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armoured personnel carrier

command and control

private security companies (chastnoye okhrannoye predpriyatiye)

Conflict Intelligence Team

Donetsk People’s Republic

sabotage and reconnaissance group (diversionno-razvedyvatel’naya gruppa)
Department of Military Counterintelligence (Departament voyennoy kontrrazvedki)
Federal State Unitary Enterprise (Federal’noe gosudarstvennoe unitarnoe predpriyate)
Federal Anti-Drug Service (Federal’naya sluzhba po kontrolyu za oborotom narkotikov)
Federal Security Service (Federalnaya sluzhba bezopasnosti)

Federal Guard Service (Federalnaya sluzhba okhrany)

infantry mobility vehicle

Luhansk People’s Republic

Licensing Work units (Podrazdeleniya litsenzionno-razreshitel’noy raboty)

Ministry of Internal Affairs (Ministerstvo vnutrennikh del)

nuclear power plant

Separate Operational Purpose Dzerzhinsky Division (Otdel’naya diviziya operativhogo
naznacheniya)

Special Purpose Mobile Detachments (Otryad mobilny osobogo naznacheniya)
Special Purpose Detachment (Otryad spetsyalnogo naznacheniya)
Extradepartmental Security units (Vnevedomstvennaya okhrana)

Border Service (Pogranichnaya sluzhba)

Troops of Radiological, Chemical, and Biological Defence (Voyska radiatsioonnoy,
khimicheskoy i biologicheskoy zashchity)

Presidential Security Service (Sluzhba bezopasnosti prezidenta)

Special Rapid Response Detachments (Spetsial’nyy otriad bystrogo reagirovanniya)
Temporary Operational Group

Special Purpose Centre (Tsentr spetsyalnogo naznacheniya)

unmanned aerial vehicle

Departmental Security Directorate (Upravlenie vedomstvennoy okhrany)

Russian Airborne Forces (Vozdushno-desantnye voyska)

Aerospace Forces (Vozdushno-kosmicheskiye sily)

MVD’s Internal Troops (Vnutrennie voyska)
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INTRODUCTION

“We do not have a border with Ukraine.
It is the border of the Americans
because they are the masters in that
country!” General Viktor Zolotov, Head of the
Russian National Guard (Rosgvardiya), said
during Russia’s Security Council meeting in
late February 2022, just three days before
the beginning of Moscow’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine.! Talking for a little over a minute,
Zolotov was the last person to take the floor
among the high officials gathered, almost
reflecting the limited attention that his service
receives outside Russia compared to other
security agencies.

Yet, this does not make the National Guard’s
role in Russia’s defence and security thinking
any less significant. As Zolotov’s men poured
into Ukraine alongside Moscow’s regular
troops on 24 February 2022, Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s key assumptions about the
war became evident: the so-called “special
military operation” had to result in Ukraine’s
rapid capitulation, with the Russian National
Guard performing key occupation duties and
quelling any Ukrainian protests against the
new authorities. As this plan failed, National
Guard units would suddenly find themselves
in a conventional war they had neither the
training nor the equipment to fight.

Since then, Rosgvardiya has taken on many
roles, from ensuring Russia’s control over the
occupied territories in Ukraine to shielding the
regime from potential domestic unrest. Willing
to be a key instrument to advance Putin’s
priority objectives, most notably internal

L Current Time, “[lyTuH nposes 3acegaHme Cosbesa
21.2.22 [Putin holds a Security Council Meeting,
21.2.2022],” YouTube, 21 February 2022.

stability and the war against Ukraine, the
National Guard has at least momentarily
strengthened its standing within Russia. In this
sense, the case of the National Guard is
illustrative of the general dynamics
characterising Russian security agencies,
constantly engaged in “a carnivorous,
cannibalistic struggle with each other” for
resources, influence, or even mere survival, in
which demonstrating relevance and alignment
with Russian President Vladimir Putin’s policies
is paramount.?

Willing to be a key instrument to advance

Putin’s priority objectives, Rosgvardiya has
strengthened its standing within Russia

This paper aims to highlight the role that the
National Guard has played in Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine and the war’s impact on the
service. First, it will provide a short background
on the National Guard, its creation, and its
capabilities. Second, it will offer an overview
of the main functions that the service has
performed in the war against Ukraine, from the
early days of February 2022 onwards. Third, it
will outline how the war has to some extent
made the National Guard a rising fighting
force inside Russia, both from a combat and
institutional standpoint, while highlighting
several issues that persist and could hinder a
more systemic growth of the service.

1. WHAT IS
ROSGVARDIYA? A SHORT
BACKGROUND

One of Russia’s youngest security agencies,
the Russian National Guard, was formed in
2016 out of units transferred from the Ministry
of Internal Affairs (Ministerstvo vnutrennikh
del, MVD). These included notably the MVD’s
Internal Troops (Vnutrennie voyska, VV, a
counterinsurgency military force which saw
action fighting rebel groups in the Northern
Caucasus), as well as much of the MVD’s
police special units, namely the Special Rapid
Response Detachments (Spetsial’nyy otriad

2 Mark Galeotti, “The Silovik-Industrial Complex:
Russia’s National Guard as Coercive, Political,
Economic and Cultural Force,” Demokratizatsiya: The
Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, 29:1 (February
2021): 4.
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The appearance of the National Guard was

largely motivated by Russian President Vladimir

bystrogo reagirovanniya, SOBR, a SWAT-style
force designed primarily to fight organised
criminal groups) and the Special Purpose
Mobile Detachments (Otryad mobilny osobogo
naznacheniya, OMON, a public security
force with riot police functions). The service
inherited several other MVD bodies, including
the so-called Extradepartmental Security units
(Vnevedomstvennaya okhrana, OVO) and the
Federal State Unitary Enterprise “Okhrana”
(Federal’noe  gosudarstvennoe  unitarnoe
predpriyate, FGUP), both offering paid security
services to public and private entities alike.?

Putin’s concerns over internal instability

The appearance of the National Guard was
largely motivated by Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s concerns over internal instability. With
the 2016 reform, Putin brought to life an over-
200 000-strong independent security force
which can be deployed to quell domestic unrest
and prevent violent regime change. Most
importantly, unlike the MVD, whose willingness
to shield the regime unconditionally was in
question, the National Guard reports directly
to the president, ensuring greater Kremlin
control in times of crisis. This was seen as
crucial to prevent so-called “colour revolutions”
inside Russia, perceived by the Russian
leadership as western plots for regime change
rather than genuine expressions of public
dissatisfaction. The task to lead such a key
force has been entrusted to General Viktor
Zolotov, a man considered very loyal to Putin

3 The service also inherited the MVD’s so-called
Licensing Work units (podrazdeleniya litsenzionno-
razreshitel’noy raboty, LRR), which are police
units in charge of exercising state supervision
over firearms trade, private security companies,
and private detective activities. Furthermore,
Rosgvardiya received the MVD’s aviation units as
well as Operational Response Forces and Aviation
Special Purpose Centre, comprising the elite SOBR
“Rys” detachment which has also seen action in
Ukraine, see: “IlosiHOMOYMA, 334341, GYHKLMUM
noapasaeneHui J1IPP [Powers, tasks, functions of
LRR units],” Cny»k6bl BOMCK HAaUMOHaNbHOM rBapaun
poccuickolt depepaumm No XaHTbl-MaHCUMCKOMY
aBTOHOMHOMY oKpyry — FOTPE [Services of the
National Guard troops of the Russian Federation in
the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug — YUGRE],
accessed in December 2022. The main difference
between the two is that OVO policemen have the
status of law enforcement agents, giving them more
power; Okhrana is essentially Rosgvardiya’s own
private security company, with its employees facing
more restrictions in the exercise of their duties.

who previously led the Presidential Security
Service (Sluzhba bezopasnosti prezidenta,
SBP), a unit of the Federal Guard Service
(Federalnaya sluzhba okhrany, FSO) in charge
of protecting the president. In Soviet times,
Zolotov worked for the FSO’s predecessor, the
KGB’s 9th Directorate.*

On top of public order and security duties,
the National Guard performs several other
functions, listed in Article 2 of the 2016 Federal
Law “On the National Guard Troops.”> These
include protecting key administrative and
infrastructure  facilities, including
some that are subject to mandatory
Rosgvardiya protection according to
a list redacted by the government,
participating in the fight against
terrorism, contributing to Russia’s
territorial defence, and supporting the
Federal Security Service (Federalnaya sluzhba
bezopasnosti, FSB) in border protection. The
service also inherited the MVD’s state oversight
responsibilities over firearms trade, private
security companies (chastnoye okhrannoye
predpriyatiye, ChOP), and private detective
activities.®

4 “3onotos, Buktop Bacunbesuy [Zolotov, Viktor
Vasilyevich],” TASS, accessed on 2 February 2023.

5 “CraTbd 2. 331241 BOWCK HaUMOHANbLHOW rBapanmn
[Article 2. Tasks of the National Guard troops],” in
PepepanbHblil 3aKoH OT 3 utona 2016 2. N 226-3
“O BOWICKax HaUMOHaNbHOM reapanmn Poccuinckom
denepaymn” (c UISMEHEeHUAMU U JONONHEHUAMM)
[Federal Law of July 3, 2016 N 226-FZ “On the National
Guard Troops of the Russian Federation” (as amended
and supplemented)] via Garant, accessed in March
2024.

% This entails issuing gun ownership licences to
private citizens and authorisations to operate for
private security companies. When it comes to the
private security market, the National Guard is,
therefore, not just a key commercial actor offering
paid security service with its OVO units and FGUP
“Okhrana” but also the market’s main regulator,
thus enjoying a particularly advantageous position,
see: “[NaBHOE ynpasaeHne rocyaapcTBEHHOro
KOHTPOA Y INLLEH3VOHHO-Pa3peLInTeIbHOM PaboThbl
depnepanbHoOM cnykbbl BOWCK HAaLMOHAIbHOM
reapann Poccuinckon Depepaumm [Main Directorate
of State Control and Licensing and Permitting of the
Federal Service of the National Guard Troops of the
Russian Federation],” ®epepanbHasa Cnyxba Bolick
HaumoHanbHo MBapaum Poccuiickon ®epepauum
[Federal Service of the National Guard of the Russian
Federation], accessed on 26 February 2023.
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Rosgvardiya’s Functions According to Russian
Legislation

Article 2 of Federal Law “On the National
Guard Troops” lists Rosgvardiya’s tasks, which
currently include:

1) participation in maintaining public order
and ensuring public security;

2) protection of important state facilities,
special cargo, and communications
infrastructure;

3) participation in the fight against terrorism
and extremism;

4) participation in ensuring states of
emergency, martial law, and legal regime
of counter-terrorism operations;

5) participation in the territorial defence of
the Russian Federation;

6) providing assistance to the border
authorities of the Federal Security Service
in protecting the state border of the
Russian Federation;

7) federal state control over the field of
arms trafficking, private security and
private detective activities, as well as over
ensuring the security of fuel and energy
complex facilities, over the activities of
departmental security (vedomstvennaya
okhrana) units;

8) protection of particularly important and
sensitive infrastructure objects, objects
subject to mandatory protection from
National Guard troops, in accordance with
the list approved by the Government of
the Russian Federation;

9) ensuring, by the decision of the President
of the Russian Federation, the security
of senior officials of the subjects of the
Russian Federation and other persons.’

To perform these tasks, the National Guard
possesses a wide range of capabilities.
Organised in eight districts across the Russian
territory, the National Guard is effectively
both a military and police service, with a part
of its servicemen having the status of military
personnel (voennosluzhaschyi) — namely
those from units that previously composed
the MVD'’s Internal Troops — while other units

7 Government of Russia, ®esepasbHbliii 3aK0H OT 3
uona 2016 2. N 226-93 “O BoCKax HaLMOHaIbHON
reapamun Poccunckon Peanepaumnmn” (c UsSMeHeHUaAMU U
pononHernamn) [Federal Law “On the National Guard
Troops”], N 226-FZ (Moscow: Government, 3 July
2016), Article 2.

have police ranks — including OMON, SOBR,
and OVO.2 The service fields a number of light
utility cars and infantry mobility vehicles (IMVs)
— mostly variants of Ural, UAZ, and Kamaz
cars but also the “Tigr” and “Patrul A” IMVs —
as well as armoured personnel carriers (APCs)
including variants of the BTR-70 and BTR-80.
The National Guard also possesses limited
artillery capabilities, mostly comprising various
mortars and the towed 122mm D-30 howitzer
(reportedly, the service’s highest calibre gun),
as well as several aviation assets,® including
[I-76 transport aircraft, combat and transport
helicopters such as the Mi-8, Mi-24, and Mi-26,
and reconnaissance unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs).1° Rosgvardiya’s arsenal also includes
some naval assets, from patrol boats to small
landing craft.!

Unlike the United States National Guard,
Rosgvardiya is not a reserve force for the
Armed Forces and is fully independent from the
regular military. This means that in wartime,
Rosgvardiya is mostly expected to ensure the
security of the Russian rear rather than engage
in conventional warfare, lacking tanks, heavy
artillery, and the relevant training. However,
as Russia began its full-scale assault against
Ukraine on 24 February 2022, the National
Guard soon found itself in frontline combat as a
result of the Kremlin’s ill-conceived operation.

8 The districts are: Central District, Northwestern
District, North Caucasian District, Volga District, Ural
District, Siberian District, Eastern District, Southern
District, see: “I'epanbanyeckme 3Hakm OKpyros Bonck
HauunoHanbHol Bapanmn Poccuiickon Penepaumum
[Heraldic Insignia of the Districts of the National
Guard of the Russian Federation],” ®eanepanbHas
Cnyxba Boick HaunoHanbHol MBapann Poccuitckoi
depepauymn [Federal Service of the National Guard of
the Russian Federation], accessed 4 February 2023.

° Rosgvardiya’s aviation has seen action in Ukraine,
being used in transport, evacuation, as well as
combat roles, see: “Asnaumns LleHTpanbLHOro okpyra
Pocreapaum c Havana roaa 6onee 100 pas netana B
30Hy CBO [Since the beginning of the year, aviation
from the central district of Rosgvardiya has flown
more than 100 times to the special military operation
zone],” TASS, 8 June 2023; “BoeHkop «M3sectuninn
nokasan paboty asnaumnm Pocreapanm B 3oHe CBO
[Izvestiya’s military correspondent showed the work of
Rosgvardiya’s aviation in the special military operation
zone],” Izvestiya, 24 November 2022.

