>.
1845 ibid 16.
1846 In Kupreškić the ICTY clarified this point: “The Trial Chamber wishes to stress,

in this regard, the irrelevance of reciprocity, particularly in relation to obliga-
tions found within international humanitarian law which have an absolute
and non-derogable character. It thus follows that the tu quoque defence has no
place in contemporary international humanitarian law”, ICTY, The Prosecutor v
Zoran Kupreškić et al (IT-95–16-T), Trial Chamber Judgment, 14 January 2000,
para 511. See also ICTY, The Prosecutor v Milan Martić (IT-95–11-A), Appeals
Chamber Judgment, 8 October 2008, para 61 and Roger O’Keefe, International
Criminal Law (Oxford University Press 2015) 222.
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standard degrades IHL to a showcase rule, a rule that may be paraded or
turned against others but does not restrict one’s own conduct in warfare.

Cluster munitions – denying the obvious

Cluster munitions describe an explosive weapon that opens up in mid-air
to release tens or hundreds of submunitions. From a military perspective,
cluster munitions offer a decisive advantage when attacking targets that
are spread out over a wide area. At the same time, this wide-area-effect
makes it difficult to distinguish between military and civilian objects.
Furthermore, the high number of duds contaminates a vast area creating a
lethal danger to the civilian population.1847 I have already discussed cluster
munitions above at page 144 when dealing with Russia’s opposition to
a prohibition treaty. In the following, I will briefly describe the legality
of cluster munitions under IHL, before assessing how Russia used this
weapon in Georgia (2008) and Syria (2015- today).

The legality of cluster munitions – barbaric bomblets?

The legal status of cluster munitions remains controversial. In 2008, a
number of States signed the Convention on Cluster Munitions. The CCM
outlawed inter alia using, producing, and stockpiling such weapons. To-
day, 110 States have acceded.1848 While the Convention represented a
milestone in international arms law, Russia chose not to sign for reasons
that I have outlined above.1849 Other major producers of cluster munitions
like the US also turned their backs on the treaty.

It is hotly debated whether there is a prohibition of cluster munitions
under customary law. While the CCM only creates obligations for State
parties, a customary norm would bind all States. Certain scholars argue
that cluster munitions are inherently indiscriminate and thus illegal.1850

2.

2.1

1847 Daryl Kimball, ‘Cluster Munition at a Glace’ <https://www.armscontrol.org/fac
tsheets/clusterataglance>.

1848 For details see UNODA, ‘Convention on Cluster Munitions’ <http://disarmame
nt.un.org/treaties/t/cluster_munitions>.

1849 See p 144.
1850 Jonathan Black-Branch, ‘The Legal Status of Cluster Munitions under Interna-

tional Humanitarian Law: Indiscriminate Weapons of War’ (2012) 4 Journal of
International Law of Peace and Armed Conflict 186; often the call for illegality
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Most States and scholars, however, would not go so far. The ICRC custom-
ary study, for example, points out that there “is insufficient consensus […]
to conclude that, under customary international law [cluster munitions]
violate the rule prohibiting the use of indiscriminate weapons.”1851

This does not mean that cluster munitions fall outside the scope of
the general rules governing the conduct of hostilities. Like any weapon,
they must be used in accordance with the principles of distinction, propor-
tionality, and precautions. Bearing in mind the wide-area-effect of cluster
munitions, this seems difficult if military and civilian objects intermingle,
let alone in a densely populated urban setting. Cluster munitions are an
area-weapon and cannot be fired at one specific target.1852 Furthermore,
even if civilians temporarily left the target area, the remaining duds would
pose a threat upon their return. Hence there is growing consensus that the
weapon is unsuitable for areas populated by civilians.

In theory, Russia agrees that cluster munitions should only be used to
“inflict casualties on the enemy and destroy military equipment in open
spaces.”1853 Moscow has condemned the use of cluster munitions in popu-
lated areas by third States as “indiscriminate” such as in the case of South
Sudan.1854

is paired with a caveat, see Virgil Wiebe, ‘Footprints of Death: Cluster Bombs
as Indiscriminate Weapons under International Humanitarian Law’ (2000) 22
Michigan International Law Journal 85, 87. The author argues (already in
2000) that the “inherent nature of cluster bombs as wide-area munitions, at a
minimum, should make their use illegal in civilian areas” (emphasis added).

1851 ICRC, Customary IHL Database, Rule 71.
1852 Most cluster bomblets are completely unguided. Recently, Russia has tested the

bomb PBK-500U “Drill” that contains 15 submunitions each guided by an in-
frared or radar system, see ‘Планирующая авиабомба ПБК-500У “Дрель” [Air
Delivered Bomb PBK-500U is Being Planned]’ (Armeysky Vestnik, 5 October
2018) <https://army-news.ru/2018/10/planiruyushhaya-aviabomba-pbk-500u-dre
l-zavershaet-ispytaniya/>.

