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The Redeployment of Chechnya-Based Troops to Dagestan: 
Background, Motives, and Repercussions 

Emil Souleimanov and Maya Ehrmann 
 

Introduction 

Chechnya and Dagestan are two key autonomous republics in the North Caucasus. These 
two republics have the largest populations among the autonomous republics in the re-
gion, and have a strong tradition of (political) Islam and extensive experience with re-
ligion-driven insurgency flavored by separatist overtones that has been underway in the 
area since the beginning of the previous decade. Occupying a strategic location on the 
southernmost frontier of the Russian Federation and bordering Georgia and Azerbaijan, 
two independent nations of the post-Soviet South Caucasus, the developments in these 
neighboring autonomous republics have been regarded as crucial for the prospects of the 
Islamist insurgency in the North Caucasus. Should the self-proclaimed Caucasus Emir-
ate, the leading group of the Islamist insurgency in the region, establish a firm presence 
in Chechnya and Dagestan, the chances of the federal authorities to successfully address 
the ongoing political violence in its southern provinces would decrease dramatically. 
This would pave the way for a considerable deterioration of the security situation in the 
whole of the North Caucasus, with possible repercussions in Russia’s other regions with 
significant Muslim populations. 

In mid-March 2012, a massive redeployment of military personnel from Chechnya to 
Dagestan took place. According to unofficial sources from Dagestan, between 20–
25,000 troops from Chechnya (primarily troops belonging to the Ministry of Interior) 
were moved to the neighboring republic.1 A military column including large numbers of 
armored fighting vehicles set out from Khankala, a military base east of Grozny, to the 
Karabudakhkent district of Dagestan on the outskirts of the capital city of Makhach-
kala.2 Vyacheslav Makhmudov, a spokesman for Dagestan’s regional Interior Ministry, 
claimed that “[w]e are talking about a temporary deployment and coordination to pre-
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vent and counter terrorism and extremism across the whole territory of Dagestan.” 
3 

Dagestani President Magomedsalam Magomedov further stated that this addition of 
troops would “enable us to maintain law and order and fight extremism and terrorism 
more effectively.” 

4 Rationalized by the authorities as another means of improving the 
deteriorating situation in the Caspian republic, this move has caused serious concern 
both within and outside of Dagestan. The number of troops recently redeployed to 
Dagestan is staggeringly high, leading to concern over whether Russia’s intentions in 
this area may go beyond a mere attempt to stabilize Dagestan.5 There is further concern 
over the ethnic composition of the troops.6 

Broadly speaking, this article is an attempt to reveal the potential of Chechen-
Dagestani conflict, the likelihood of which has increased recently due to the redeploy-
ment of Chechen (and Chechnya-based) troops from Chechnya to Dagestan. In particu-
lar, we seek to discern the significance of the redeployment of these troops to Dagestan. 
We shall initially provide some background for Chechen-Dagestani tensions in the re-
gion, the growth of the Islamist insurgency in Dagestan, and the instigation and expan-
sion of “Kadyrovization” in the scope of the fight against the insurgency. We shall then 
introduce some possible rationales behind Moscow’s troop redeployment to Dagestan as 
well as address some of the likely implications, both locally and regionally. Our aim 
shall be achieved by analyzing the motivations and repercussions of this decision. 

Background 

Chechen-Dagestani Tensions: A Brief History 

Apart from the traditional sense of rivalry and competitiveness, the peoples of the Cau-
casus, Chechens and Dagestanis—who are close to each other in both their shared cul-
ture and their history of fierce anti-colonial resistance dating back to the end of the 
eighteenth century—have faced incidents of conflict in the near past. The story began in 
1944, when the Chechens, accused by the NKVD (Stalin’s internal security agency) of 
collaboration with Nazi Germany, were deported en masse to Central Asia, and the poli-
tico-administrative map of the autonomous republic of Chechen-Ingushetia was redrawn, 
with some of its eastern territories permanently rendered to Dagestan. In the second half 
of the following decade, the Chechens were allowed to return to their native lands and 
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homes, but found them taken by Dagestanis, particularly newcomers from the ranks of 
Laks and Avers.7 This experience on the part of the Chechens of being supplanted laid 
the foundation for future intractable tensions; in fact, the issue of the rehabilitation of 
deportees, including their property rights and politico-administrative control over dis-
puted areas, has not yet been resolved. Accordingly, the Novolakskiy district (known as 
the Aukhovskiy district until 1944) has until now been claimed by both Laks and Akkiy 
Chechens, members of one of nine Chechen tukhums native to the area. Although the 
Chechens’ preoccupation with Moscow-related issues in the post-Soviet period seems to 
have largely diverted their attention away from Dagestan, Chechen nationalists have, 
from time to time, voiced territorial claims to some neighboring areas. Most notably, in 
2006, Dukuvakha Abdurakhmanov, the then-chairman of the pro-Kremlin National As-
sembly of the Chechen Republic, made an infamous statement indirectly claiming not 
only the Novolakskiy district for the Chechens, but also Kizlyar and Khasavyurt, the 
biggest cities of East-Central Dagestan, and access to the Caspian Sea.8 This statement 
outraged many Dagestanis, and caused serious frictions between the two peoples. 