10 International Institute for Strategic Studies, “Chapter
Five: Russia and Eurasia,” The Military Balance Volume
123, Issue 1 (February 2023): 197; “Asunaums Borick
HauunoHansHou [Bapanm [Aviation of the National
Guard Troops],” ®egepansHaa Cnyxba Boick
HaumoHanbHoM MBapaum Poccuiickont ®epepauum
[Federal Service of the National Guard of the Russian
Federation], accessed on 27 January 2023.

1 See Section 3.2.
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2. THE DISASTROUS
EARLY DAYS OF THE
INVASION

The first evidence of Rosgvardiya’s deployment
near Ukraine appeared in late January 2022,
when the Conflict Intelligence Team (CIT), a
Russian investigation group on the Russian
military, analysed videos showing an unusual
movement of Rosgvardiya vehicles towards
the border.?? As in the case of the regular
Armed Forces, reports suggest that few
Rosgvardiya fighters were aware of their
imminent deployment to Ukraine days before
the invasion.®

In this context, on 24 February 2022,
Rosgvardiya units participated in the initial
invasion force against Ukraine, pouring into the
country from several directions. Rosgvardiya
committed a set of forces, including elements
from the National Guard’s military units and
police spetsnaz SOBR and OMON. Among them
were also Chechen Kadyrovtsy forces, which
are officially part of Rosgvardiya despite de
facto responding to Chechen leader Ramzan
Kadyrov.**

Once in Ukraine, their likely objectives were to
seize key government and infrastructure
facilities, eliminate local Ukrainian leaders,
clear pockets of resistance behind Russian
lines, and ensure public order in the occupied
territories, while closely interacting with other
military and security forces. In at least one
documented case, as observed by American

12 Conflict Intelligence Team, “[Tossuanch nepssie
cBuaeTeNnbCcTBa nepebpocku cun Pocreapanu, [The
first evidence of Rosgvardiya forces’ deployment has
appeared],” Medium, 2 February 2022.

13 “«OxpaHa yauu, Knesa» 1 «3a4mncTkar»: cnbupckme
pocreapaenupbl pacckasanm CeACTBUIO O CBOUX
3aga4ax B YkpauHe [Guarding the streets of Kyiv
and clearing: Siberian Rosgvardiya members told
investigators about their tasks in Ukraine],” Tayga.info,
23 May 2022.

14 Rosgvardiya’s Kadyrovtsy are not officially a separate
unit type but exist mostly as military units of the
National Guard or police SOBR and OMON. Among
them are the 141st Special Regiment “Kadyrov,” the
249th Separate Special Motorised Battalion “South”
of the 46th Separate Operational Purpose Brigade, as
well as OMON “Akhmat-Grozny” and SOBR “Akhmat.”
Kadyrovtsy units were reportedly deployed in the
Kyiv region, the eastern city of Mariupol, which
was destroyed by Russian troops, as well as several
other locations in Ukraine. Sam Cranny-Evans, “The_
Chechens: Putin’s Loyal Foot Soldiers,” RUSI, 4
November 2022.

Russia defence expert Dara Massicot, one
Russian Airborne Forces’ (Vozdushno-desantnye
voyska, VDV) Battle Tactical Group in the Kyiv
region travelled with Rosgvardiya’s SOBR and
OMON detachments at the leading edge,
possibly with responsibility for eliminating
Ukrainian local authorities.’ According to some
sources, Rosgvardiya detachments were also
assigned to FSB’s Temporary Operational Groups
(TOGs, tasked with coordinating occupation
duties) to maintain public order and eliminate
high-value targets.®

Testifying to the importance of capturing
Ukraine’s capital in Russian planning, some
of Rosgvardiya’s most elite units were
deployed in the Kyiv region, including the
Separate Operational Purpose Dzerzhinsky
Division (Otdel’naya diviziya operativnhogo
naznacheniya, ODON). Based in Balashikha,
in the Moscow region, and under the direct
control of Rosgvardiya Head Viktor Zolotov,
ODON is a rapid response unit comprising
spetsnaz elements such as the 604th Special
Purpose Centre “Vityaz” (Tsentr spetsyalnogo
naznacheniya, TsSN), which participated
in fighting in the northern outskirts of Kyiv
and their subsequent occupation.’” Marking
“Vityaz’s” prominent role in the invasion, its

15 Dara Massicot (@MassDara), “One VDV BTG traveled
with OMON+ SOBR attachments (some have SWAT-
like capabilities) at the leading edge, perhaps to
neutralize local Ukrainian leaders/authorities,” Twitter,
19 December 2022.

16 Jack Watling, Oleksandr V Danylyuk, and Nick
Reynolds, Preliminary Lessons from Russia’s
Unconventional Operations During the Russo-
Ukrainian War, February 2022—February 2023 (RUSI,
March 2023), 20.

“CrpykTypa PeaepanbHon Cnyxkbbl Bolck
HauunoHanbHow 'Bapaunun Poccuiickon Pepepaumm
[Structure of the Federal Service of the National Guard
Troops of the Russian Federation],” ®enepanbHas
Cnyxba Boick HaunoHanbHol 'Bapaun Poccuiickoi
depepaumn [Federal Service of the National Guard of
the Russian Federation], accessed on 24 January 2022.
Overall, in the early phases of the war at least seven
“Vityaz” fighters were reportedly killed in action, likely
in the Kyiv region. The actual number is probably
higher, see: Mozhem Obyasnit (@ mozhemobyasnit),
“B YKPaMHCKOM BOMHE MNOTEPU HECET AaxKe 3AUTa
Pocreapanv — «kpanossle bepetsi» [in the Ukrainian
war even Rosgvardiya’s elite - the “Maroon Berets” —
is suffering losses],” Telegram, 15 March 2022.
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commander, Alexander Beloglazov, was later
awarded Russia’s highest honorary title “Hero
of the Russian Federation” for his service in
Ukraine.®

“Vityaz” In the Kyiv Region in The Early Days
of War

Rosgvardiya’s ODON unit — and, in particular,
its 604th Special Purpose Centre “Vityaz” —
fought in the Kyiv region in the very first days
of the war.

First of all, there is evidence that “Vityaz”
participated in the battle of Hostomel, likely
as part of the ground troops supposed to link
up with Russian VDV forces at Hostomel’s
Antonov Airport on the first day of the invasion
(which, however, did not occur until 25
February).'® According to Russian state media,
Rosgvardiya’s units reached Hostomel a day
after crossing the border into Ukraine, which
would be consistent with the timeline of the
Russian ground troops’ actual advance.?? ODON
fighters likely occupied the Antonov airport
after it eventually fell under Russian control in
late February 2022, with two servicemen from
this unit being reportedly killed there between
26-27 February 2022.%* At least one (and likely
both) of them served specifically in “Vityaz.”??
Local news later reported that in early March,

18 As of March 2023, 11 Rosgvardiya fighters have
been awarded the “Hero of the Russian Federation”
title since the beginning of the full-scale invasion,
see: “[yT1H npuceoun 3BaHue Feposa Poccun 11
pocreapaenuam [Putin has awarded the Hero of
Russia title to 11 Rosgvardiya members],” RBK, 27
March 2023.

9 Liam Collins et al, “The Battle Of Hostomel Airport: A
Key Moment In Russia’s Defeat In Kyiv,” War on the
Rocks, 10 August 2023.

2 “pocreapaeels coobuimn o rnbenu 6orios BCY,
060POHABLIMX C POCCUAHAMM a3P0APOM B [ocTOMeNe.
[A Rosgvardiya fighter reported the death of Ukrainian
Armed Forces soldiers defending the airfield in
Hostomel with the Russians],” TASS, 25 June 2022.

21 Marina Rudoy, “CmepTs Ebperitopa: ®ytbonmnct Cran
CneuHa3sosuem U Normb, Cnacaa KomaHanpa [Death
of a corporal: a footballer became a special forces
fighter and died saving the commander],” Tsargrad,
17 October 2022; Anastasiya Yakupova “«[1pvgesnn
rpyzom 200 aBa KomaHampa». B cneuonepaumm
Ha YKpanHe normb cepskaHT Pocreapaunmu c Ypana
[“Two commanders brought him as Cargo 200.” A
Rosgvardiya sergeant from the Urals died in the
special operation In Ukrainel,” Yekaterinburg Onlayn
E1.RU, 14 March 2022.

2 A, Yakupova, “Two commanders brought him as Cargo
200.”

another “Vityaz” fighter had been killed at an
unnamed airport near Kyiv, likely Hostomel.?®

Second, as further evidence of Vityaz’s role
in the early phases of the war, in March
2022, Ukraine’s General Staff reported that
the unit was part of a force intended for the
assault on the Ukrainian capital, along with
other Rosgvardiya forces such as Chechen
141st Special Motorised Regiment “North.”?*
According to a Reuters investigation, “Vityaz”
was also among the units occupying the
town of Bucha, where summary executions
of Ukrainian civilians by Russian troops
took place. Reportedly, the Chechen OMON
“Akhmat-Grozny” detachment also operated
there.”®

Although primarily conceived as a rear security
force and intended to trail behind advancing
Russian regular troops, Rosgvardiya units
quickly found themselves in frontline combat
as Russia failed to achieve a rapid victory
and chaos ensued, leading to disastrous
losses within the service.?® In some cases, as
a result of limited planning flexibility, lack of
effective coordination among Russian forces,
and a severe underestimation of Ukraine’s
will to fight, Rosgvardiya elements ended up
advancing ahead of Russian Army units and
tried to secure strategic targets independently,

B “HykonbY4aHUH Muxaunn Eenakos reponckm nornb
noa MMHOMETHOM aTakoW NPOTUBHMKA, 0bopoHsas
aspoapom B npuropose Knesa [Mikhail Belyakov,
from Nikolsk, died heroically under an enemy mortar
attack while defending an airfield in the suburbs of
Kyiv],” Penza Post, 11 March 2022.

General Staff of the Armed Forces of Ukraine,
“Operational information on 24.00, 07.03.2022
regarding the Russian invasion,” Facebook, 7 March
2022.

Mari Saito, “Love letter, ID card point to Russian units
that terrorised Bucha,” Reuters, 5 May 2022; Office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights, Killings of civilians: summary executions

and attacks on individual civilians in Kyiv, Chernihiv,
and Sumy regions in the context of the Russian
Federation’s armed attack against Ukraine (Office of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights, December 2022), 8.

For instance, according to reported Russian planning
in the Kharkiv region, Rosgvardiya units were
supposed to be committed only as a fifth echelon
force. Pavel Vasilyev, “«Vibl no nonsam 6poaniv
HECKO/IbKO CYTOK». B NepBble IHW BTOPMKEHWSA B
YKpauWHy COTHM pocreapaeies 0TKasaanch BOeBaTth U
BEPHY/INCb — U1 Tenepb 063KanyioT CBOe YBOJIbHEHUE
B cyae [“We wandered through the fields for several
days.” In the first days of the invasion of Ukraine,
hundreds of Rosgvardiya members refused to fight
and returned — and are now appealing their dismissal
in court],” Mediazona, 8 June 2022.

2

i

2!

@

2i

o



https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/6420bdc39a7947226ddaa9aa?from=copy
https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/6420bdc39a7947226ddaa9aa?from=copy
https://warontherocks.com/2023/08/the-battle-of-hostomel-airport-a-key-moment-in-russias-defeat-in-kyiv/
https://warontherocks.com/2023/08/the-battle-of-hostomel-airport-a-key-moment-in-russias-defeat-in-kyiv/
https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/15030249
https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk/15030249
https://tsargrad.tv/articles/smert-efrejtora-futbolist-stal-specnazovcem-i-pogib-spasaja-komandira_646514
https://tsargrad.tv/articles/smert-efrejtora-futbolist-stal-specnazovcem-i-pogib-spasaja-komandira_646514
https://www.e1.ru/text/incidents/2022/03/14/70506365/
https://www.e1.ru/text/incidents/2022/03/14/70506365/
https://www.e1.ru/text/incidents/2022/03/14/70506365/
https://penza-post.ru/news/11-03-2022/81114
https://penza-post.ru/news/11-03-2022/81114
https://penza-post.ru/news/11-03-2022/81114
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=pfbid02kK6zknCfHPoCkRJgEGbnHNv84GyER4cdMjHTctqQ6uWwetwvHHS8kiTpaaQQMqjtl&id=100069092624537&paipv=0&eav=AfZjgkVT3mXPtYD6fBNH_A8loPMjrZ3S2xRHxtSo936rGbUxnfjxGONqUUX4MOpNrew&_rdr
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Rosgvardiya units quickly found themselves in
frontline combat as Russia failed to achieve a

rapid victory and chaos ensued, leading to

disast

with a catastrophic outcome. On 25 February,
for instance, a detachment of OMON and
SOBR forces, reportedly from the Kemerovo
region (Siberia), attempted to drive into Kyiv
ahead of Russia’s regular units, moving on

rous losses within the service

light transport vehicles.?” Unsurprisingly, their
column was ambushed and destroyed by
Ukrainian defences while crossing a bridge
over the Irpin River, near Hostomel, as shown
by a video published later that day.?® More
such cases would be reported elsewhere.
Videos posted between late February and
early March, for instance, showed destroyed
Rosgvardiya columns on a key road to Kharkiv.?
Among the units involved were OMON and
SOBR detachments from the Vladimir region
(western Russia), some reportedly travelling
with typical riot control equipment such as riot
shields and helmets.*

Whatwas meanttobealittle more than
a domestic public order and counter-
insurgency operation was rapidly
turning into a disaster for Rosgvardiya,
raising grievances among the service’s

27 Conflict Intelligence Team, “CrpanHHas nonbiTka
NpopbIBa POCCUINCKMX OMOHOBLIEB U COBPOBLIEB
B Knes [A strange attempt by Russian OMON And
SOBR forces to break through to Kyiv],” Medium,
26 February 2022; Lilia Rahutska, “l'opina konoxa
kemeposcbkoro COBPy: y mepeky noTpanu/io Bigeo
6010 Ha MocTy Yepes pivky IpniHb 25 awoToro [A
column of the Kemerovo SOBR burned: a video of the
fight on the bridge over the Irpin River on February 25
appeared online],” Obozrevatel, 10 December 2022.

2 The bridge in question connects Hostomel to Kyiv and
is part of road E373. “Hostomel-Kyiv bridge location,”
Google Maps, accessed in February 2024; Conflict
Intelligence Team, “A Strange Attempt.”

“B OKpPeCTHOCTAX XapbKOBA YHUYTOMXKEHA Lies1as
KosioHHa Pocreapann: uaeo [An entire Rosgvardiya
column was destroyed in the vicinity of Kharkiv:
Video],” TSN, 26 February 2022; llya Kosygin, “Ataka
XapbKkoBa Ha aBTo3akKkax. B YkpauHe nornbau

KaK MMHUMYM YeTBEPO CTapLnx oduULLEepos
Bnaavmupckoro COBPa [Attacking Kharkiv on paddy
wagons. At least four senior officers of the Vladimir
SOBR were killed in Ukraine],” Mediazona, 22 March
2022.