1853 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 484.

1854 Security Council Resolution 2155, UN Doc S/RES/2155 (27 May 2014) noted
“with serious concern reports of the indiscriminate use of cluster munitions.”
Russia voted for the Resolution.
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Russia’s use of cluster munitions in Syria and Georgia

How does this position affect Russia’s own use of cluster munitions on
the battlefield? Moscow has been employing cluster munitions in various
conflicts since 1991.1855 When the Russo-Georgian War erupted in 2008,
the international community was extremely sensitised to the issue. Only
months before the war, more than 100 States had signed the CCM. Simi-
larly, the use of cluster munitions remains a hot topic in the ongoing
Syrian Conflict.1856 Both in Syria and Georgia, Russia stands accused of the
indiscriminate use of cluster munitions. Yet, both in Syria and Georgia,
Russia denies having used the weapon at all.

There have been frequent allegations that Russia dropped cluster muni-
tions in the Syrian campaign.1857 Shortly after Moscow intervened in Syria,
the latest cluster munitions “made in Russia” appeared on the battlefield.
This suggests that Moscow either equipped its own planes with these
weapons or supplied them to its Syrian ally – or both.1858

The Russian Ministry of Defence calls these allegations “fake informa-
tion.”1859 However, cluster munitions were heavily used in all major
military engagements that saw Russian involvement, such as the battle
for Aleppo (July 2016–December 2016). At Aleppo, Russian and Syrian
planes carried out daily air strikes. The IICI found “an alarming number of

2.2

1855 Russia used cluster munitions extensively during both Chechen Wars, often in
an indiscriminate manner. For example, at Shali (3 January 1995) at least 55
civilians were killed when the Russian Air Force bombed the city using cluster
munitions. Many more were wounded. Organisations and States condemned
these indiscriminate bombings, yet without specifically focusing on cluster
munitions as a weapon as such, see Wiebe (n 1851) 143.

1856 Cluster munitions were also used in eastern Ukraine. However, I chose to ex-
clude this issue here, because Russia already denied its very presence in Ukraine,
and did thus not comment on the use of specific weapons, see above at pp 255
et seq.

1857 See e.g. ‘Russia/Syria: Widespread New Cluster Munition Use’ (Human Rights
Watch, 28 June 2016) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/07/28/russia/syria-wides
pread-new-cluster-munition-use>.

1858 ‘Syria: New Russian-Made Cluster Munition Reported’ (Human Rights Watch,
10 October 2015) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/10/10/syria-new-russian-ma
de-cluster-munition-reported>.

1859 Минобороны: Россия не применяет кассетные боеприпасы в Сирии [Ministry
of Defence: Russia Does not Employ Cluster Munitions in Syria]’ (Ria Novosti,
23 December 2015) <https://ria.ru/20151223/1347566946.html>; Russian
Ministry of Defence Briefing (23 December 2015) available at <http://eng.mil.r
u/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12072315@egNews>.
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incidents involving cluster munitions”1860 and concluded that due to the
high population density in Aleppo, the use of such weapon represented an
indiscriminate attack and a war crime.1861 In 2019, Human Rights Watch
made similar accusations regarding the Russo-Syrian bombardments in the
Idlib Region.1862

Neither Human Rights Watch nor the IICI specified whether the bombs
were dropped by Russian or Syrian planes.1863 As I have explained above,
both countries use the same aircraft and weaponry which makes it difficult
to attribute a specific attack to Russia.1864 However, there is secondary
evidence that Russia equips its planes in Syria with cluster bombs. During
a visit of Foreign Minister Lavrov to Syria, the Russian TV-Station RT
accidentally televised Russian planes at Khmeimim airbase that carried
cluster munitions under their wings.1865

In the Russo-Georgian War, on the other hand, we find abundant evi-
dence for Russia’s use of cluster munitions. An OSCE report confirms that
Russia readily used this weapon in the 2008 war.1866 The Tagliavini Report
goes even further. Not only did Russian forces resort to cluster munitions,
but their use in populated areas also led to “indiscriminate attacks and the

1860 IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/34/64)’ (n 1822) 12.

1861 ibid.
1862 ‘Russia/Syria: Flurry of Prohibited Weapons Attacks’ (Human Rights Watch, 3

June 2019) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/06/03/russia/syria-flurry-prohibite
d-weapons-attacks>.

1863 The IICI reports leave this question open, because this can almost never be
assessed with certainty. Only in relation to chlorine bombs the report explicitly
states that in “none of the incidents reviewed did information gathered suggest
the involvement of Russian forces“ and attributes them to the Syrian forces, see
IICI, ‘Report of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the
Syrian Arab Republic (A/HRC/34/64)’ (n 1822) 12.

