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Key Concepts 

1.​ Private Military Contractor (PMC)​

A private company that provides military or security services, including combat support, 

logistics, training, intelligence, or armed protection, to states, corporations, or non-state 

actors. 

2.​ Mercenary​

An individual recruited to fight in an armed conflict who is motivated primarily by private 

gain and is not a member of the armed forces of a party to the conflict, as defined under 

Article 47 of Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions. 

3.​ Hybrid Warfare​

A strategy combining conventional military force with irregular tactics, cyber operations, 

disinformation, and proxy actors, including PMCs. 

4.​ Proxy Warfare​

The use of third parties, such as militias or PMCs, to conduct military operations on behalf of 

a state while minimizing direct attribution. 

5.​ State Responsibility​

The principle in international law that states may be held accountable for wrongful acts 

carried out by actors operating under their control or direction. 

6.​ Plausible Deniability​

A situation in which a state can deny responsibility for actions carried out by non-state actors 

acting in alignment with its interests. 

7.​ International Humanitarian Law (IHL)​

The body of law governing conduct during armed conflict, including the Geneva Conventions, 

aimed at protecting civilians and limiting methods of warfare. 

8.​ Accountability Gap​

The legal and institutional vacuum in which PMCs operate due to unclear jurisdiction, weak 

enforcement, or lack of international regulation. 
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Background Information 

The use of private military contractors has expanded significantly since the end of the Cold War, 
reflecting broader structural changes in how states conduct warfare and manage security. The 
downsizing of national armed forces, combined with the rise of asymmetric conflicts and overseas 
military engagements, has led many governments to outsource functions once considered core state 
responsibilities. PMCs now operate across a wide spectrum of activities, including armed security, 
military training, intelligence support, logistics, cyber operations, and protection of critical 
infrastructure. 

This growth has been accelerated by the changing nature of conflict itself. Contemporary warfare is 
increasingly characterized by internal armed conflicts, counterinsurgency operations, and 
transnational security threats rather than large-scale interstate wars. In such environments, PMCs offer 
governments flexibility, rapid deployment, and specialized expertise without the political costs 
associated with deploying regular troops. Their use also allows states to sustain long-term 
involvement in conflict zones while limiting public scrutiny and parliamentary oversight. 

At the same time, the reliance on PMCs has blurred traditional distinctions between state and 
non-state use of force. Unlike national armed forces, PMC personnel operate under commercial 
contracts rather than formal military command structures. This separation complicates questions of 
responsibility, discipline, and compliance with international humanitarian law. While some contractors 
are former professional soldiers subject to internal company regulations, enforcement mechanisms 
vary widely and are often opaque. 

A central concern surrounding PMCs is the issue of accountability. Contractors may fall under the 
jurisdiction of their home state, the contracting state, or the host state, yet in practice they often 
operate in legal grey zones where enforcement is weak or nonexistent. This fragmentation has resulted 
in an accountability gap, particularly in fragile or conflict-affected states with limited judicial 
capacity. Allegations of excessive use of force, civilian harm, and exploitation of local populations 
have repeatedly highlighted these weaknesses. 

Private military contractors have also become increasingly embedded in strategies of proxy and 
hybrid warfare. States may rely on PMCs to advance strategic objectives while maintaining plausible 
deniability, especially in politically sensitive conflicts. By operating through private actors, states can 
influence outcomes on the ground without formally acknowledging military involvement, 
complicating attribution and response at the international level. This practice challenges existing 
norms of state responsibility and undermines collective security mechanisms. 

Supporters of PMCs argue that, when properly regulated, they can enhance operational efficiency and 
fill critical capability gaps, particularly in peacekeeping, maritime security, and post-conflict 
stabilization. Critics counter that the commercialization of force risks normalizing violence as a 
market commodity and eroding the principle that the use of force should remain under strict public 
control. The debate therefore extends beyond operational concerns to fundamental questions about 
sovereignty, legitimacy, and the future of warfare. 

Despite decades of UN discussion, no binding international framework comprehensively regulates the 
activities of PMCs. Existing instruments, such as conventions on mercenarism and voluntary 
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guidelines, have struggled to keep pace with the scale and complexity of modern private military 
operations. As PMCs continue to play an expanding role in global security, the absence of clear legal 
standards and enforcement mechanisms remains a central challenge for the international community. 
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Case Studies 

Case Study 1: The Wagner Group in Africa 
Link to source 

The Wagner Group represents one of the most significant and controversial examples of private 
military contractor activity in contemporary conflicts. Since the mid-2010s, Wagner has operated 
extensively across Africa, including in Mali, the Central African Republic, Sudan, and Libya. Its 
activities have ranged from combat operations and military training to personal protection of political 
leaders and strategic infrastructure. 

Wagner’s presence is often structured through opaque agreements with host governments, frequently 
involving resource-for-security arrangements. In several cases, military assistance has reportedly been 
exchanged for access to mining concessions, energy assets, or other natural resources. This model 
blurs the line between security provision and economic exploitation, raising concerns about 
sovereignty, corruption, and long-term dependency on external armed actors. 

Multiple investigations by organizations such as ACLED and the Council on Foreign Relations have 
linked Wagner to serious human rights abuses, including extrajudicial killings, torture, and violence 
against civilians. These allegations have been particularly prominent in fragile states with weak 
institutions, where accountability mechanisms are limited or nonexistent. Wagner’s operations often 
coincide with reduced transparency, restricted media access, and the sidelining of international 
peacekeeping or monitoring missions. 