30 Kosygin, “Attacking Kharkiv on paddy wagons.”
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members.3? For example, several hundred
fighters from Rosgvardiya’s 121st Operational
Purpose Regiment (military unit number 3723
based in Kabardino-Balkaria, Southern Russia,
part of the 49th Separate Operational Purpose
Brigade) decided to leave Ukraine
after suffering heavy losses in the
Kharkiv region and were subsequently
fired.3? Some have also speculated that
Viktor Zolotov, Rosgvardiya head, was
particularly unhappy with the way his
forces had been used in Ukraine. His
statement on 13 March 2022, when he
declared that Russia’s operation was not going
“as fast as desired,” was seen by some as an
expression of this dissatisfaction.®® Although
it is impossible to know the exact political
dynamics inside the Kremlin, the heavy losses
seem to have had a remarkably demoralising
effect within Rosgvardiya.®*

It is worth mentioning that not all of
Rosgvardiya’s early operations were a complete
failure. As the Russian Army advanced more
rapidly in the south, so did Rosgvardiya.
Although heavy losses were also reported in

Rosgvardiya units contributed to establishing
occupation regimes, quelling Ukrainian

protests across different cities, and securing
two Ukrainian nuclear plants

these areas, Rosgvardiya units contributed to
establishing Russian occupation regimes and
qguelling Ukrainian protests across different

31 For example, see: Vasilyev, “We Wandered Through
The Fields For Several Days;” “Ha Ky6anu ysonnau 12
COTPYAHWKOB Haureapamu ns-3a 0Tkasa OTNpPaBmUTbCA
BoeBaThb B YKkpauHy [In Kuban, 12 National Guard
employees were fired due to their refusal to go to
fight in Ukraine],” Mediazona, 24 March 2022.

32 Vasilyev, “We wandered through the fields for several
days.”

33 Yevgenia Voropaeva, “30/10T08 06bACHWI, NOYEMY
onepauus Ha YKpauHe UAeT «He Tak bbicTpo» [Zolotov
explained why the operation in Ukraine is “not going
so fast”],” RBK, 13 March 2022.

34 At the same time, in March 2022, one of Zolotov’s
Deputies, Roman Gavrilov, was reportedly fired and
detained. Although the reasons behind his dismissal
remain unclear, they further highlight the significant
unsettlement caused by the war-s early days on the
National Guard. Christo Grozev, @christogrozey,
“Three independent sources report that the deputy
chief of Russia’s Rosgvardiya Gen. Roman Gavrilov has
been detained by FSB”, Twitter, 17 March 2022; Sergei
Sergeyev, “3aunctun n ywen [He cleansed and left],”
Kommersant, 17 March 2022.
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https://war.obozrevatel.com/ukr/gorila-kolona-kemerovskogo-sobru-u-merezhu-potrapilo-video-boyu-na-mostu-cherez-richku-irpin-25-lyutogo.htm?_ga=2.115672782.916117051.1670164358-292166728.1644815515&_gl=1*6dwde7*_ga*MjkyMTY2NzI4LjE2NDQ4MTU1MTU.*_ga_JBX3X27G7H*MTY3MDY4NzM3Ny4xMDAwLjEuMTY3MDY4NzM4MS41Ni4wLjA
https://www.google.com/maps/@50.5531765,30.2835255,3a,75y,95.69h,82.49t/data=!3m6!1e1!3m4!1sYwlasQXw_WHT1JISVIDFcg!2e0!7i13312!8i6656?entry=ttu
https://tsn.ua/ru/ukrayina/v-okrestnostyah-harkova-unichtozhena-celaya-kolonna-rosgvardii-video-1989526.html
https://tsn.ua/ru/ukrayina/v-okrestnostyah-harkova-unichtozhena-celaya-kolonna-rosgvardii-video-1989526.html
https://zona.media/article/2022/03/22/sobr-33
https://zona.media/article/2022/03/22/sobr-33
https://zona.media/article/2022/03/22/sobr-33
https://zona.media/article/2022/03/22/sobr-33
https://zona.media/news/2022/03/24/no
https://zona.media/news/2022/03/24/no
https://zona.media/news/2022/03/24/no
https://zona.media/news/2022/03/24/no
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/13/03/2022/622df5799a79470f70e0fb0c?from=copy
https://www.rbc.ru/politics/13/03/2022/622df5799a79470f70e0fb0c?from=copy
https://twitter.com/christogrozev/status/1504440205352349700
https://twitter.com/christogrozev/status/1504440205352349700
https://twitter.com/christogrozev/status/1504440205352349700
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5260568

CDs

RAHVUSVAHELINE KAITSEUURINGUTE KESKUS
INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR DEFENCE AND SECURITY
EESTI - ESTONIA

cities, including Kherson.®* Rosgvardiya also
played a prominent role in securing the two
Ukrainian nuclear power plants (NPPs) that
fell into Russian hands, the Chornobyl and
Zaporizhzhia NPPs.

patrolling critical state facilities, infrastructure
facilities, and communications infrastructure,
escorting shipments and convoys, and
providing medical services to the local
population.®

The bottom line of Rosgvardiya’s role in the
war is manpower, which has allowed Russian

3. THE NATIONAL
GUARD’S KEY

FUNCTIONS AS regular units to focus more on purely combat
THE WAR duties
CONTINUES

After the initial plan of a rapid victory over
Ukraine failed, Rosgvardiya units have
continued to serve in the war carrying out
a variety of functions. This has included
rather typical National Guard duties, such
as repressing Ukrainian protests in occupied
territories, ensuring rear security for regular
Russian units, and protecting key infrastructure
from potential sabotage, but also atypical
roles such as participating in frontline combat
operations.

A general description of Rosgvardiya’s various
roles as the war progressed came from Zolotov
himself in August 2022. That month, while
meeting with Putin, he stated that in Ukraine
the National Guard was “accomplishing a wide
range of objectives to maintain law, order and
security, and to resume peaceful life” in the
occupied territories.?® The National Guard was
“directly involved in combat operations,
namely, reconnaissance and search-and-
destroy missions, ambushes, locating and
eliminating the enemy’s sabotage and
reconnaissance teams, sabotage and
terrorist groups, as well as locating
arms caches and demining.”®” Other
tasks mentioned by Zolotov included
pinpointing enemy targets and
destroying them, using Rosgvardiya’s
own artillery or contacting “the Defence
Ministry if the range and power of artillery
systems at our disposal are not enough,”

35 “NoHanobuaock BpeMa NPMUBbLIKHYTb K MbICAW, YTO
ropoz He Bbictoas [“It took time to get used to the
idea that the city did not hold”],” Meduza, 26 April
2022.

36 President of Russia, “Meeting with Director of the
Federal Service of National Guard Troops Viktor
Zolotov,” Kremlin.ru, 30 August 2022.

37 president of Russia, “Meeting with Director of the
Federal Service of National Guard Troops.”

The bottom line of Rosgvardiya’s role in the
war is manpower. With its participation,
Rosgvardiya has effectively freed Russian
regular units from performing the tasks
described above and allowed them to focus
more on purely combat duties. This function of
the National Guard in wartime had earlier been
outlined in theory by some analysts: in 2018,
Zdzistaw Sliwa of the Baltic Defence College
wrote that Rosgvardiya’s “contribution to the
territorial defence of the Russian Federation
would significantly expand overall Russian
combat power, as it would release the armed
forces from such duties, allowing units to be
used for pure operational tasks.”** The next
section will discuss the National Guard’s roles
throughout the war in more detail.

3.1. A LIGHT INFANTRY ROLE?

Rosgvardiya has assumed roles that do not
necessarily clearly fall under its statutory tasks,
and for which it is neither trained nor possesses

Rosgvardiya has assumed roles that do not
necessarily clearly fall under its statutory

tasks, and for which it is neither trained nor
possesses the necessary capabilities

the necessary capabilities. This was seen since
the early days of the war when Rosgvardiya
forces apparently tried to break through
Ukrainian defences. Some of these tasks
included participating in frontline combat in a

38 president of Russia, “Meeting with Director of the
Federal Service of National Guard Troops.”

39 Zdzislaw Sliwa, The Russian National Guard: A
Warning or a Message? (National Defence Academy
of Latvia, Centre for Security and Strategic Research,
2018), 12.
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light infantry role and contributing to manning
parts of Russian defensive lines as Russia
battled with a critical manpower shortage.*

However, this use of Rosgvardiya units as
a stopgap solution for the lack of regular
Russian manpower would later come back
to bite the Russians. In early September
2022, Ukrainian forces launched a significant
offensive operation towards the occupied
town of Balakliya, in the Kharkiv
region. Lacking manpower, Russia had
manned this frontline section with
mobilised personnel from the so-called
Luhansk People’s Republic (LNR),
accompanying elements of the Baltic
Fleet’s depleted 11th Army Corps, with
Rosgvardiya units reportedly acting as
a second echelon force,* including SOBR and
OMON units and the 126th Regiment (based
in Nazran, Ingushetia, also part of the National
Guard’s above-mentioned 49th Brigade).** As
these forces were incapable of withstanding
a large mechanised attack, Ukrainian forces
rapidly broke through Russian defensive lines
and, in a matter of days, liberated most of
the Kharkiv region, including the key town
of Izyum. A disaster for Russia’s ambitions to

4 Michael Kofman and Rob Lee, “Not built for purpose:
the Russian military’s ill-fated force design,” War on
the Rocks, 2 June 2022.

41 Michael Kofman and Rob Lee, “How the Battle for
the Donbas Shaped Ukraine’s Success,” Foreign Policy
Research Institute, 23 December 2022.

42 The SOBR units involved reportedly included
SOBR “Omega” from Samara Oblast and SOBR
“Tolpar” from Bashkortostan, see: “«Mbl Bbixkunu!
Pycckue, Bnepéa!»: Pocreapamnsa noaTsepamnaa, Yto
COBP Camapbl Bbiwen 13 ocaxkaéHHow banakneu
6e3 noteps [“We survived! Russians, let’s go!”:
Rosgvardiya confirmed that the Samara SOBR left the
besieged Balakliya without losses],” Bloknot Samara,
11 September 2022; Rob Lee (@RALee85), “Vladlen
Tatarsky says he trusts the info from the Starshe Eddy
and Zapiski Veteran channels,” Twitter, 7 September
2022. The presence of the 126th Regiment emerges
from open source reports of deaths among the
unit’s servicemen in Balakliya in early September, as
well as local news and Russian military documents
retrieved and published by Reuters, see: “'py3-200:
CNMCOK YBUTbIX B YKpanHe BOeHHbIx ¢ CeBepHOro
Kagkaza n tOra Poccun [Cargo-200: list of military
personnel killed in Ukraine from the North Caucasus
and Southern Russial,” Radio Svoboda Kavkaz.
Realii, N 1180-1181-1182-1192-4898, consulted
in January 2024; Russian military documents, “A
diagram showing the units and formations under the
command of the Balakliia military force,” Reuters, 26
October 2022, 3; Mari Saito, Maria Tsvetkova, and
Anton Zverev, “Abandoned Russian base holds secrets
of retreat in Ukraine,” Reuters, 26 October 2022;
“«Apmua 1 YBK yexanu, To/IbKO Mbl TaM OCTaJINCh»:
MHIyLICKMI boel — o0 HacTynaeHuu BCY [“The army
and PMC left, only we remained there”: Ingush
fighter — about the offensive of the Armed Forces of
Ukrainel,” Fortanga.org, 12 September 2022.

put pressure on the Donbas from the north,
the Kharkiv breakthrough eventually led the
Kremlin to the conviction that the Russian war
effort could not continue short of mobilisation.

The service’s occasional role as a de facto
surrogate of Russian regular units has not seen
any corresponding adjustments to Russian
legislation on the National Guard, which
suggests that its use as a frontline combat force

The service’s occasional role as a de facto
surrogate of Russian reqular units has not

seen any corresponding adjustments to
Russian legislation

is not to become the new rule in future Russian
operations. Instead, recent legal changes
to the Federal Law “On the National Guard
Troops” have further enhanced Rosgvardiya’s
rear security role. For instance, in the summer
of 2022, an amendment added demining and
destruction of explosive devices to the list
of Rosgvardiya’s powers (Article 8), with the
sponsors of the bill in the Russian parliament
arguing that the change was needed given that
the National Guard was effectively already
conducting demining in Ukraine’s occupied
territories.*®

Quite on the contrary, Rosgvardiya’s partici-
pation in frontline combat has seemingly
decreased since late 2022, with the service
now likely focusing mainly on rear security
and occupation duties. This seems to be
corroborated by the number of reported deaths
among Rosgvardiya’s servicemen throughout
the war, which saw a peak at the beginning
of the full-scale invasion and later declined
gradually, increasing moderately during
summer 2022 and then being consistently low
from November 2022 onwards (see Figure 1).%

4 State Duma and Federation Council (Russia),
denepanbHbiit 3aKoH OT 14 uiona 2022 2. N
351-®3 “O BHECEHUWN U3MEHEHUI 8 OTAE/IbHbIE
3aKoHoAaTeNbHble akTbl Poccuiickon Peaepauuu,
N 351-FZ (Moscow: State Duma and Federation
Council, 14 July 2022), Article 5; State Duma (Russia),
“Pocreapamsa u MYC Poccum noayyaT HOBble
NoJIHOMOYMA MO pPasmuHMpoBakuio [Rosgvardiya and
the Ministry of Emergency Situations of Russia will
receive new powers for demining],” Duma.gov.ru, 6
July 2022.

4 “Motepwn Poccuu B BoMHe ¢ YKpanHoi. CBoaKa

«MepamazoHbl» [Russia’s casualties in the war with
Ukraine], Mediazona, updated in January 2024.
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Figure 1. Number of reported deaths among Rosgvardiya servicemen in Ukraine
(February 2022 — January 2024). Data source: Mediazona.

According to Russian military expert Ruslan
Leviev, the number of Rosgvardiya fighters in
Ukraine might have overall dropped compared
to the early phases of the war, when Russian
forces expected to occupy much larger portions
of the country.®

3.2. TERRITORIAL DEFENCE AND
PUBLIC ORDER

One of the National Guard’s key functions has
been to secure the rear for Russian regular
units. This is clearly reflected in Rosgvardiya’s
statutory task to “participate in the territorial
defence of the Russian Federation,” which
includes most notably fighting sabotage
groups and protecting key civilian and military
infrastructure facilities.*

4 Ruslan Leviev (@CIT), “CIT — npamou adup ¢
sBonpocamu v oteetamu [CIT - live broadcast with
questions and answers],” YouTube, 29 December
2023, 58:55.