1864 See above pp 363 et seq.
1865 Минобороны показало кассетные бомбы на выставке о войне в Сирии.

Россия всегда отрицала их использование [Ministry of Defence showed cluster
bombs at military exhibition in Syria. Russia had always denied their use]’
(Meduza, 26 July 2019) <https://meduza.io/feature/2019/07/26/minoborony-pok
azalo-kassetnye-bomby-na-vystavke-o-voyne-v-sirii-rossiya-vsegda-otritsala-ih-ispo
lzovanie>.

1866 OSCE/ODIHR, ‘Human Rights in the War Affected Areas Following the Con-
flict in Georgia’ (2008) 20.
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violation of the principle of precaution.”1867 The Commission inter alia
relied on data collected by Human Rights Watch that found

“overwhelming evidence that several villages in the Gori and Kareli Districts
had been hit by air-dropped RBK-500s and RBK-250s carrying AO-2.5
RTM submunitions and by Hurricane missiles carrying 9N210 submuni-
tions.”1868

All these weapon systems are of Russian origin. Unlike in Syria, the
weapon here leads to the culprit, because Georgia did not stockpile these
weapon systems.1869 Furthermore, there are eyewitness accounts that cor-
roborate the suspicion that Russia launched the attacks.1870 Human Rights
Watch concluded that at least three cluster munition strikes were “indis-
criminate” and thus violated IHL. The attacks may even have violated
the principle of distinction, because there were no military targets in the
vicinity.1871

Further evidence that Russia used cluster munitions in the Georgian war
comes from the Netherlands. After the Dutch cameraman Stan Storimans
was killed on a central square in Gori, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs established a commission of inquiry. The investigators concluded
that Storimans was killed by a cluster munition shrapnel and that “the
cluster weapon must have been dropped by a tactical ballistic missile of the
SS 26 type originating from the Russian Federation.”1872

Despite the overwhelming evidence, Russia categorically denied the use
of cluster munitions in Georgia.1873 In response to a questionnaire for the
Tagliavini Report it stated:

1867 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume II’ (n 1109) 343.

1868 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and
Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 104.

1869 Human Rights Watch, ‘A Dying Practice – the Use of Cluster Munitions
by Russian and Georgia in August 2008’ (2009) 40; Tweede Kamer der Stat-
en-Generaal, ‘Kamerstuk 2008–2009, 31595 Nr. 2: Verslag Onderzoeksmissie
Storimans’ (2008) 6. The report is available at <https://zoek.officielebekendmak
ingen.nl/kst-31595-2-b1>.

1870 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and
Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 104.

1871 ibid 105.
1872 Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal (n 1870).
1873 ‘Russia Denies Use of Cluster Bombs in Georgia’ (Sputnik, 15 August 2008)

<http://en.rian.ru/world/20080815/116065270.html>.
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“Cluster munitions, though available to the strike units of the Russian
Federation Air Force […] have never been used.”1874

When Putin was confronted with the findings of the Storimans Report at a
press conference in Amsterdam (2013), he countered that he “did not even
know about this. But we will definitely look into it and investigate.”1875

Needless to say, that such investigation never took place.
As I have explained above, the use of cluster munitions is not illegal per

se. Russia has not ratified the CCM and may use the weapon in line with
the principle of distinction, proportionality, and precautions. Therefore, it
is interesting that Russia prefers to deny the (well-documented) fact that
it has used cluster munitions, instead of arguing that it has used them
in line with IHL. It probably regards the latter as too “risky.” A legal argu-
ment can be countered, while challenging the facts avoids any meaningful
discussion on the law altogether. In Syria, such a denial is more feasible
– if still not credible – because both Damascus and Moscow use the same
planes and weaponry. In Georgia, Russia tries to hide the obvious which
reminds us of the crude, but obstinate denial of the presence of on-duty
soldiers in eastern Ukraine. In both cases, however, the limitations that
IHL imposes on cluster munitions are degraded to a showcase rule – a
rule that Russia can use against others, but which does not restrict its
own conduct. This allows Moscow to condemn strikes in South Sudan as
“indiscriminate” without applying the same restrictions to its operations in
Georgia and Syria.

The MH17 incident – “and then, bodies just fell from the sky”1876

My third case study of Russia’s factual denial concerns the downing of
Malaysia Airlines flight MH17. This example may be called the odd one
out, because the plane was not shot down by Russian soldiers – even

3.

1874 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 484.

1875 ‘Путин пообещал прояснить вопрос о гибели голландца в Грузии в 2008 г
[Putin Promised to Shed Light on the Death of a Dutch Citizen in Georgia in
2008]’ (Ria Novosti, 8 April 2008) <https://ria.ru/20130408/931601162.html>.

