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Disclaimer

The views expressed in this concept note are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the United Nations, its Member States, or the Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries.

1. Background and Purpose

The United Nations Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries, acting under Human Rights Council resolution 60/5, is preparing its 2026 report on the participation of mercenaries, mercenary-related actors, and private military and security companies (PMSCs) in organized criminal activities and illicit networks. This concept note outlines a proposed analytical contribution exploring how privatized coercion merges with transnational organized crime, threatening international peace, constitutional order, and human rights.

2. Rationale

Since the early 2000s, the rapid expansion of PMSCs and non-state security actors has blurred the boundaries between legal contracting and criminal enterprise. Across Africa, Latin America, and Eastern Europe, these actors are increasingly involved in the protection and transport of illicit goods such as gold, timber, and arms; in cyber-espionage and data theft; and in the laundering of profits through offshore companies and cryptocurrency. Weak oversight and state collusion have enabled the emergence of “criminal governance,” where violence and profit reinforce one another. This research seeks to map these linkages and propose governance responses grounded in international law and human-rights standards.

3. Objectives

Identify patterns, trends, and actors linking mercenary and PMSC operations to organized crime.

Examine the legal and institutional gaps that permit impunity and illicit finance.

Assess the human-rights and security implications for civilian populations and state sovereignty.

Formulate policy and legal recommendations to strengthen accountability and oversight.

4. Methodology

The study uses a comparative qualitative approach drawing on UN documents, peer-reviewed scholarship (2021-2025), and verified civil-society reports. It employs political-economy, hybrid-governance, and human-security frameworks to analyse both state and corporate dimensions of mercenary involvement in illicit economies. Case illustrations include Africa (Sahel and Great Lakes), Latin America (Brazil, Colombia, Mexico), and Eastern Europe (Ukraine and the Caucasus).

5. Expected Outcomes

A two-part paper for submission to the UN Working Group’s 2026 report and subsequent academic publication.

A policy brief proposing normative reforms to the 1989 UN Convention and enhanced regulatory mechanisms for PMSCs.

An evidence-based framework for human-rights-centred oversight of private security actors in post-conflict and fragile states.

6. Significance

This research directly supports SDG 16 (peace, justice, and strong institutions) and advances the mandate of the UN Working Group by offering policy-oriented analysis rooted in the realities of African and global security governance. By documenting how mercenary economies operate and suggesting mechanisms for transparency and accountability, the study will help Member States and international partners design stronger legal responses to the privatization of violence and organized crime.