4 Russian legislation defines territorial defence as “a
system of measures carried out during the period
of martial law for the protection and defence of
military, important state and special facilities, facilities
that ensure the livelihoods of the population, the
functioning of transport, communications and
connection, energy facilities, facilities that pose an
increased danger to the life and health of people and
for the natural environment, to combat sabotage
and reconnaissance formations of foreign states and
illegal armed groups, to identify, prevent, suppress,
minimise and (or) eliminate the consequences of
their sabotage, reconnaissance and terrorist activities
in order to create favourable conditions for the
functioning of these facilities and the use of the
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, other troops,
military formations, bodies and special formations
created for wartime.” State Duma and Federation
Council (Russia), ®eaepansHbii 3akoH o1 31.05.1996
N 61-®3 (pea. ot 25.12.2023) “O6 o6opoHe” [Federal
Law “On Defence”], N 61-FZ (Moscow: State Duma
and Federation Council: 31 May 1996), Article 22.

As such, the National Guard has fought
against Ukrainian sabotage groups behind
Russian lines (what is generally known in
Russian as “sabotage and reconnaissance
group,” diversionno-razvedyvatel’naya gruppa,
DRG), being responsible for identifying and
eliminating them, as well as detecting and
destroying hidden weapons and ammunition
caches that could be used for partisan
activity.”” Rear security activities have also
reportedly included defending assets operated
by the Russian Armed Forces, such as artillery
and air defence systems, patrolling occupied
settlements, establishing road checkpoints,
running document checks, and enforcing
curfew regimes.*®

Among the duties performed by Rosgvardiya
is the control of key infrastructure facilities in
occupied parts of Ukraine, which reflects the
service’s territorial defence responsibilities but
also other statutory tasks such as “guarding
important state facilities, special cargos, and
communication infrastructure” and providing

47 For instance: “Pocreapauvs Hallia KpYnHbIi CXPOoH
c boenpunacamu B JIHP [Rosgvardiya found a large
cache of ammunition in the LNR],” Lenta.ru, 26
October 2023.

48 “NoaBnancb Kagpbl PaboTbl APTUANEPUM U PA3BEAKM
Pocreapauuv noa Xapskosom [Footage of the work
of the artillery and Rosgvardiya’s reconnaissance
near Kharkiv has appeared],” lzvestiya, 2 May 2022;
Voennyi Osvedomitel’ (@milinfolive), “Anti-Aircraft
Missile And Gun System “Pantsyr-S1” In The Zone Of
The Special Military Operation In Ukraine,” Telegram,
27 May 2022. See, for instance: Rosgvardiya on TV (@
Pocreapaus Ha TB), “HOr YKpaunHbl rOTOBUTCA OTMETUTH
Benukyto Mobeay. CneupenopTaxk A. CTenaHeHKo
[South of Ukraine is preparing to celebrate the Great
Victory. A special report by A. Stepanenko],” Youtube,
2 May 2022.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oplwvbr4L_I&t=3535s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oplwvbr4L_I&t=3535s
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10591/c2ea37ecd894431d36cf7684a0e14911282478ce/
https://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10591/c2ea37ecd894431d36cf7684a0e14911282478ce/
https://lenta.ru/news/2023/10/26/rosgvardinya-nashla-krupnyy-shron-s-boepripasami-v-lnr/
https://lenta.ru/news/2023/10/26/rosgvardinya-nashla-krupnyy-shron-s-boepripasami-v-lnr/
https://iz.ru/1329118/2022-05-02/poiavilis-kadry-raboty-artillerii-i-razvedki-rosgvardii-pod-kharkovom
https://iz.ru/1329118/2022-05-02/poiavilis-kadry-raboty-artillerii-i-razvedki-rosgvardii-pod-kharkovom
https://web.archive.org/web/20220716091635/https:/t.me/milinfolive/84123
https://web.archive.org/web/20220716091635/https:/t.me/milinfolive/84123
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state oversight over the “security of the fuel
and energy complex facilities.”*

In Ukraine, this has translated into a major
Rosgvardiya role in the occupation of key
energy infrastructure facilities captured by
Russian forces, most notably the Chornobyl
and Zaporizhzhia NPPs.*® There is evidence
that Rosgvardiya directly participated in
the operations for the capture of
these facilities: in May 2022, Andrei
Frolenkov, deputy commander of
Bryansk’s OMON unit “Arsenal,” was
awarded the “Hero of the Russian
Federation” title for his alleged
leading role in the seizure of the Chornobyl
NPP, reportedly guarded by a light presence of
Ukrainian National Guard soldiers.> Similarly,
some sources claim that a Rosgvardiya Major
General from Krasnodar led the operation
to capture the Zaporizhzhia NPP.>2 While the
occupation of the Chornobyl NPP ended in late
March 2022, as Russian troops withdrew from
the Kyiv region, the National Guard remains at
the Zaporizhzhia NPP at the time of writing,
continuing to perform occupation and security
functions, including the arrest of several of

4 State Duma and Federation Council (Russia),
PenepanbHbil 3aKOH OT 3 uiona 2016 2. N 226-93
“O BoWCKax HaUMOHaAbHOM rBapanmn Poccuinckom
Penepaumnmn” (c USMEHEHUAMM U AONONHEHUAMM)
[Federal Law “On the National Guard Troops], N 226-
FZ (Moscow: State Duma and Federation Council, 3
July 2016), Article 2.

The fact that Rosgvardiya performed occupation
duties at the two plants was confirmed by the
service’s own press channels early on in the war.
“Pocreapama coobuinna, 4To NPUHUMAET y4acTue

B OxpaHe YepHOobbInbCKoW 1 3anopokckoit AEC
[Rosgvardiya reported that it is taking part in the
protection of the Chernobyl and Zaporizhzhia Nuclear
Power Plants],” TASS, 11 March 2022.

Rosgvardiya on TV (@Pocreapaua Ha TB),
“OunpekTop Pocreapamu Bpy4mn meaanb «30a0Tas
3ee3na» obuuepam esomcrea [The Rosgvardiya
Director awarded the Golden Star medal to the
service’s officers],” Youtube, 5 May 2022; Vasco
Cotovio, “Ukrainians shocked by ‘crazy’ scene at
Chernobyl after Russian pullout reveals radioactive
contamination,” CNN, 9 April 2022.

“PoccuiicKMe BOMCKA 3aBe3/1v HEM3BECTHbIN rPy3

Ha 3anopoxckyto ASC, MCTOYHWUKM FOBOPAT O
MUWHMPOBaHUK 3/1eKTpoCcTaHuUuK (Buaeo) [Russian
troops delivered an unknown cargo to the
Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant, sources talk about
mining the power plant (video)],” The Insider, 5 August
2022; Energoatom (@energoatom_ua), “Cunosum
3axonaeHHAM 3anopi3bkoi AEC, Haparkatoumn Ha
Hebe3neky NiBCBITY Ta BUMHAOUMN aKTU SAEPHOIO
TEpPopuU3My, KEpyBaB reHepas-manop A0MOPOBCbKUM
onekcin opiviosuny [The seizure of the Zaporizhzhia
NPP by force, endangering half the world and
committing acts of nuclear terrorism, was led by
Major General Alexey Dombrovsky Yuriyovych],”
Telegram, 7 April 2022.
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the plant’s workers and the enforcement of an
access control regime around the plant.®

Rosgvardiya has also contributed to the
protection of key logistical lines for the
Russian war effort, including most importantly
the Crimean Bridge. According to Russian
legislation, Rosgvardiya has primary
responsibility for protecting the water areas

of key logistical lines for the Russian war
effort, including the Crimean Bridge

near the structure (while responsibility
for the protection of the bridge’s road and
railway components lies mainly on the
Ministry of Transport, with the Ministry of
Defence covering the air component).®® In
order to perform these duties, Rosgvardiya
bases, in the nearby town of Kerch, one of its
spetsnaz military units, the 115th Separate
Special Purpose Brigade, comprising the 39th
Maritime Detachment; another unit, the 144th
Special Motorized Regiment, was reportedly
transferred there in 2020 for the same
purpose.>® The service fields several maritime
assets, including “Grachonok” anti-saboteur

3 Rosgvardiya has claimed to have arrested over 300
individuals for violating the access control regime as
of December 2023. It is unclear which other Russian
units occupy the plant apart from Rosgvardiya,
but reportedly they also include elements of
the Russian Armed Forces such as the Troops of
Radiological, Chemical, and Biological Defence
(voyska radiatsioonnoy, khimicheskoy i biologicheskoy
zashchity, RKhBZ). Rosgvardiya (@Pocrsapaus),
“3anopoxckan ASC — nog 3almTon npodeccroHanos
[The Zaporozhzhia NPP is under the protection of
professionals],” VKontakte, 13 December 2023;
“Pocreapams 3agepskana ABYx coTpyaHmkos 3A3C,
cotpyaHuyaslumnx ¢ BCY [Rosgvardiya detained two
Zaporizhzhia NPP employees],” Ria Novosti, 24 August
2022; “POCCUICKNIA KOMAHAMP PacCcKasasl, YTO BOMCKa
PXB3 KpyrnocyToyHo cieasnT 3a cutyaumen Ha 3A3C
[The Russian commander said that RKhBZ troops are
monitoring the situation at the Zaporozhzhia NPP
around the clock], TASS, 15 June 2023.

Government (Russia), [loctanosnenve lNpaButenscrea
P® ot 29 ceHTabpa 2020 2. N 1566 “O6 yTBEpPKAEHUK
ocobeHHocTEM 3aUWNTbl OT aKTOB HE3AaKOHHOIoO
BMeLIaTeIbCTBa 06 bHEKTOB TPAHCMOPTHOM
MHOPACTPYKTYPbI, BOKPYT KOTOPbIX YCTaHABAMBAKOTCA
30HbI besonacHocT” [Government Decree “On

the specificities of protection from acts of illegal
interference against transport infrastructure facilities
around which security zones are established”], N 1566
(Moscow: Government, 29 September 2020), para 3-4.

Alexina Dorogan, “Pocreapans 8 Kpbimy:
KapaTe/ibHbIW OpraH Uau elle ogHa apMmua?
[Rosgvardiya in Crimea: a punitive body or another
army?],” Radio Svoboda Krym.Realii, 20 November
2023.
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Occupied Crimea appears to remain a key

ships — reportedly armed with grenade
launchers, machine guns, and “Igla” MANPADS
— “Sargan” and “Afalina” patrol boats, as well
as BK-16 landing crafts.*® Successful Ukrainian
attacks on the bridge, however, have likely
caused some embarrassment for Rosgvardiya,
as will be discussed in a later section.

priority for Rosgvardiya’s infrastructure
protection duties

The National Guard has also performed its
typical “public order” duties, such as quelling
protests, detaining individuals, contributing

Occupied Crimea appears to remain a key
priority for Rosgvardiya’s infrastructure
protection duties. As mentioned in section
1, Russian legislation establishes a list of
facilities where Rosgvardiya protection is
mandatory.>” Since the beginning of the full-
scale invasion, two more facilities have been
added to the list, both located in or near
Crimea: the Administrative building of the

to the security of the sham annexation
referenda, and fighting pro-Ukrainian
sentiments in the occupied territories

Legislative Assembly of the city of Sevastopol
(Crimea) and a power substation in the
town of Taman (Krasnodar region), which
reportedly contributes to powering numerous

% Vladislav Sergienko, “Kpbimckuit moct u KepyeHckuii
NPOAMB: KaK U C KAKUM BOOPYIKEHNEM UX OXPaHAIT
[The Crimean Bridge and the Kerch Strait: how and
with what weapons they are guarded],” Ria Novosti
Krym, 5 February 2022.

57 The list was first outlined in Government Order N
928-r from 15 May 2017. The original document is
available on the Russian government website, see
Government (Russia), Pacnopssxenue lNpaButenscrea
Poccuiickoit Pepepaumm ot 15.05.2017 Ne 928-p
[Government Order, “On the list of objects subject
to mandatory protection by troops of the National
Guard of the Russian Federation”], N 928-r (Moscow:
Government, 15 May 2017).

infrastructures in Southern Russia as well as the
railway component of the Crimean bridge.>®

The National Guard has also performed its
typical “public order” duties in the occupied
territories. This has included quelling Ukrainian
protests, detaining Ukrainian individuals
and leading figures of Ukrainian civil
society, with numerous reports of
human rights violations committed
by the service;* contributing to the
security of major events such as the
sham annexation referenda of October
2022;%° and overall fighting pro-Ukrainian
sentiments, including by confiscating what is
deemed as extremist literature.5!

3.3. THE HOMEFRONT

Throughout the war, Rosgvardiya has continued
to perform its main duties inside Russia,
although its ability to do so might come
under question as much of its forces
remain deployed in Ukraine. This risk
was evidenced by the very first days of
the war: in February 2022, for instance,
Russia reportedly resorted to sending
police detectives to help quell anti-war
protests in the city of Yekaterinburg,

8 The two facilities were added to the list in May
2022, see: Government (Russia), Government
Order, “On the list of objects subject to mandatory
protection by troops of the National Guard of the
Russian Federation,” as amended on 31 May 2022,
61-62. The substation was reportedly inaugurated
in 2019, see: Irina Mochalova, “[1o komaHae [yTuHa
MNasen JINBUHCKMIA 3aNyCcTUA NOACTaHUMIO «[TopT»
B KpacHoaapckom kpae [At Putin’s command, Pavel
Livinsky launched the “Port” substation in the
Krasnodar region],” Moskovsky Komsomolets, 13
March 2019.

%% For example: Carlotta Gall, “Shocks, Beatings, Mock
Executions: Inside Kherson’s Detention Centers,” The
New York Times, 29 May 2023.

80 “Pocreapama obecneynna 6e30nacHOCTb NPOBEAEHMA
pedeperHayma B [loHbacce [Rosgvardiya ensured
the safety of the referendum in Donbas],” TASS, 28
September 2022.

51 Officially, one of Rosgvardiya’s statutory functions
is the “participation in the fight against terrorism
and extremism”. The Russian understanding of what
constitutes extremism in Ukraine, however, has
been very expansive, essentially covering almost
any expressions of Ukrainian identity. Rosgvardiya
(@RosgvardOfficial), “Pocreapaeiibl v BoeHHas
KOHTppasseAka obHapyxkuav B bubanotekax JHP
Honee 300 skcTpemucTckmx n3aaHnii [Rosgvardiya
fighters and military counterintelligence discovered
more than 300 extremist publications in DNR
libraries].” Telegram, 11 October 2023.
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As a key force granting the regime security at
home, Rosgvardiya was also involved in the
attempt to stop the Wagner Group’s
mutiny in June 2023, which will be
discussed next.

precisely because the local OMON detachments
had been deployed to Ukraine.®?