1876 Eye witness account from eastern Ukraine taken from the Vice News documen-
tary ‘Russian Roulette – Dispatch 60’ (Vice News, 18 July 2014), available at
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Px2rfWBW4wg>.
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though the Russian State provided generous aid to the perpetrators, name-
ly separatist units in eastern Ukraine. Thus, it does not concern a violation
by Russia, but by a close ally that acted with Russian support. At the same
time, the incident is emblematic, for it shows how Moscow aims to stifle
any meaningful discussion regarding accountability by burying the facts
under a barrage of fake information.

The crash of MH17 – a tragic day in July

On 17 July 2014, Malaysia Airlines (MH) flight 17 from Amsterdam to
Kuala Lumpur was shot down over eastern Ukraine. The crash left all
298 passengers and crew members dead. The wreckage site of nearly 50
km² covered the fields around the village of Hrabove in rebel-controlled
territory.1877 The first journalists to arrive on site reported from a surreal
scene. Shocked locals and fighters in ragtag uniforms swarmed through a
sea of debris, personal belongings, and body parts.1878

OSCE observers arrived the next day, followed by international investi-
gators.1879 As most victims were of Dutch origin, the Netherlands headed
a Joint Investigation Team (JIT) composed of Australian, Belgian, Dutch,
Malaysian, and Ukrainian experts.1880 Soon after the crash, international
media outlets and politicians voiced the suspicion that a separatist unit
was behind the downing.1881 Their first instinct proved right. The findings
of the JIT investigators, the Dutch Safety Board (OVV), and several open-
source investigators paint a clear picture. There is conclusive evidence
that MH17 was shot down by a separatist unit using a Buk surface-to-air
missile. While there is no evidence that Russia gave the order to launch
the attack, Moscow had delivered the Buk anti-aircraft system to the rebels
only days before. At this point, one can only speculate about the true

3.1

1877 Dutch Safety Board (OVV), ‘Crash of Malaysia Airlines Flight MH17’ (2015) 9.
1878 One of the first news outlet on site was Vice News. The documentary ‘Russian

Roulette – Dispatch 60’ (Vice News, 18 July 2014) is available at <https://www.y
outube.com/watch?v=Px2rfWBW4wg>.

1879 ‘MH17 Crash: OSCE Investigators Reach East Ukraine Site’ (BBC, 18 July 2014)
<https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-28361908>.

1880 Government of the Netherlands, ‘The Criminal Investigation’ <https://www.go
vernment.nl/topics/mh17-incident/achieving-justice/the-criminal-investigation
>.

1881 See, for example, the statement by US President Barak Obama on 18 July 2014,
available at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iM-61K7l_mY>.
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motives for shooting down a civilian plane. Most likely, the separatists mis-
took the Boeing for a Ukrainian An-26 military aircraft.1882

I will provide further detail on these findings when contrasting it with
the Russian version of events. In terms of IHL, the downing represents a
violation of the principle of distinction, since the civilian plane did not
constitute a military target. In addition, the attack violated the principle
of precautions, i.e. the obligation to gather sufficient reconnaissance on a
target before attacking. Those directly responsible for the launch decision
may be guilty of a war crime under IHL and/or murder under domestic
criminal law.1883 With regards to the Russian State, the provision of a
powerful weapon like Buk to untrained hands raises the question of State
responsibility.1884 In the following, however, I will not attempt to answer
this lush bouquet of legal questions. Rather, I will show how Russia tried
to avoid any legal discussion by unleashing an impressive salvo of alterna-
tive facts.

Finding responsibility – Russia’s barrage of alternative facts

Shortly after MH17 was shot down, the Russian Ministry of Defence held a
memorable press conference. Moscow presented not only one, but a series
of alternative – and contradictory – explanations for the crash. Firstly,
spokesman Andrey Kartapolov implied that a Ukrainian jet had shot down
the Boeing using an air-to-air missile and produced maps, pictures, and
flight data supporting this theory. Secondly, he suggested that Ukrainian
air control had deliberately deviated flight MH17 to lure it into the
conflict region, in order to provoke a crash. Thirdly, Andrey Kartapolov
insinuated that the plane may have been shot down by a Ukrainian Buk

3.2

1882 In the weeks before the downing of MH17, the Ukrainians had suffered consid-
erable losses in the air. From April to August 2014 alone, the rebels shot down
four Mi‑24 helicopter gunships, two Mi-8 helicopter transports, six Su-25s,
three transport planes, and four strike and air-superiority jets, see Galeotti,
Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 16, 50.

1883 See the opening statement of the public prosecutor at The Hague District
Court, available at <https://www.prosecutionservice.nl/topics/mh17-plane-crash
/prosecution-and-trial/opening-statement>.