Although Wagner presents itself as a private entity, its close relationship with the Russian state has 
been widely documented. Personnel links, logistical support, and overlapping strategic objectives 
suggest that Wagner functions as an extension of Russian foreign policy rather than a purely 
commercial actor. This relationship enables the Russian Federation to expand its geopolitical 
influence while maintaining plausible deniability and avoiding the political costs associated with 
official troop deployments. 

The Wagner case illustrates how PMCs can operate as tools of proxy warfare, reshaping power 
dynamics in conflict zones while complicating attribution and international response. It highlights the 
challenges faced by the UN in addressing actors that formally fall outside state militaries but 
effectively pursue state-aligned objectives. The case raises critical questions about accountability, 
state responsibility, and the adequacy of existing international legal frameworks in regulating modern 
private military activity. 
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Case Study 2: Blackwater and the Iraq War 
Link to source 

The use of Blackwater during the Iraq War constitutes one of the most consequential historical 
examples of private military contractor involvement in modern armed conflict. Following the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, the United States increasingly relied on private contractors to perform security 
functions that would traditionally fall under military jurisdiction. Blackwater was contracted to 
provide armed protection for U.S. diplomats, convoys, and facilities in a highly volatile security 
environment. 

At its peak, Blackwater operated alongside coalition forces while remaining outside the formal 
military chain of command. Contractors were governed primarily by contractual obligations rather 
than military law, creating significant ambiguity regarding rules of engagement, oversight, and 
accountability. This fragmented structure made coordination with regular forces difficult and 
weakened mechanisms for discipline and control. 

The most infamous incident involving Blackwater occurred in September 2007, when its personnel 
opened fire in Nisour Square, Baghdad, killing 17 Iraqi civilians. The massacre provoked widespread 
international condemnation and severely damaged the legitimacy of the U.S. presence in Iraq. Initial 
legal responses were hampered by jurisdictional confusion, as contractors were largely immune from 
Iraqi law while U.S. legal frameworks were ill-equipped to prosecute crimes committed abroad by 
private actors. 

Although several Blackwater contractors were eventually tried and convicted in U.S. courts, the 
delayed and contested nature of these proceedings underscored the structural weaknesses of existing 
accountability systems. The incident exposed how reliance on PMCs can undermine civilian 
protection, erode trust with local populations, and complicate compliance with international 
humanitarian law. 

Despite occurring more than a decade ago, the Blackwater case remains highly relevant. It directly 
shaped subsequent debates on contractor immunity, the extraterritorial application of domestic law, 
and the need for clearer international regulation of PMCs. The case continues to serve as a reference 
point in discussions on how private military actors should be governed in future conflicts. 
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Past U.N. Action 

➢​ 1989: The UN adopted the International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing 
and Training of Mercenaries. However, its narrow definition has limited applicability to 
modern PMCs. 

➢​ 2005–2010: The UN Working Group on the use of mercenaries expanded its focus to include 
private military and security companies, highlighting legal gaps and accountability concerns. 

➢​ 2008: The Montreux Document was endorsed by several states, outlining good practices for 
states contracting PMCs, though it remains non-binding. 

➢​ 2010s–2020s: Repeated UN reports have warned that PMCs contribute to instability in 
conflict zones, particularly in Africa and the Middle East, and may undermine peacekeeping 
and state sovereignty. 

Blocs 

Western Bloc​
​ Kingdom of Denmark​
​ French Republic​
​ Hellenic Republic (Greece)​
​ Republic of Latvia​
​ United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland​
​ United States of America 

Eastern Bloc​
​ People’s Republic of China​
​ Russian Federation 

Non-Aligned Bloc​
​ Kingdom of Bahrain​
​ Republic of Colombia​
​ Democratic Republic of the Congo​
​ Republic of Liberia​
​ Islamic Republic of Pakistan​
​ Republic of Panama​
​ Federal Republic of Somalia 
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Possible Moderated Caucuses 

1.​ Defining the Legal Status of Private Military Contractors under International Law 
2.​ State Responsibility and Plausible Deniability in PMC Operations 
3.​ Human Rights Violations and Accountability Mechanisms for PMCs 
4.​ PMCs in Proxy Warfare and Great Power Competition 
5.​ Regulating Resource-for-Security Agreements in Fragile States 

Possible Resolution Points 

1.​ Calls upon Member States to clarify jurisdiction over PMCs operating abroad 
2.​ Urges the development of a binding international framework regulating PMC activities 
3.​ Encourages mandatory registration and transparency of PMC contracts 
4.​ Recommends strengthening the mandate of the UN Working Group on mercenaries 
5.​ Supports sanctions against PMCs involved in systematic human rights abuses 

8 



Oak House Model United Nations 2026 - United Nations Security Council 

Bibliography 

Council on Foreign Relations. What Is Russia’s Wagner Group Doing in Africa?​
ACLED. Wagner Group and Africa Corps Profile.​
Global Guardian. The Wagner Group and Russian PMCs. 

The Guardian. Blackwater: The Rise and Fall of a Private Army.​
Brookings Institution. The Dark Truth About Blackwater.​
Center for Constitutional Rights. Blackwater USA Fact Sheet. 

United Nations General Assembly. International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing 
and Training of Mercenaries.​
United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Report of the Working Group on 
the use of mercenaries. 

 

9 


	Table of Contents 
	Key Concepts 
	Background Information 
	Case Studies 
	Case Study 1: The Wagner Group in Africa 
	Case Study 2: Blackwater and the Iraq War 

	Past U.N. Action 
	Blocs 
	Possible Moderated Caucuses 
	Possible Resolution Points 
	Bibliography 