Rosgvardiya has continued to perform its
main duties inside Russia by participating in

the repression of demonstrations and
defending the border areas near Ukraine

3.4. LIKE A KNIFE
THROUGH BUTTER:

Nonetheless, Rosgvardiya participated in the
repression of demonstrations against the war
in Russian cities in February-March 2022 and
those against Russia’s partial mobilisation
in late 2022.%* Rosgvardiya units were also
deployed to guard military commissariats
(voenkomaty) in Moscow and other Russian
cities, following attacks against these
facilities after the announcement of a partial
mobilisation campaign.5

Rosgvardiya has also contributed to defending
Russia’s border areas near Ukraine, reflecting
another of its key statutory tasks. Alongside the
FSB’s Border Service (Pogranichnaya sluzhba,

Rosgvardiya was also involved in the attempt

to stop the Wagner Group’s mutiny in June 2023

PS) as well as units from the Armed Forces and
the MVD, the National Guard has reportedly
been engaged in fighting Ukrainian cross-
border operations, including most notably
those conducted by pro-Ukrainian Russian
groups in Bryansk and Belgorod regions in the
first half of 2023.%

62 Yevgeny Koshek, “B ExatepnHbypre pasroHats
aHTUBOEHHbIE MUTUHIM OTNPABAT ONEePaTUBHUKOB
yrosioBHoro posbicka [Police field detectives will be
sent to disperse anti-war rallies in Yekaterinburg],”
Yekaterinburg Onlayn, 25 February 2022.

“OMOH npecnesyeT NPOTECTYHOLUMX MO FOPOAY.
MNepekpbiT flutenHsbii npocnekt [OMON chases

protesters through the city. Liteyny Avenue is
closed],” Fontanka.ru, 27 February 2022; “lpoTecTsl
npotus mobuamsaumm 8 Mockse u MNetepbypre:
CUI0BWKM 3a4epKanu 6o/ee TbiCAYM YEN0BEK,
NnocTpajanv AecaTky MUTUHIYVIOLLMX [Protests against
mobilisation in Moscow and St. Petersburg: security
forces detained more than a thousand people],”
Nastoyashcheye Vremya, 21 September 2022.

64 Tatiana Stekolnikova, “Pocreapamns yeunnaa oxpaHy
BOEHKOMAaTOB 13-3a HanaseHul [Rosgvardiya has
strengthened security at military enlistment offices
due to attacks],” RBK, 15 October 2022.

Varvara Koshechkina, “B EpaHckoi o6aactm Havyanca
601 ¢ yKpanHckumu amsepcaHtamu [A battle with
Ukrainian saboteurs began in the Bryansk region],”
Lenta.ru, 2 March 2023; “HanaaeHve aMBepcaHToB
Ha benropoackyto o6aactb 1 pexkum KTO [Attack

of saboteurs on the Belgorod region and the CTO
regime],” RBK, 23 May 2023.
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WAGNER'S MUTINY

Rosgvardiya came once again under the
spotlight as Wagner Group’s head Yevgeny
Prigozhin launched his mutiny against Russia’s
military leadership in June 2023. After all,
one of the key reasons behind Rosgvardiya’s
creation was precisely to prevent a regime
change by force. However, the National
Guard appeared ill-prepared for the task.
Wagner’s rapid advance towards Moscow
raised speculations that the National Guard
may be reluctant to shield Putin given the
heavy losses suffered by the service in the
early phases of the war. It is likely though that
Rosgvardiya, intended for confronting lightly
armed organised groups, simply
lacked the necessary capabilities to
stop thousands of men equipped with
tanks and heavy artillery.

Although it is unclear whether there was any
significant engagement between Wagner and
the National Guard — with the most visible
attacks on the mutineers being inflicted
by Russia’s Aerospace Forces (Vozdushno-
kosmicheskiye sily, VKS) — the evidence
available points at the difficulty faced by the
service in those critical hours.%® A video from
the day of the mutiny, for instance, showed
Wagner Group heavy vehicles easily surpassing
improvised car roadblocks in Rostov, all
witnessed by powerless OMON fighters.®’
Other photos showed a joint Rosgvardiya
and police roadblock on the road to Moscow
featuring a BTR vehicle and several cars, unlikely
to stop Wagner’s advance.® Meanwhile, a

% Gareth Jennings, “Russian Air Force suffers significant
losses in Wagner mutiny,” Janes, 26 June 2023.

57 Meduza (@Meduza), “MsaTtesk MpUroskmHa. XpoHuka
cobbituit [Prigozhin’s mutiny. Chronicle of events],”
YouTube, 30 June 2023, 0:29.

% Voennyi Osvedomitel’ (@milinfolive), “ToT cambiii
XuaeHbKui 610KNOCT NoauumMmn n Pocreapanm us
onHoro 6TP-80 [The same thin police and Rosgvardiya
checkpoint with one BTR-80],” Telegram, 24 June
2023.
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The decision to allow the service to have tanks
and heavy artillery suggests a rising role of

Rosgvardiya as not just an invasion force but
also the embodiment of the Kremlin’s
concerns for internal security

remarkable Rosgvardiya deployment within
Moscow was reported.®

Nevertheless, with Prigozhin eventually giving
up on its drive to Moscow, Rosgvardiya
members eagerly used the mutiny as an
opportunity to showcase the service’s
prominent role in ensuring the regime’s
stability. A few days after the events, Zolotov
rapidly moved to dismiss any potential doubts
over his service’s loyalty and performance: he
declared that the reason why the Wagner
column had managed to advance so deep
inside Russia was because Rosgvardiya had
concentrated its forces around Moscow. If the
National Guard had dispersed its units,
according to him, the Wagner Group would
have gone through “like a knife through
butter.”’° Alexander Khinshtein, a United Russia
(Edinaya Rossiya) Duma Deputy who previously
served as an advisor to Zolotov and is
considered the service’s main lobbyist
inside the Russian parliament, would
later write on his Telegram channel
that the events had confirmed that the
National Guard “will always remain an
outpost of state stability.””*

Against this backdrop, fearful of a repetition
of a scenario like the June 2023 mutiny, the
Kremlin has decided to significantly increase
the National Guard’s capabilities by adopting a
law that allows the service to have tanks and

8 “B MockBe ycuamnamn mepbl besonacHocTu [Security
measures have been strengthened in Moscow],” TASS,
23 June 2023.

70 Mikhail Dobrunov, “I'n1asa Pocreapanmn obbacHMU
6bicTpoe npoasuxkerHne YBK «BarHep» [The head of
the Rosgvardiya explained the rapid advance of the
Wagner PMC],” RBK, 27 June 2023.

1 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “PosHo 30
NleT Hasaj, — CcTpaHa eABa He CKaTW/Iach B MYYMHY
['parkparckon BoriHbl [Exactly 30 years ago, the
country almost slipped into the abyss of civil war],”
Telegram, 4 October 2023.

heavy artillery.”? The Kremlin’s decision appears
to suggest a rising role of Rosgvardiya, being
not just a key invasion force against Ukraine
but also continuing to embody the Russian
leadership’s concerns for internal security.

4. A RISING FIGHTING
FORCE? THE NATIONAL
GUARD’S STANDING
INSIDE RUSSIA

4.1. BAPTISM BY FIRE: NEW
CAPABILITIES AND COMBAT
EXPERIENCE

With new capabilities and significant combat
experience, the National Guard is on track to
potentially become a very significant armed
force in Russia.

With new capabilities and significant combat
experience, the National Guard is on track to

potentially become a very significant armed
force in Russia

e First, the capabilities that the service is set
to receive will give the service increased
firepower (as explained, Rosgvardiya
currently does not field any tanks and its
highest calibre artillery piece is reportedly

the towed 122mm D-30 howitzer).”® As

Russia’s military-industrial production

is likely to prioritise the needs of

the Armed Forces given the ongoing
war effort, it remains unclear when

Rosgvardiya will receive these new

systems. However, the equipment

will further elevate the service as a

key internal security force, potentially

making it capable of fighting heavily armed
groups as well as increasing the significance
of its contribution in conventional warfare

72 Government (Russia), ®efepanbHbiv 3aKOH OT
04.08.2023 No 446-®3 “O BHeCEHUU U3MEHEHU 8
dPenepanbHbiit 3aKOH «O BOMCKax HALUMOHANAbHOM
reapann Poccninckon Depepaumn” [Federal Law “On
amendments to the Federal Law on the National
Guard Troops of the Russian Federation”], N 446-

FZ (Moscow: Government, 8 August 2023); Milena
Kostereva, “[lyT1H pa3pewna Pocreapamm UMeTb Ha
BOOPYeHuM TaHku [Putin allowed Rosgvardiya to
have tanks in service],” Kommersant, 4 August 2023.

7 International Institute for Strategic Studies, “Chapter
Five: Russia and Eurasia,” 197.
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scenarios. While these changes will bring
Rosgvardiya’s capabilities in line with those
once possessed by the service’s predecessor
— the MVD Internal Troops (VV), which
fielded tanks during operations in the
Northern Caucasus — this still represents
a considerable novelty in today’s Russia,
as Rosgvardiya will be the first internal
security agency with heavy weapons
responding directly to the president.”

between the two services was necessary.”®
For instance, according to a Rosgvardiya
official, the service provided cover for
regular troops as they retreated from
Kherson city and the right bank of the
Dnipro River in November 2022.° This
experience could lead to an overall increase
in the Russian military’s combat
effectiveness.

e Fourth, Rosgvardiya has also been

Rosgvardiya will be the first internal security growing in numbers. In the second

agency with heavy weapons responding
directly to the president

Second, the service can count on almost
two years of deployment to a warzone,
where it has likely gained invaluable
experience. Being a relatively young
structure, the National Guard may have
been able to test some of its newest
concepts such as a more unified command
structure for special forces as experimented
since 2018.”> Russian President Vladimir
Putin appears to value Rosgvardiya’s
experience as a rear security force: this is
suggested, for instance, by Putin’s choice in
spring 2023 to appoint Aleksei Kuzemkov,
until then a Rosgvardiya deputy director, as
the new deputy defence minister in charge
of logistics.”®

Third, Rosgvardiya has also had a chance to
test an unprecedented level of interaction
and coordination with the Armed Forces,
which is particularly important given that
joint operations between the two bodies
had been limited and only practised in
sporadic exercises.”” This is notably high-
lighted by instances where Rosgvardiya
conducted reconnaissance and pinpointed
targets for Army artillery, as well as by major
operations where close coordination

74 Vladimir Mukhin, “TaHKkoBble BOVICKa BHYTPEHHETO

half of 2023, the new 116th Separate
Operational Purpose Brigade was
created to serve in Donbas and,
according to some reports, will field
a very wide range of capabilities including
tanks.®® The recent approval of a law
allowing Rosgvardiya to form volunteer
units opens a road to the service’s further
expansion.® According to many, these
volunteer formations could constitute a
new home for at least part of the former
Wagner Group fighters after the group’s
dissolution following Prigozhin’s mutiny.®

In expanding, Rosgvardiya has continued to
exercise its traditional role as a service able to
incorporate controversial forces into state
structures, a need made even more urgent
by the proclaimed Russian annexation of
Ukrainian territories. As such, Rosgvardiya has
reportedly absorbed the Donetsk People’s
Republic (DNR) “Vostok” Battalion, with its

8 Rosgvardiya’s press channels have repeatedly reported
cases in which the service allegedly conducted
reconnaissance and pinpointed targets for Army
artillery units. See, for instance: Rosgvardiya (@
RosgvardOfficial), “Hogble kaapbl c nepesosoi [New
footage from the front line],” Telegram, 22 December
2022.

Rosgvardiya on TV (@Pocreapaua Ha TB), “/lupertop
Pocreapamnu nocetwn noApassaeneHuns BeAoMCcTBa

B Pecny61vKke Kpbim 1 B XepcoHcKol obaactu
[Rosgvardiya Director visits the service’s units in the
Crimean Republic and Kherson Oblast],” YouTube, 3
February 2023.

Sergey Koval, “«OnpuyHukm NyTnHa». YTo M3BECTHO O
BOMHCKOM YacTtu Pocreapaunm B Cesactonone [“Putin’s
guardsmen.” What is known about the military unit
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HasHayenvs [Internal purpose tank troops],” of Rosgvardiya in Sevastopol],” Radio Svoboda Krym.

Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 1 April 2011. Realii, 22 November 2023.
> Bogdan Stepovoy et al, “Pocreapamns cobupaet 8 president of Russia, “[10/AnMCcaH 33KOH O

aUTHble YacTy B Kynak [Rosgvardiya is gathering elite

o - . no6poBonbyeckmx GOpMUPOBaAHUAX B COCTaBe
units into a fist],” Izvestiya, 10 January 2018.

Pocreapauu [A law on volunteer formations within

76 “Anekces Ky3bMeHKOBa Ha3HaYUAM 3aMMUHUCTPA Rosgvardiya was signed],” Kremlin.ru, 25 December
060pPOHbI N0 MaTepPUaIbHO-TEXHUYECKOMY 2023.
obecneuenio [Alexey Kuzmenkov was ap”pointed 8 Reports suggest that some former Wagner fighters
Deputy Minister of Defence for Logistics],” TASS, 30 have indeed joined Rosgvardiya. Anatoly Kurmanaev
April 2023. et al, “Russia Steps Up Efforts to Lure Wagner Veterans
77 Samuel Charap, Dara Massicot, et al, Russian Grand Back Into Ukraine War,” The New York Times, 9
Strateqy: Rhetoric and Reality (RAND, 2021), 41-45. November 2023.
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Rosgvardiya could play a prominent role in the
reqularisation of newly created forces whose

legal status is still under discussion such as
new territorial defence formations

head Alexander Khodakovsky becoming
Deputy Head of Rosgvardiya’s Main Directorate
for DNR.® Another example is the “Oplot”
Battalion (later expanded into a regiment),
created within Rosgvardiya’s 21st Separate
Operational Purpose Brigade Zhukov by the
systemic opposition party “A Just Russia — For
Truth” in late 2022, and reportedly comprising
pro-Russian fighters from the Donbas.®
According to some sources, parts of the so-
called DNR Ministry of Internal Affairs’
“Kaskad” operational combat tactical formation
might also be absorbed by Rosgvardiya.®

Further to this, Rosgvardiya could play a
prominent role in the regularisation of newly
created forces whose legal status is still under
discussion. This is the case, for instance, of the
new territorial defence formations that some
Russian regions bordering Ukraine have
created. Not only Rosgvardiya has reportedly
contributed to their training, but it could also
play an oversight role over their arming, given
the service’s responsibility for state supervision

8 Anastasia Larina, “batansoH «Boctok» us AHP
BoMAeT B crnelHas Pocreapavu [The Vostok battalion
from the DNR will be included in the special
forces of Rosgvardiyal,” Kommersant, 25 March
2023; Alexander Khodakovsky (@aleksandr_skif),
““BocToK” co3aaBanca Noj KOHKPEeTHbIe Lein u
3anaun [“Vostok” was created for specific goals and
objectives],” Telegram, 25 March 2023.