1884 Marieke de Hoon, ‘Navigating the Legal Horizon: Lawyering the MH17 Di-
saster’ (2017) 33 Utrecht Journal of International and European Law 90, 99;
Marieke de Hoon, ‘Pursuing Justice for MH17: The Role of the Netherlands’
(2019) 49 Netherlands Yearbook of International Law 2018 245.
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surface-to-air missile which was allegedly spotted nearby. He produced
several satellite pictures and videos in support of this theory. At the same
time, he firmly stressed that Russia has never delivered anti-aircraft systems
– or any weapons for that matter – to the rebels in eastern Ukraine.1885

All of these theories were untenable. The renowned experts of the JIT
and OVV, as well as open source investigators, disproved the Russian alle-
gations one by one.1886 The mysterious deviation from the plane’s course
was negligible and occurred due to bad weather. There was no other plane
in the vicinity, which exposed the Russian evidence as a blatant lie.1887

Rather, the investigators concluded that MH17 had been shot down by a
Buk surface-to-air missile.1888 This missile, however, was not of Ukrainian
origin as Andrey Kartapolov had claimed. Rather it belonged to the 53rd

Anti-aircraft Missile Brigade of the Russian Army stationed at Kursk.1889

The Russian satellite pictures of a Ukrainian Buk near the crash site were
likely to have been altered by Photoshop.1890 The hand that “pulled the
trigger” belonged to a pro-Russian separatist. The missile that brought
down the Boeing was fired from rebel-controlled territory near the village
of Pervomayskiy.1891 In addition, the Ukrainian Secret Service (SBU) in-
tercepted a phone conversation in which a separatist fighter informs a

1885 The full press conference is available at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4b
NPInuSqfs>.

1886 For a comprehensive summary of the events please see the excellent podcast se-
ries prepared by Bellingcat; especially episode 2 deals with the misinformation
provided by the Russian government after the crash, ‘MH17, Episode 2 Guide:
A Pack of Lies’ (Bellingcat, 24 July 2019) <https://www.bellingcat.com/resource
s/podcasts/2019/07/24/bellingcat-podcast-mh17-episode-2-guide-a-pack-of-lies/>.

1887 Dutch Safety Board (OVV) (n 1878) 109.
1888 ibid 253–254.
1889 Both Bellingcat and the JIT confirmed the origin of the Buk. See Eliot Higgins,

‘Who’s Lying? An In-depth Analysis of the Luhansk Buk Video’ (Bellingcat, 29
May 2015) <https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2015/05/29/wh
os-lying-an-in-depth-analysis-of-the-luhansk-buk-video/>; Government of the
Netherlands, ‘The Criminal Investigation’ <https://www.government.nl/topics/
mh17-incident/achieving-justice/the-criminal-investigation>.

1890 Bellingcat, ‘Forensic Analysis of Satellite Images Released by the Russian Min-
istry of Defense’ (2014).

1891 Pieter van Huis, ‘The MH17 Trial Part 1: New Material From The Four Defen-
dants’ (Bellingcat, 20 April 2020) <https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-eu
rope/2020/04/20/the-mh17-trial-part-1-new-materials-from-the-four-defendants/
>.
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Russian GRU General that one of their units had shot down a civilian
plane.1892

In sum, all independent investigations reached the same conclusion:
Flight MH17 was shot down by a separatist unit. While there is no evi-
dence that the Kremlin ordered the launch, it had delivered the weapons
to the separatists and was informed immediately after the tragedy.1893

Despite the compelling evidence, Russia continues to deny any involve-
ment.1894 Rather it embarked on the usual strategy of absolute and obsti-
nate denial, even if on an unprecedented scale. Instead of presenting a
coherent alternative version, Russia presented numerous incoherent theo-
ries calling into question every piece of evidence. In the words of Russian
security expert Mark Galeotti: The Russians “do not have a clear alternative
narrative […] What they have decided to do is not to say we know the
answer; but to say: no one knows the answer.”1895 Embarking on this road
of absolute denial also means leaving IHL in the ditch.

The MH17 incident sent a shockwave through the international com-
munity. In its aftermath, many laudable attempts to unearth the truth
and shed light on the legal issues of State responsibility and criminal ac-
countability were seen. The Netherlands and Australia publicly announced
that they hold Russia as a State responsible for the downing of MH17.1896

In parallel, relatives of the victims have turned to the ECtHR to hold
Russia responsible for the downing.1897 Furthermore, Dutch prosecutors
filed criminal charges against three Russians and one Ukrainian national
in June 2019. Among them is former GRU officer Igor “Strelkov” Girkin,

1892 The intercepted phone conversations are available at <https://www.youtube.co
m/watch?v=BbyZYgSXdyw>.

1893 Galeotti, Armies of Russia’s War in Ukraine (n 785) 16.
1894 Luke Harding, ‘Three Russians and One Ukrainian to Face MH17 Murder

Charges’ (The Guardian, 19 June 2019) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2
019/jun/19/mh17-criminal-charges-ukraine-russia>.