8 The Battalion was expanded into a regiment in the
summer of 2023, with Russian nationalist writer
Zakhar Prilepin being appointed deputy commander
and receiving the title of colonel. “baTtanbon naptum
MwupoHoBa pelinaun co3gatb B Pocreapauu [It was
decided to create a battalion of Mironov’s party in
Rosgvardiya),” Moskovsky Komsomolets, 7 November
2022; “Popmupyetca batanboH “Onnot 3A NMPABAY»
[The battalion “Oplot FOR TRUTH" is being formed],”
A Just Russia Party Press Service, 2 November 2022;
“MpuaenunH ctan NoANOAKOBHUKOM Pocreapamm
[Prilepin became lieutenant colonel of Rosgvardiya],”
RBK, 14 August 2023.

Cossack elements have also been incorporated into
Rosgvardiya, as evidenced by the creation within the
above-mentioned 116th Brigade of the “Tavrida”
Battalion, reportedly composed of Cossack fighters
from Crimea (UK Ministry of Defence (@DefenceHQ),
“Latest Defence Intelligence update on the situation in
Ukraine — 07 January 2024,” Twitter, 7 January 2024;
Irina Kamysheva, “B Kpbimy dopmupyioT ocobbiin
batanboH Pocreapann — kazaunii [A special battalion
of Rosvardiya is being formed in Crimea — a Cossack
one],” Ria Novosti Krym, 13 September 2023.

8!

¢

of firearms ownership and considering that
territorial defence members already holding
gun ownership permits are likely to be
prioritised in the arming process.

At the same time, although the war has offered
some venues for growth, it has also presented
the service with formidable challenges. First of
all, Rosgvardiya has to deal with the most direct
consequence of the full-scale invasion, which is
war casualties. Overall, as of December 2023,
open-source investigators have verified the
death of hundreds of Rosgvardiya servicemen
— with the real number likely to be
much higher — including over 130
officers.®” Among them are at least 6
Colonels and 14 Lieutenant Colonels.®
Regardless of the outcome of the
war, these losses, as well as lowering
standards for recruitment as the
service seeks manpower, are likely
to negatively impact Rosgvardiya’s combat
effectiveness and force quality in the short to
medium term.®°

Second, there still seem to be considerable
issues in command and control (C2) and overall
coordination between Rosgvardiya and other
military and security forces. This was
particularly evident at the beginning of the
war, with Rosgvardiya units advancing ahead of
the regular forces’ armour, and has likely
continued to have an impact throughout the
war. In October 2022, for instance, retired

8 Maria Lisitsyna and Dmitry Serkov, “Kaptanosios
NpeanoXuna co3aath eAMHbIN WTab No oxpaHe
rpaHunibl ¢ YrpavHoi [Kartapolov proposed creating
a single headquarters to protect the border with
Ukraine],” RBK, 26 May 2023.

87 Data from Mediazona and BBC. “Russia’s Casualties
In The War With Ukraine,” Mediazona, as updated
in January 2024; Olga lvshina, “«l'oa macopy6okr»:
4YTO HaM M3BECTHO O NoTepaAx Poccuum B YKpaunHe 3a
2023 roa [“Year of meat grinders”: what do we know
about Russia’s losses in Ukraine in 2023],” BBC Russian
Service, as updated in January 2024.

88 “Russia’s Casualties in the war with Ukraine.”

8 This has included eliminating the age limit of 35
years to join internal affairs bodies and the National
Guard with an amendment signed by Putin in August
2023. President of Russia, ®eaepasibHblii 3aKOH OT
04.08.2023 2. No 436-®3 O BHECEHUWN U3MEHEHUI
8 OTAe/ibHble 3aKoHOoAaTe bHble aKTbl Poccuiickon
denepaunn [Federal Law “On amendments to
certain legislative acts of the Russian Federation”],

N 436-FZ (Moscow: Kremlin, 4 August 2023), Art 2;
President of Russia, “[loAnvcaH 3aKoH, YTOYHAOLLNIA
NopAAOK U YC/IOBUA MPOXOXKAEHMA CNYKObI B BOMCKAX
Pocreapaunu u opraHax BHyTpeHHux aen [A law has
been signed clarifying the procedure and conditions
for serving in Rosgvardiya troops and internal affairs
bodies],” Kremlin.ru, 4 August 2023.
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The National Guard and the Armed Forces

could
manp

Russian General Leonid lvashov observed that
Rosgvardiya was still not directly subordinated
to the commander of Russian forces in Ukraine,
remarking on Russia’s fragmented command
structure.®°

In January 2023, the Kremlin tried to solve
these issues by appointing General Valery
Gerasimov, Chief of Russia’s General Staff, as
head of Russian forces in Ukraine. By Russian
law, the General Staff has an overall
coordination role of all federal security
authorities, including the National Guard, for
the defence of the country, thereby allowing
for a better unity of command.®® A Russian
commentator, for instance, observed that the
previous commander of Russian forces in
Ukraine, General Sergey Surovikin, could only
interact with Rosgvardiya through the service’s
own command structures, with the appoint-
ment of Gerasimov having a consolidating
effect.? Although C2 might have improved,
there still seem to be coordination issues
between Rosgvardiya and the various military
and security structures. According to Head of
State Duma Defence Committee Andrei
Kartapalov, for instance, the security structures
responsible for defending the border, which
include among others the FSB, Rosgvardiya,
and the Armed Forces, have so far mostly
worked in a fragmented way, without much
joint effort.?

find themselves competing for
ower and military equipment

Finally, some politicians inside Russia have
voiced concerns that Rosgvardiya’s recent
growth, and notably the appearance of

% Maksym Bugriy, “Will General Surovikin Fix Russia’s C2
Problems?,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Volume 19 Issue
172 (November 2022).

1 Alexis A. Blanc, Alyssa Demus, et al, The Russian
General Staff: Understanding the Military’s
Decisionmaking Role in a “Besieged Fortress” (RAND,
2023), 15.

Andrey Fedorov, Anton Lavroy, et al, “CratycHoe
cBeplieHune: Banepuit FfepacMmoB cTan
KOMaHAVoLWMM cnelonepaumer [Status achievement:
Valery Gerasimov became commander of the special
operation],” Izvestiya, 12 January 2023.

Maria Lisitsyna and Dmitry Serkov, “Kaptanosos
NpeaioXKnA co3aaTh eMHbIN WTab No oxpaHe
rpaHuLbl ¢ YrpavHoi [Kartapolov proposed creating
a single headquarters to protect the border with
Ukraine],” RBK, 26 May 2023.

92

9:

w

volunteer units, might pose a risk of duplication
and clash with the regular Armed Forces.*
Although this possibility appears so far
remote, there are, nonetheless, signs that the
National Guard and the Armed Forces could
find themselves competing for manpower and
military equipment, notably as Rosgvardiya
seeks to receive heavy artillery and tanks in a
context of limited defence industrial output.
The next sections will discuss the National
Guard’s self-preservation moves in the
institutional competition for resources with
other security and defence institutions.

4.2. PROTECTING THE FIEFDOM:
THE MANPOWER RUSH

Suffering heavy losses at the beginning of the
war — and, nonetheless, being responsible for a
wide range of tasks in Ukraine while continuing
to perform key security duties in Russia — the
National Guard has unsurprisingly been
scrambling for manpower. In doing so, it has
occasionally found itself in competition with
other institutions, such as the Armed Forces and
the MVD. To a significant extent, these structures
have similar recruitment pools, prioritising men
with previous military experience.

In this context, Rosgvardiya has sought to
attract manpower by offering generous
short-term contracts to men willing
to serve in Ukraine. Local news, for
instance, reported that the salary of a
Rosgvardiya fighter in Ukraine might be
well over double that of an equivalent
position within Russia.*®> According to
a recruitment advertisement that appeared
in June 2022 for service in Chelyabinsk’s 23rd
Special Purpose Detachment “Obereg” (Otryad
spetsyalnogo naznacheniya, OSN), the salary
for participating in so-called work trips (that
is, fighting in Ukraine) amounted to 140 000
rubles (currently about $1 500), over triple

% Ksenia Veretennikova,“4to6b1 kak HKB/ [To be like the
NKVD],” Kommersant, 17 October 2023.

% Pavel Tiunov, “HoBoCKM6UPLIEB 30BYT Ha KOHTPAKTHYHO
cnyx6y. ypHanumct HI'C nonbiTanca ycTpouTbes
1 M3yuns, ckonbko nnatat [Novosibirsk residents
are called to contract service. The NGS journalist
tried to get a job and studied what the pay is],”
Novosibirsk Onlayn, 9 June 2022; “Kutenam Nomopba
npefaaratoT CAYKUTb B Pocreapavu: y3Haam npo
ycnosua v 3apnaaty [Residents of Pomorie are
offered to serve in Rosgvardiya: we learned about
the conditions and salary],” Arkhangelsk Onlayn, 10
October 2022.
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the pay for equivalent roles in Russia.”® With
these measures, Rosgvardiya has attempted to
not lag behind the Armed Forces, which have
also offered large compensation for service in
Ukraine.

Rosgvardiya saw a sizable part of its

recruitment pool being forcibly redirected
towards the Armed Forces

However, Russia’s declaration of partial
mobilisation in September 2022 visibly
complicated Rosgvardiya’s recruitment efforts.
With the mobilisation decree targeting only
Russia’s regular forces, Rosgvardiya saw a
sizable part of its recruitment pool being
forcibly redirected towards the Armed Forces.
This was particularly significant for former
Rosgvardiya fighters, who, despite constituting
a primary target for the National Guard’s
recruitment, were now subject to mobilisation
having often previously served in the military.

These issues were rapidly noted by people
associated with Rosgvardiya. A day after
Putin’s announcement, Alexander Khinshtein,
Rosgvardiya’s closest man in the State Duma,
expressed concerns over the fact that the
mobilisation order only concerned the Armed
Forces while excluding the National Guard
despitethelatter’srolein Ukraine. Ashe argued,
the decree risked leading to the mobilisation
of numerous former Rosgvardiya fighters into
the Armed Forces, thus depriving them of
the possibility to serve in their own former
service.”” The issue appeared particularly
problematic for former Rosgvardiya police
fighters, such as OMON and SOBR, who could
end up serving in the Armed Forces in lower
military positions rather than according to their
much more senior police ranks. Khishstein, for
instance, cited an example in which a former
Rosgvardiya OMON colonel had been mobilised
in the Armed Forces with the rank of captain.®®

% Pavel Tiunov, “HoBocnbupLLEB 30BYT Ha KOHTPAKTHYIO
cny6y [Novosibirsk residents are called to contract
service],” Novosibirsk Onlayn, 9 June 2022.

97 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “Ipumep moero
konnerv HOpwua LLIBbITKMHE, PELIMBLIErO BEPHYThCA
B CTpoW Ana yyactma B CBO, BbICBETUI CUCTEMHYIO
npobnemy [The example of my colleague Yuri Shvytkin
highlighted a systemic problem],” Telegram, 22
September 2022.

% Alexander Khinshtein, “The example of my colleague
Yuri Shvytkin.”

In this context, the National Guard has
apparently pushed for additional measures
to protect its manpower sources. In spring
2023, Khinshtein presented to the Russian
parliament a bill allowing personnel subject
to mobilisation in the Armed Forces
but with previous service experience
in National Guard units (or their MVD
predecessors) to choose to serve
in Rosgvardiya.®® The proposal was
signed into law by Putin in August
2023.%% QOther measures have contributed to
keeping the National Guard competitive, often
mirroring provisions that had already been put
in place for the Armed Forces. In November
2022, for instance, Putin signed a decree
establishing an immediate one-time payment
of 195 000 rubles (currently a little over $2
000) for those signing a contract of one year
or longer with the Armed Forces during the
war.’%t A little more than a month later, the
same measure was extended to contracts for
military service concluded with the National
Guard.*®

Although the impact of some of these
measures remains unclear, their approval
shows the extent to which the National Guard

% Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “oarotosu k
BHeCeHuIo B focayMy paHee aHOHCUPOBAHHbIN MHOM
3arkoHonpoekT [I have prepared the bill | previously
announced for submission to the State Dumal,”
Telegram, 18 April 2023.

10The |law has revised Articles 1, 2, 11, and 20 of
the Federal Law “On mobilisation preparation and
mobilisation in the Russian Federation”, N 31-FZ,
February 26, 1997, and added Article 17.2. President
of Russia, PeaepanbHbiii 3aKoH 0T 04.08.2023 2.
No 436-®3 O BHECEHUU U3MEHEHWUI 8 OTAE/IbHbIE
3aKoHoAaTe/bHble aKTbl Poccuitckont Peaepaumm
[Federal Law “On amendments to certain legislative
acts of the Russian Federation”], N 436-FZ (Moscow:
Kremlin, 4 August 2023), Art 1.

1Government of Russia, Ykas [pesunaeHTa
Poccuiickon Pepepaumm o1 02.11.2022 Ne
787 “O eaMHOBPEMEHHOM AEeHEeKHOM BbinaaTe
BOEHHOCNYXKALLMM, MPOXOAALLMM BOEHHYIO CAYKOY
No KOHTPaKTy 8 Boopy»keHHbIx Cuaax Poccuiickon
denepaunn” [Presidential Decree “On the one-time
cash payment to military personnel performing
military service under a contract in the Armed
Forces of the Russian Federation”], N 787 (Moscow:
Government, 2 November 2022).

12Government of Russia, Ykas [pesunaeHTa
Poccuiickon Pepepaumm ot 30.12.2022 Ne 991
“O BHeCeHun nsmeHeHu 8 Ykas lMpesnaeHTa
Poccuiickoin Pepepaumm ot 2 Hoabpa 2022 2. No
787 “O eaMHOBPEMEHHOM AEHEXHOW BbiMaaTe
BOEHHOC/YXALIMM, NPOXOAALLMM BOEHHYIO CAYKOY
Mo KOHTPaKTy 8 BoopykeHHbIx Cunax Poccuiickom
bepnepaunn” [Presidential Decree, “On amendments
to the Decree of the President of the Russian
Federation dated November 2, 2022 N 787”], N 991
(Moscow: Government, 30 December 2022).
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Rosgvardiya has apparently co-opted private

security companies to generate additional

manp

has been able to argue its case to the Kremlin.1%3
This is particularly striking when compared to
the MVD, which, unlike the National Guard,
has had no apparent legal or financial shield
to remain competitive in recruitment. In fact,
the MVD has long suffered from a manpower
shortage, defined as “critical” by Russia’s
Minister of Internal Affairs in August 2023.1%
Now, the issue might deteriorate further as
potential candidates are likely to favour much
more lucrative positions for service in Ukraine
within the Armed Forces or even Rosgvardiya
rather than low-paid police jobs in Russia.

ower

It is also worth noting that since the beginning
of the war, Rosgvardiya has apparently co-
opted private security companies to generate
additional manpower. Rosgvardiya has a unique
leverage over these companies: as explained
above, when it was created in 2016, the service
inherited the MVD'’s state oversight functions
on private security companies, which include
giving out licences that allow their operations
and monitoring their compliance with the law.
In practice, this means that Rosgvardiya can
use these powers to exert significant influence
over ChOPs.

When the war began, Rosgvardiya reportedly
forced ChOP workers to support the service in
repressing anti-war protests in Saint Petersburg
and the Leningrad region.’®> ChOPs have also
been deployed to Ukraine, apparently mostly
to guard schools in the occupied territories.
According to local Russian outlets, ChOPs
across Russia were occasionally directly
approached by Rosgvardiya to send men to
Ukraine, raising questions on whether their

103The author is unaware of any reports suggesting
that Rosgvardiya has mobilised personnel serving in
its ranks, which raises questions over whether the
law has been implemented so far. Regardless, its
approval remains significant, as it gives Rosgvardiya
the possibility to defend its manpower base at least in
theory.

104K 010KOIbLLEB 3a51BU O KPUTUYECKON HEXBATKe
nuyHoro cocrasa B MIB/ [Kolokoltsev announced
a critical shortage of personnel in the Ministry of
Internal Affairs],” Izvestiya, 10 August 2023.

105“YacTHbIX OXPaHHUKOB 0653a1M MOMOraTh
Pocreapann B MNetepbypre [Private security guards
were obliged to help Rosgvardiya in St. Petersburg],”
BBC Russian Service, 14 March 2022.

participation happened on a voluntary basis.
For instance, in the Zabaykalsky region (East
Russia), Rosgvardiya reportedly asked ChOPs’
directors to select candidates among their
employees and deploy them to guard schools
in occupied Donbas.%

This role of the ChOPs as a potential reserve
force for Rosgvardiya had already been
imagined in theory by researchers. Sliwa, for
instance, had remarked that the National
Guard’s oversight role over the ChOPs could
allow the service “to influence them during
peacetime and to possess full
knowledge of their manpower,
capabilities and tasks” and enable a
division of local security tasks,
“releasing the National Guard for more
critical duties” and enhancing
“coordination and mutual support during crisis
response operations and war.”'” Further to
this, ChOP workers constitute an excellent
recruitment pool, often possessing previous
experience in military and law enforcement
structures.'®® Being a reserve force for not just
the National Guard, but also the Armed Forces,
the September 2022 mobilisation obliged
many ChOP workers to serve in the Armed
Forces, with some commentators estimating
that around 100 000 ChOP employees could be
mobilised.’® This represented yet another
reason for the National Guard to lobby for
measures to protect its manpower sources as
described above.

1%6This was also reported in other regions. Varvara
Lebedeva, “3abankansckmum YOlMNam npeanoxmam
CTOPOXUTL WKO/bI B [loHbacce [Transbaikal private
security companies were offered to guard schools
in Donbas),” Chita Onlayn, 21 August 2022; Dmitry
Veselov, “PaboTa B oxpaHe LKoA Ha Tepputopusax AHP
1 JIHP MOKeT cTaTh A0BOAbHO NpuUbbInbHONM [Working
in school security in the territories of the DNR and
LNR can become quite profitable],” Gazeta Metro
Moscow, 31 August 2022.

1077dzislaw Sliwa, The Russian National Guard: A
Warning or a Message? (National Defence Academy
of Latvia, 2018), 29.

1%8\Moreover, many of them were left looking for
employment after losing their jobs following the
withdrawal of foreign companies from Russia. Maria
Sosnina, “M13 YOMoB no Bceit Poccumn maccosBo yxoasaT
coTpyAHUKM. Mbl BbiacHUAM Kyaa [Employees are
leaving en masse private security companies across
Russia. We found out where they gol,” MSK1.ru, 16
May 2022.

19Dmitry Sokolov, “Jkcnept pacckasan, CKONLKO
coTpyaHmkos YOM MoryT nonacrtb Noa Mobuamsaumio
[The expert told how many private security company
employees could be mobilised],” Argumenty i fakty, 22
September 2022.
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4.3. EATING UP RIVALS

The National Guard has been relatively
successful not just in preserving itself from the
excessive competition with the Armed Forces
but also in growing further at the expense of
the MVD. Since Rosgvardiya’s formation, the
MVD has been the service’s main rival. After
all, the National Guard is itself composed of
units that were taken away from the MVD,
causing a certain irritation in the Ministry’s
leadership.’? In this context, leveraging on its
prominent role in the war compared to the
Ministry’s more limited one, Rosgvardiya has
been able to score a few hits against the MVD.

First, in the summer of 2023, Rosgvardiya
was able to absorb one of the MVD’s last
spetsnaz police units, “Grom.” Originally
part of the defunct Federal Anti-Drug
Service (Federal’naya sluzhba po kontrolyu
za oborotom narkotikov, FSKN), “Grom” was
moved from the FSKN to the MVD in 2016 —
the FSKN was, in fact, absorbed by the MVD
— just as the MVD’s own police special units
(SOBR and OMON) were transferred to the
newly-created National Guard. Deprived of
its key special units and forced to go through
a clumsy command chain whenever in need
of spetsnaz backup, having to file requests to
the National Guard, the MVD started viewing
“Grom” as a substitute for its lost spetsnaz
forces.’* Although mostly intended for anti-
drug operations, de facto “Grom” rapidly
began being used for a much wider range of
activities that would normally be conducted by
SOBR.2 The question remained unresolved: to
the MVD, “Grom” was one of the last bastions
of independence for its special operations,
while for Rosgvardiya, it represented an affront
to its quasi-monopoly over police special units.

HOMark Galeotti, “The Silovik-Industrial Complex:
Russia’s National Guard as Coercive, Political
Economic and Cultural Force,” Demokratizatsiya: The
Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization, Vol. 29, Issue 1
(February 2021): 12-14.

HMark Galeotti, “The Silovik-Industrial Complex:” 12.

12 Arkady Kolybalov and Mikhail Falaleev,
“EAMHCTBEHHbIN oTpaa cneuHasa MB/l obecneynsaer
paboty onepatmeHukos [The only MVD special
forces detachment ensures the work of police field
detectives],” Rossiyskaya Gazeta, 1 December 2019.

Leveraging its role in the war in Ukraine,
Rosgvardiya took on the offensive against the
MVD. In spring 2023, Khinshtein accused the
MVD of trying to create a “mini-Rosgvardiya”
within its ranks, claiming that the Ministry
planned to formally expand “Grom” functions
beyond anti-drug operations and increase its
personnel to 6 200 people, reportedly more
than double its number in 2016.'** Such a move
was viewed as a threat to Rosgvardiya’s position.
According to Khinshtein, since the beginning of
2023, the number of MVD requests for the
intervention of Rosgvardiya special units have
halved, with “Grom” de facto being used as a
substitute for SOBR.** Further, Khinshtein
claimed that the MVD was enlarging
“Grom” essentially by attracting
Rosgvardiya SOBR and OMON
personnel with the offer of better
contracts, in what appeared to be an
institutional competition for manpower.'*®

The war in Ukraine, once again, became a key
battleground used to gain political points and
the Kremlin’s favour. Khinshtein did not shy
away from reminding of the National Guard’s
role in the full-scale invasion, warning that
such an MVD rivalry would be extremely
dangerous at a time “when Rosgvardiya (unlike
the MVD) directly participates in the special
military operation.”'’® On its part, the MVD
also tried to use the war in Ukraine to shield
itself, releasing a press note arguing that the
staffing levels increase of “Grom” was due
to “the operational situation related to the
conduct of the special military operation, in
which employees of the Ministry of Internal
Affairs of the Russian Federation are directly
involved.”*¥ This explanation, however, was

13 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “B VIB/
— CeMUMUIbHbIMW LWLaramum naeT cosgaHue
cobcrBeHHON MmuHK-Pocreapaunu [In the MVD, the
creation of the Ministry’s own mini-Rosgvardia is
progressing by leaps and bounds],” Telegram, 5 April
2023.

4 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “In the MVD, the
creation of the Ministry’s own mini-Rosgvardia.”

15Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “Cosnanve B
Heapax MBJ, napannenbHou Pocreapaum 2:0 —
npoaosxkaetcs no scem dpoHtam [The creation
within the Ministry of Internal Affairs of a parallel
Rosgvardiya 2:0 continues on all fronts],” Telegram, 12
April 2023.

16 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “In the MVD, the
creation of the Ministry’s own mini-Rosgvardia.”

1 Ministry of Internal Affairs, “OduvunansHas
nHdopmauma npecc-ueHTpa MBA Poccuu [Official
information from the MVD press centre],” MVD
Media, 13 April 2023.
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insufficient for Putin: in July 2023, the Russian
President finally decided to transfer “Grom” to
Rosgvardiya.!*® Once again, the National Guard
was able to argue its point to the Kremlin,
capitalising on its role in Ukraine as
well as its enhanced internal security
role after Prigozhin’s failed mutiny a
month earlier.'*?

Second, there is evidence that the
National Guard has taken measures to further
consolidate its role as the main state
supervision authority over firearms trade at
the expense of the MVD. As explained above,
this function also belonged to the MVD but
was largely transferred to Rosgvardiya in 2016.
In this context, there have been at times
discussions over whether to transfer these
responsibilities back to the MVD. Just a little
more than a month before the
beginning of the 2022 full-scale
invasion, for instance, the idea was
pitched by Head of Russia’s
Investigative Committee Sergei
Bastrikhin in the aftermath of two
school shooting incidents featuring legally
owned weapons.’?® Although the proposal did
not eventually go through, it caused a backlash
from Rosgvardiya circles and showed that
Rosgvardiya’s quasi-monopoly over gun
oversight powers was far from unquestioned.*

The war in Ukraine might be now offering a
unique opportunity for Rosgvardiya to double
down onits oversight role. Against the backdrop
of increasing illegal firearms trafficking within

18Natalia Anisimova, “[TosiMuelickmii cneuHas «fpom»
nepefanv B nogumHeHve Pocreapawu [The police
spetsnaz “Grom” was transferred to the subordination
of Rosgvardiyal,” RBK, 17 July 2023.

I ndeed, according to Vedomosti, preparations
for the transfer of “Grom” to Rosgvardiya
began after Prigozhin’s mutiny. Maxim Solopov,
“Cunosble BeaOMCTBa NpopabatbiBatoT BONPOC O
nepenoaYynMHeHnM NoMLENCKOro cnetHasa «fpom»
Pocreapauu [Security agencies are considering the
issue of reassigning the police spetsnaz “Grom” to
Rosgvardiya],” Vedomosti, 4 July 2023.

120Anna Naraeva and Alexey Nikolsky, “[Tonbitka oTHATE
y Pocreapamv KOHTPO/Ib 3a OPYKMEM NPOTUBOPEUNT
n3HavanbHou naee MNytrHa [The attempt to take
away gun control from Rosgvardiya contradicts Putin’s
original idea],” Vedomosti, 13 January 2022.

1217nak.com via Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein),
“OenyTtaT Ffocaymbl PO AnekcaHap XMHLWITENH BCTYNUA
B 3204HYIO MOAEMMKY C rnaBoi CneacTBEHHOro
komuteTa PP AnekcaHapom bacTpbikuHbim [State
Duma deputy Alexander Khinshtein entered into an
indirect debate with the head of the Investigative
Committee of the Russian Federation Alexander
Bastrykin],” Telegram, 13 January 2022.

Russia’s border regions as a result of the
nearby war, some Russian commentators have
advocated for centralising oversight powers
even further under the National Guard.'??

The war in Ukraine might be now offering a

unique opportunity for Rosgvardiya to
double down on its oversight role

Rosgvardiya has apparently taken advantage
of this: in July 2022, for instance, the Duma
passed a Rosgvardiya-sponsored (and MVD-
opposed) bill which mandates the MVD to
transfer the weapons it seizes to the National
Guard within 4 months (no such limits existed
earlier) and further consolidates destruction
responsibilities for confiscated weapons under
Rosgvardiya.®

Rosgvardiya remains far from being Putin’s

4.4. BUT KNOW YOUR LIMITS

Gaining ground in the rivalry with the MVD,
the National Guard has not always enjoyed the
same success elsewhere. There are questions
over whether the service could sustain a more

12The increasing risk of illegal firearms trafficking as
a result of the war in Ukraine has been reported by
several Russian officials, including Minister of Internal
Affairs Vladimir Kolokoltsev as well as Prosecutor
General Igor Krasnov. Elizaveta Lamova and Yevgenia
Voropaeva, “MB/l coobLum10 0 pocTe YMCAa U3BLATOrO
0pYKUA PAAOM € 30HOM cneulonepaunn [The Ministry
of Internal Affairs reported an increase in the number
of weapons seized near the special operation zone],”
RBK, 19 October 2022; “'eHnpokypop Pd ykazan Ha
BbICOKME PUCKM HeslerasibHOro 3aB03a OPYXMA U3
30HbI CBO [The Prosecutor General of the Russian
Federation pointed out the high risks of illegal import
of weapons from the special military operation
zone],” Interfax, 20 October 2023. For instance, see:
Yana Surinskaya, “Pocreapamvs cosaact 6a3y AaHHbIX
/1A KOHTPO/IA 32 0bopoTom opyrus [Rosgvardiya
will create a database to control the circulation of
weapons],” Vedomosti, 13 October 2023.

13Elena Mukhametshina, “[1paso MB/l Ha xpaHeHune
M3bATOIO Y rPaXKAaH OPYXKUSA MOXKET BbiTb
orpatuyeHo [The right of the Ministry of Internal
Affairs to store weapons confiscated from citizens may
be limited],” Vedomosti, 1 June 2022. Rosgvardiya is
also taking moves to further consolidate its oversight
powers, such as making greater use of digital tools
to track weapons trafficking. Yana Surinskaya,
“Pocreapama co3gact 6a3y AaHHbIX A58 KOHTPOAA 33
obopoTtom opyrkusa [Rosgvardiya will create a database
to control the circulation of weapons],” Vedomosti, 13
October 2023.