1895 Mark Galeotti, ‘MH17, Episode 2 Guide: A Pack of Lies’ (Bellingcat, 24 July
2019) at minute 31:30 <https://www.bellingcat.com/resources/podcasts/2019/07
/24/bellingcat-podcast-mh17-episode-2-guide-a-pack-of-lies/>.

1896 Government of the Netherlands, ‘MH17: The Netherlands and Australia Hold
Russia Responsible’ (25 May 2018) <https://www.government.nl/latest/news/20
18/05/25/mh17-the-netherlands-and-australia-hold-russia-responsible>.

1897 ECtHR, Ayley and Others v Russia, No 25714/16, lodged on 6 May 2016 and EC-
tHR, Angeline and Others v Russia, No 56328/18, lodged on 23 November 2018.
The applicants argue that the strike can be attributed to Russia. Alternatively,
they argue that Russia failed to prevent the downing, or was at least complicit
in it. See ECtHR, Statement of the Facts for Applications Nos 25714/16 and
56328/18, communicated on 3 April 2019, para 57.
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one of the leading figures of the separatists in eastern Ukraine.1898 The
criminal trial began in spring 2020 at The Hague District Court in absence
of the four accused. However laudable these initiatives, Russia maintains
its position of absolute denial and does not cooperate in any way – neither
in evidentiary issues nor with regards to extradition.1899 The Dutch prose-
cutors have even accused Russia of trying to thwart the criminal trial and
stressed that key witnesses “fear for their lives.”1900

Conclusion

These incidents send a clear message. In cases where its conduct might re-
sult in international condemnation for a violation of IHL, Russia choses to
deny the facts instead of providing legal arguments. A legal argument can
be countered or defeated. Worse still, it can be turned against you, whereas
denying the facts stalls the discussion before it even starts. While this
may be a common strategy in international relations, the scale of Russia’s
disinformation campaign defies well-established principles of realpolitik,
namely that a lie is only effective if it cannot be proved wrong.1901

It is interesting to contrast this “alternative-fact approach” with the
attitude of other States. For example, the Georgian authorities also stood
accused of using cluster munitions in the 2008 war. Georgia stressed that
“cluster munitions, had been used in full compliance with the applicable
rules of international humanitarian law, in particular the principles of
distinction and proportionality” and provided legal arguments.1902 The
US, for example, admitted amidst increasing public pressure that it was re-
sponsible for attacking an MSF hospital in Kunduz. The US representative

4.

1898 See pp 255 et seq.
1899 Marieke de Hoon, ‘Prosecuting MH17 and the Dutch and Australian Move on

Russia’s State Responsibility’ (Australian Institute of International Affairs, 25
July 2019) <http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/prosecuti
ng-mh17-the-dutch-and-australian-move-on-russias-state-responsibility/>.

1900 ‘MH17 Trial: Russia Keen to Thwart Investigation, Says Prosecutor’ (The
Guardian, 11 March 2020) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/
11/mh17-trial-russia-keen-to-thwart-investigation-says-prosecutor>.

1901 Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes, The Light That Failed: Why the West Is Losing
the Fight for Democracy (Electronic Edition) (Pegasus Books 2020) 282.

1902 IIFFMCG, ‘Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on
the Conflict in Georgia (Tagliavini Report) Volume III – Views of the Sides on
the Conflict, Chronologies and Responses to Questionnaires’ (n 960) 339.

4. Conclusion

381

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/prosecuting-mh17-the-dutch-and-australian-move-on-russias-state-responsibility/
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/prosecuting-mh17-the-dutch-and-australian-move-on-russias-state-responsibility/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/11/mh17-trial-russia-keen-to-thwart-investigation-says-prosecutor
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/11/mh17-trial-russia-keen-to-thwart-investigation-says-prosecutor
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/prosecuting-mh17-the-dutch-and-australian-move-on-russias-state-responsibility/
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/prosecuting-mh17-the-dutch-and-australian-move-on-russias-state-responsibility/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/11/mh17-trial-russia-keen-to-thwart-investigation-says-prosecutor
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/11/mh17-trial-russia-keen-to-thwart-investigation-says-prosecutor


in the UN Security Council expressed deep regret and promised to study
“what had gone wrong.”1903

To be clear: Neither Georgia nor the US are humanitarian angels. Geor-
gia’s use of cluster munitions was heavily criticised for its collateral civilian
damage.1904 The US tried to cover up their responsibility for the Kunduz
attack and only reluctantly assumed responsibility for the erroneous at-
tack.1905 However, when confronted with irrefutable evidence these coun-
tries have either accepted their responsibility or tried to provide a legal
justification.