PUTIN'S HENCHMEN

first-choice security service, a position largely
reserved for the FSB

20
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long-term and systemic rise that goes beyond
targeting low-hanging fruits such as the MVD.
It appears clear that Rosgvardiya remains far
from being Putin’s first-choice security service,
a position largely reserved for the FSB.

This is well illustrated by the institutional
struggle over the division of tasks for the
protection of a strategic facility like the Crimean
Bridge, where Rosgvardiya has seemingly failed
to attain a greater security role. As the Crimean
bridge was being constructed, Rosgvardiya
reportedly offered to take responsibility for the
protection of the entire structure.’** However,
as explained above, the National Guard
eventually received primary responsibility only
for the protection of the sea areas around the
bridge, while the road and railway components
were assigned to the Ministry of Transport’s
own security structures, notably the
Departmental Security Directorate (Upravlenie
vedomstvennoy okhrany, FGUP UVO, a state
company offering paid security services).'?

The Ministry of Transport as Rosgvardiya’s
competitor

Although to a much lesser extent compared
to the MVD, the Ministry of Transport
has not always been on good terms with
Rosgvardiya. This is mostly due to the fact
that the Ministry of Transport’s Departmental
Security Directorate (FGUP UVO) offers
paid security services in Russia, making it
a market competitor of Rosgvardiya’s own
Extradepartmental Security units (OVO) and
Federal State Unitary Enterprise “Okhrana.”
In this market, Rosgvardiya competes not
just with private security companies but
also with the Departmental Security bodies
(vedomstvennaya okhrana) of other Russian
state structures. These units can protect

124 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “Ha 3anucax c
Kamep XOpOoLo BUAHO, YTO JOCMOTP HAYUHEHHOM
B3pbIBYATKOM dYpbl He Ae-baKTo NPoBOAMACA.
Moyemy?” [The recordings from the cameras clearly
show that the inspection of the truck filled with
explosives was de facto not carried out. Why?],”
Telegram, 8 October 2022.

1Z5Government of Russia, [loctaHoBieHne
MNpasutenscrea PP ot 29 ceHTabpa 2020 2. N
1566 “O6 yTBep:KAeHUM ocobeHHOoCTeM 3aLlnTbl
OT aKTOB HE3aKOHHOIO BMeLLaTeIbCTBa 06bEKTOB
TPAHCNOPTHON NHPPACTPYKTYPbI, BOKPYT KOTOPbIX
yCTaHaBAMBaTca 30Hb1 besonacHoctn” [Government
Decree “On the specificities of protection from acts of
illegal interference”], N 1566 (Moscow: Government
of Russia, 29 September 2020), Paragraphs 3 and 4.

relevant administrative facilities as well as offer
paidsecurity servicesintheirrespective spheres
of competence — for instance, the Ministry
of Energy’s Departmental Security guarded
the Ministry’s own administrative buildings
and also some energy industrial facilities.'?®
After the Departmental Security bodies of
both the Ministry of Energy and the Ministry
of Agriculture were absorbed by Rosgvardiya
in 2019, the Ministry of Transport’s UVO was
left as one of the largest Departmental Security
bodies in Russia, with personnel of reportedly
around 14 000-17 000.'?” As such, the National
Guard and the Ministry’s UVO have reportedly
often found themselves in turf wars for the
defence of key facilities.'?®

In this context, when a truck explosion
damaged the facility in October 2022 —
reportedly the work of Ukraine’s intelligence
services — Alexander Khinshtein lambasted
the Ministry of Transport, accusing it of having
failed to protect the bridge sections under its
responsibility and implicitly advocating for a
greater National Guard role in the structure’s
security. Namely, Khinshtein reiterated that
Rosgvardiya had expressed its willingness to
take over the security of the entire structure
during its construction while claiming that “the
then leadership of the Ministry of Transport

126 A |ist of the objects guarded by the Ministry of
Energy’s Departmental Security as of 2018 is
available online. Ministry of Energy (Russia), [1pukas
MuH3sHepro Poccuu ot 04.07.2016 N 637 (pea. oT
08.10.2018) “O6 yTBEP¥KAEHUN NEpeYHs OXpaHAEMbIX
BEAOMCTBEHHOW OXPaHOW MWHUCTEPCTBA IHEPTETUKM
Poccuinckon Peaepaumm 06 beKTOB TONJAMBHO-
SHepreTMYyeckoro Komnaekca” (3apermcTtpMpoBaHo 8
MuHtocte Poccum 19.07.2016 N 42902) [Order of the
Ministry of Energy “On the establishment of the list
of fuel and energy complex facilities protected by the
Ministry of Energy’s departmental security”], N 637
(Moscow: Ministry of Energy, 4 July 2016).

127president of Rusia, Ykas [pesuaeHrta Poccuiickon
Pepepaumm o1 21.10.2019 Ne 509 “O peopraHunsaumm
benepanbHOro rocyaapcTBEHHOIO YHUTapPHOrO
npeanpuatma “OxpaHa” PenepanbHOM CAy:KObl BOMCK
HalMoHanbHOM reapanmn Poccuiickon Pepepaummn”
[Presidential Decree “On the reorganisation of the
federal state unitary enterprise “Okhrana” of the
Federal Service of the National Guard Troops of the
Russian Federation”], N 509 (Moscow: President of
Russia, 21 October 2019); “20 net YBO MuHTpaHca
Poccuu [20 years of the Ministry of Transport’s UVO],”
Ministry of Transport, 2022; Jolanta Darczewska,
“Rosgvardiya: a special-purpose force,” Centre for
Eastern Studies (OSW) Point of View 78 (May 2020): 42.

128Gyetlana Basharova, “Bpar Pocreapauu Ne 1: kto
MellaeT 30/10ToBy 3apabaTbliBaTb MUAINAPAbI?
[Rosgvardiya’s enemy no 1: who is stopping Zolotov
from earning billions?],” Baza, 25 October 2019.
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convinced the government that it could deal
with this task on its own.”**

The measures taken by Vladimir Putin to
increase the bridge’s security, however, have
shown that any potential hope for a greater
Rosgvardiya role was misplaced. Although
Deputy Minister of Transport Aleksander
Sukhanov, overseeing transport security, was
eventually fired, Putin did not expand
Rosgvardiya’s role to the protection of
the facility but opted instead to give
more responsibilities to the Federal
Security Service (FSB).1%

On the contrary, the National Guard would
suffer a few embarrassing moments related to
the security of the bridge over the following
months.’3! In March 2023, Sergei Volkov, a
Rosgvardiya colonel heading the technical
development department of the service’s
Maritime Directorate, was arrested for having
concluded a 400-million-ruble deal for the

129 Alexander Khinshtein (@Hinshtein), “The recordings
from the cameras.”

130The FSB'’s increased role was reflected in a decree
signed by Putin one day after the explosion, which
gave the agency the role of coordinator of the
measures for protection of the bridge and key energy
facilities in the region, including a gas pipeline
connecting the Krasnodar region to Crimea that is
currently under the protection of Rosgvardiya’s OVO
units. This was further enhanced in July 2023 by a
government decree which still left the Ministry of
Transport with the responsibility of implementing
security measures for the bridge’s road and railway
components but tasked the FSB to exercise an
overall coordinating function over them. President of
Russia, YKa3 Mpe3naeHTa Poccuinckont Peaepauimnm
0T 08.10.2022 Ne 724 “O6 ycuneHnn mep 3aLunTbl
TPaHCMOPTHOrO Nepexo/a Yepes KepyeHcKui
NPOJIMB, 3/IEKTPOCETEBOro 3HepromocTa Poccuiickan
denepaums - NoayocTpos KpbiM U MarmcTpaabHoro
rasonposo/a KpacHoaapckuii Kpai - Kpbim 8
nepuos ux skcnayataunn” [Presidential Decree “On
strengthening measures to protect the transport
crossing across the Kerch Strait, the electric grid
energy bridge between the Russian Federation and
the Crimea Peninsula and the main gas pipeline
between the Krasnodar Territory and Crimea during
their operation”], N 724 (Moscow: President of
Russia, 8 October 2022); Government of Russia,
MNocraHoBneHue MNpasutenscrea PP ot 7 nona 2023
2. N 1120 “O BHeCEHUWN N3MEHEHUI 8 0COBEHHOCTU
3aLUMTbI OT aKTOB HE3aKOHHOrO BMeLIaTeNbCTBa
06bEKTOB TPAHCNOPTHOW UHDPACTPYKTYPbI, BOKPYT
KOTOPbIX YCTaHaB/IMBaOTCA 30HbI 6e3onacHocTn”
[Government Decree “On the introduction of changes
in the specificities of protection from acts of illegal
interference against transport infrastructure facilities
around which security zones are established”], N 1120
(Moscow: Government of Russia, 7 July 2023).

B1Artyom Korenyako and Timofey Dzyadko, “3amrnass!
MWHTpaHca yMAeT B OTCTaBKY Noc/ie B3PbiBa Ha
Kpbimckom mocty [Deputy Head of the Ministry of
Transport to resign after the explosion on the Crimean
bridge],” RBK, 20 October 2022.

purchase of two systems destined to the
defence of the bridge but technically incapable
of countering enemy drones.’® This was
followed, in July 2023, by a second successful
Ukrainian attack on the Crimean Bridge,
this time carried out by sea drones in what
is nominally Rosgvardiya’s primary area of
responsibility in the structure’s security, adding
further embarrassment.**?

only limited direct access to Vladimir Putin

All the above hints at potential obstacles to
a more systemic National Guard rise, notably
if compared to the much more dominant
FSB. It is unsurprising, in this sense, that the
National Guard leadership seems to have
only limited direct access to Vladimir Putin:
despite the service’s prominent role in the war
against Ukraine, Rosgvardiya Head Zolotov
has apparently had only one (publicly known)
one-to-one meeting with the president since
February 2022.1* In this context, Zolotov has
consistently taken steps to prove his zealous
commitment to the Kremlin’s war efforts, for
instance, by travelling at least twice to occupied
parts of Ukraine.’®®> The case of the Crimean
Bridge also shows that the war against Ukraine
exposes the service to the risk of failing to
deliver on key Kremlin priorities, which could
end up weakening Rosgvardiya’s standing
within the system and making it rapidly lose its
hard-earned positions.

Contrary to what one might imagine, it
is also unlikely that the National Guard’s
leadership would try to attain a more leading
position in a violent way — for instance, by
overthrowing the regime. Like other Russian
defence bodies, Rosgvardiya is under the
watchful surveillance of the FSB’s Department

132Yuri Senatorov, “lNosikosHuK — He opes [The Colonel
is not an eagle],” Kommersant, 30 March 2023.

133Nick Paton Walsh, Victoria Butenko, et al, “The
moment Ukraine used an experimental drone to
attack a Russian bridge,” CNN, 15 August 2023.

134The meeting in question took place in August 2022, as
mentioned at the beginning of section 3.

135“3010TOB NOCETUA NOApa3feNieHns BeAOMCTBA B
XepcoHckon obnactu, [Zolotov visited Rosgvardiya
units in the Kherson region], TASS, 24 June 2022;
Rosgvardiya (@RosgvardOfficial), “lnpertop
Pocreapamnu nocetvn noapassesieHvs BeAOMCTBA
B Kpbimy 1 XepcoHckoit o6nactu [The director of
Rosgvardiya visited the service’s units in Crimea and
the Kherson region],” Telegram, 3 February 2023.
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The National Guard leadership seems to have
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It is also unlikely that the National Guard’s

leadership would try to attain a more leading
position in a violent way

of Military Counterintelligence (Departament
voyennoy kontrrazvedki, DVKR).1® This, paired
with Zolotov’s own personal allegiance to
Putin, makes the prospect of a Rosgvardiya
plot against the regime rather improbable.

CONCLUSIONS

Playing a key role as both an invasion force
against Ukraine and a guarantor of the regime
at home, the National Guard is well-positioned
to further grow as a prominent security agency
inside Putin’s Russia. The significance and
leverage of the National Guard as a fighting
force will increase further as the service is set
to receive new capabilities, including
tanks and heavy artillery, although
it might take long before they have
been delivered. The National Guard
enjoys a favourable moment to further
increase its power base, most notably
at the expense of the much weaker Ministry of
Internal Affairs.

It is difficult to overestimate the role that the
service would play if the survival of the regime
was seriously challenged, meaning that Putin
would likely go to great lengths to ensure the
National Guard’s loyalty. Should Zolotov retire
from his post while the current Russian regime
still stands, his successor as Rosgvardiya
director would inherit a service with significant
potential and a remarkable opportunity to gain
personal influence inside Russia.

At the same time, the past two years of war
have highlighted obstacles to a more leading
National Guard role. Having apparently only
limited direct access to the Kremlin, Zolotov’s
service remains far from enjoying the same
status as other prominent security agencies,
such as the predominant FSB. In a context
where pressure on the federal budget is set

13¢Sanshiro Hosaka, “Putin’s Counterintelligence State,”
International Centre for Defence and Security,
14 December 2022, 16; Government of Russia,
PepepanbHblii 3aKoH 0T 03.04.1995 2. Ne 40-@3
[Federal Law “On the Federal Security Service”], N 40-
FZ (Moscow: Kremlin, 3 April 1999), as amended on
July 3, 2016, Article 12, paragraph “x”.

to increase in the coming years, the National
Guard could find itself in a precarious position,
especiallyif pushed toa more overt competition
for resources with the Armed Forces. Having
suffered heavy losses and appearing already
overstretched, the service may end
up with much responsibility on its
shoulders but squeezed between
multiple voracious heavyweights, a
position that could prove to be very
uncomfortable and even fatal.

After all, the very existence of the National
Guard as an independent body might rest
on a shaky foundation. The increasingly
militarised and strengthened National Guard
may currently mirror Putin’s need to control
a force capable of responding to what he sees
as the west’s assault against Russia, ready to
combat unrest inside the country and deploy
to continue its mission abroad. However, this

The very existence of the National Guard as

an independent body might rest on a shaky
foundation

not only indicates that the Kremlin might fail
to understand that the greatest sources of
instability for the regime lie within Russia
itself — in the everyday needs of its people
rather than alleged foreign conspiracies — but
could also mean that in a future Russia, with
a new leader and a different understanding of
security, the National Guard, an embodiment
of Putin’s thinking, might simply disappear.
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