Russia, on the other hand, follows a policy of complete and absolute
denial that makes any legal discussion superfluous. The incidental casualty
is IHL which has no role to play, neither before, nor during, nor after the
violation. IHL’s remaining role is reduced to a showcase rule – a rule that
exists for others but does not apply to Russia. This confirms a trend we
have seen in other fields of international law, where Moscow uses legal
norms as “a language in which it is possible to lie.”1906 This allows Moscow
to call Ukraine’s use of cluster munitions “barbaric” while using them
indiscriminately in Syria;1907 to blame Kyiv for shooting down a civilian
aircraft, while having supplied the anti-aircraft system to the rebels; to
condemn the US attack on a hospital in Kunduz, while targeting medical
installations in Idlib and Aleppo.

1903 Statement by US representative to the United Nations, Michele J Sison (3 May
2016), available at <https://www.un.org/press/en/2016/sc12347.doc.htm>.

1904 Human Rights Watch, ‘Up in Flames – Humanitarian Law Violations and
Civilian Victims in the Conflict over South Ossetia’ (n 1180) 64.

1905 Glenn Greenwald, ‘The Radically Changing Story of the U.S. Airstrike on
Afghan Hospital: From Mistake to Justification’ (The Intercept, 5 October
2015) <https://theintercept.com/2015/10/05/the-radically-changing-story-of-the
-u-s-airstrike-on-afghan-hospital-from-mistake-to-justification/>.

1906 Mälksoo, Russian Approaches to International Law (n 6) 191. He argues that, for
example, with regards to ius ad bellum Russia uses the law as “a language in
which it is possible to lie.”

1907 Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor, ‘Russian Federation’ <http://the-mo
nitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.asp
x#fn7>.

Chapter V: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Denying Facts (“The Sledgehammer”)

382

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139 - am 12.01.2026, 18:00:57. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://www.un.org/press/en/2016/sc12347.doc.htm
https://theintercept.com/2015/10/05/the-radically-changing-story-of-the-u-s-airstrike-on-afghan-hospital-from-mistake-to-justification/
https://theintercept.com/2015/10/05/the-radically-changing-story-of-the-u-s-airstrike-on-afghan-hospital-from-mistake-to-justification/
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748913214-139
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.un.org/press/en/2016/sc12347.doc.htm
https://theintercept.com/2015/10/05/the-radically-changing-story-of-the-u-s-airstrike-on-afghan-hospital-from-mistake-to-justification/
https://theintercept.com/2015/10/05/the-radically-changing-story-of-the-u-s-airstrike-on-afghan-hospital-from-mistake-to-justification/
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7
http://the-monitor.org/en-gb/reports/2015/russian-federation/cluster-munition-ban-policy.aspx#fn7

	Chapter I: IHL in International Diplomacy – A Lost Russian Art?
	1. Advancing IHL treaty law – Russia, the eternal sceptic
	1.1 The APMBC – resisting the regulation of anti-personnel mines
	1.2 The CCM – resisting the regulation of “de facto mines”
	1.3 Nuclear weapons – reversing Martens
	1.4 The Arms Trade Treaty – unchecked exports
	1.5 Ongoing processes of regulation – no laws for LAWS?
	1.6 Conclusion

	2. Advancing IHL compliance – “we are free like birds”
	2.1 International criminal law – leaving the ICC
	2.2 Other compliance mechanisms – three sleeping beauties
	2.3 The ICRC – behind the veil of confidentiality
	2.4 The ICRC-Swiss-led compliance initiative – good intentions, bad prospects
	2.5 Conclusion

	3. Humanitarian aid – from Russia with love?
	3.1 The legal framework of humanitarian relief – examining the care package
	3.2 Russian humanitarian relief in Syria – aide sans frontières?
	3.3 Russian humanitarian relief in Ukraine – Trojan aid?

	4. Conclusion

	Chapter II: IHL Implementation in the Domestic Russian Legal System – A Difficult Marriage?
	1. The Russian Constitution of 1993
	1.1 Art 15 – great expectations
	1.1.1 Art 15(4)(i) – Russia’s gateway to international law
	1.1.2 Art 15(4)(ii) – establishing a hierarchy

	1.2 Art 17(1) – a heart for humanity?
	1.3 Conclusion

	2. Other selected acts of implementation
	2.1 Criminal law – Russian minimalism
	2.2 Legislation concerning the armed forces – Russian abundance
	2.3 Conclusion

	3. IHL before Russian courts
	3.1 The Chechnya Decision – a wake-up call?
	3.2 The Law on Cultural Objects – the beginning of a long silence
	3.3 The Burial Law – thou shalt not mourn
	3.4 War crime trials – living up to Nuremberg?
	3.4.1 Criminal convictions for Russian wartime crimes – a handful of nothing
	3.4.2 Ignoring Strasbourg – from silence to defiance
	3.4.3 Critical assessment – ICL in Russia: a selective application


	4. Conclusion

	Chapter III: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Denying the Existence of an Armed Conflict (“The Paintbrush”)
	1. The threshold of application – the Achilles’ heel of IHL
	2. Avoiding occupation – ceci n’est pas une occupation
	2.1 Occupation under IHL – an elaborate framework
	2.1.1 The case of Crimea – belligerent occupation or mending a “historical injustice”?
	2.1.2 The events in Crimea in 2014 – arrival of the “little green men”
	2.1.3 Classifying Crimea – Russia vs the rest of the world
	2.3.1.1 The element of “substitution of effective control” in Crimea
	2.3.1.2 The element of “against the will of the sovereign” in Crimea

	2.1.4 Russian denial – what occupation?

	2.2 Occupation by proxy – the cases of Transdniestria, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia
	2.2.1 Russia’s influence in Transdniestria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia
	2.2.2 Direct and indirect occupation
	2.2.2.1 The narrow approach – effective control (ICJ standard)
	2.2.2.2 The broad approach – overall control (ICTY standard)

	2.2.3 Russia’s approach – between loopholes and denial
	2.3.2.1 Russia’s attitude towards South Ossetia & Abkhazia – brothers in arms
	2.3.2.2 Russia’s attitude towards Transdniestria – brothers in denial


	2.3 Conclusion

	3. Denying the involvement of Russian soldiers – phantoms of war in Donbas
	3.1 Donbas – a beautiful battleground
	3.1.1 Chronology of a war – four phases
	3.1.2 Pointillism of war – individual stories painting a bigger picture

	3.2 The Russian position – denying the obvious
	3.3 Applying the law to the facts – what type of conflict is the war in Donbas?
	3.3.1 The framework of conflict classification
	3.3.2 The war in Donbas as an international armed conflict

	3.4 Conclusion

	4. Rebranding armed clashes – a war of words
	4.1 The clash in the Kerch Strait (2018) – the art of euphemism
	4.2 The Chechen Wars – Moscow’s fight against “banditism”
	4.2.1 Descent into war – “I will crush you”
	4.2.2 The correct classification of the Chechen Wars – freedom fighters or terrorists?
	4.2.3 The Russian position – a fight against banditry
	4.3.2.1 Russia’s approach to IHL in the First Chechen War (and its consequences)
	4.3.2.2 Russia’s approach to IHL in the Second Chechen War (and its consequences)


	4.3 Conclusion


	Chapter IV: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Outsourcing Warfare (“The Apprentice”)
	1. Wagner’s Valkyries – a new type of PMC?
	1.1 Defining PMCs – the commodification of armed conflict
	1.2 PMCs in Russia after 1991 – a late blossom
	1.3 Slavonic Corpus and Wagner Group – a new type of shadow warriors?
	1.3.1 Offensive missions
	1.3.2 Under-regulation
	1.3.3 Denial & deniability

	1.4 Conclusion

	2. Cossacks – for faith, Tsar and fatherland
	2.1 Historical context – born at the fringes of the Russian Empire
	2.2 Developments in Russia after 1991 – a Cossack renaissance
	2.3 Fighting Russian wars – “Cossacks have no borders”
	2.4 An official order or the call of duty – who sent in the Cossacks?

	3. South Ossetian Militias – experts for “dirty work”
	3.1 The Russo-Georgian War – Georgia up in flames
	3.2 Russia’s control over the SOM – equal allies?

	4. The effects of outsourcing – flying below the radar of international law
	4.1 Avoiding State responsibility and the impact on IHL
	4.1.1 Why State responsibility matters
	4.1.2 The framework of State responsibility
	4.2.1.1 Article 4 ASRIWA
	4.2.1.2 Article 8 ARSIWA
	4.2.1.3 Article 5 ARSIWA



	5. Conclusion

	Chapter V: Evading IHL on the Battlefield – Denying Facts (“The Sledgehammer”)
	1. Targeting “errors” – healthcare in danger
	1.1 Russia’s war in Syria – a “Road to Damascus Experience”?
	1.2 Protection of healthcare – firm rules, feeble respect
	1.3 Targeting hospitals in Syria – “srabotalo”
	1.4 Russia’s denial – fake news?

	2. Cluster munitions – denying the obvious
	2.1 The legality of cluster munitions – barbaric bomblets?
	2.2 Russia’s use of cluster munitions in Syria and Georgia

	3. The MH17 incident – “and then, bodies just fell from the sky”
	3.1 The crash of MH17 – a tragic day in July
	3.2 Finding responsibility – Russia’s barrage of alternative facts

	4. Conclusion