Growth of the Insurgency in Dagestan 

Although Dagestan is a predominantly Muslim country made up of some of the first 
communities in the North Caucasus to embrace Salafism, instances of Islamic insur-
gency there were extremely uncommon up until a decade ago.9 Many factors may help 
feed the steady growth of the insurgency in Dagestan. Foremost among these, the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union led to instability in Dagestan, and the consequent rise of (po-
litical) Islamism. This instability was characterized by high unemployment, corruption, 
poverty, and other social problems.10 The establishment of an Islamist state was per-
ceived by some to be a potential solution to these problems.11 Islamism, which the Rus-
sian authorities strongly associated with terrorism and considered a primary threat to 
Russia’s security, had been approached with suspicion before 2000. Russian authorities 
employed harsh, and sometimes corrupt, tactics of interrogation against suspected 

                                                           
7 International Crisis Group, “Russia’s Dagestan: Conflict Causes,” Europe Report No. 192 (3 

June 2008); available at http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/europe/192_russia_s_ 
dagestan_conflict_causes.pdf. 

8 “US Embassy Cables: A Wedding Feast, the Caucasus Way,” The Guardian (U.K.) (1 Decem-
ber 2010; publication of cable originally sent 31 August 2006); available at 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/us-embassy-cables-documents/76763.  

9 Emil Souleimanov, “The Republic of Dagestan: The Epicenter of Islamist Insurgency in Rus-
sia’s North Caucasus,” IPRIS Occasional Paper 4 (Portuguese Institute of International Rela-
tions and Security, December 2011); available at http://www.ipris.org/?menu=6&page=56. 

10 Edward C. Holland and John O’Loughlin, “Ethnic Competition, Radical Islam, and Chal-
lenges to Stability in the Republic of Dagestan,” Communist & Post-Communist Studies 43:3 
(2010): 297–308. 

11 Moshe Gammer, “From the Challenge of Nationalism to the Challenge of Islam: The Case of 
Daghestan,” in Ethno-Nationalism, Islam and the State in the Caucasus: Post-Soviet Disorder, 
ed. Moshe Gammer (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), 179–93. 



THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL 

70 

Dagestanis, and arrested many real or alleged ‘Wahhabis.’ This included their subjection 
to torture and other forms of violence. In line with the local tradition of male honor, 
such treatment motivated some of those who had been ‘wronged’ and their relatives to 
turn to violence as a means of redeeming the honor of their family or clan. The support 
of Islamist insurgents has given individuals tools for retaliatory attacks against authori-
ties and a platform for protest against corruption, social and economic problems, and the 
deterioration of traditional values. The increasing influence of the insurgent movement 
in Dagestan has served to mitigate differences rooted in ethnic and clan-based loyalties 
and establish a greater sense of solidarity.12 This sense of solidarity, combined with the 
experience of corruption, social and economic problems, and the growing influence of 
Chechen insurgents—who, due to the stringent anti-insurgency tactics of Ramzan Kady-
rov, have turned to Dagestan as a base for their operations—have been crucial factors in 
the growth of the insurgency in Dagestan. 

“Kadyrovization” and Chechen Incursions into Dagestan 

With the regional increase of the insurgency campaign, and Dagestan having become a 
sort of safe haven for Chechen insurgents, Ramzan Kadyrov’s influence may spread to 
Dagestan in the name of counterinsurgency. Following the end of the first Chechen War 
in 2000, and with the rise of Islamic insurgency and instability in this region, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin introduced policies allocating “responsibility for ensuring se-
curity in the republic to the Chechen people.” 

13 A key component of these policies was 
the transfer of administration of Chechnya (and the fight against insurgency) to the 
Kadyrov clan, a policy often dubbed “Kadyrovization.” 

14 Indeed, Ahead Kadyrov (who 
was assassinated in 2004), and later his son Ramzan Kadyrov (the current head of the 
Chechen Republic), have adopted a grueling and heavy-handed approach toward fight-
ing the insurgents, while simultaneously cementing a monopoly on power for the Kady-
rov clan.15 Kadyrov’s utilization of aggressive counterinsurgency tactics has undermined 
Dagestani authorities, and has sometimes breached territorial boundaries for the purpose 
of counterinsurgency operations.16 Without consulting Dagestani authorities, Chechen 
kadyrovtsy units in the first half of the previous decade undertook a series of incursions 
into Dagestani territory (regions that happened to also be claimed by the Chechens) to 
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carry out “anti-terrorist operations.” In 2009, Dagestan’s State Council released a state-
ment claiming that: “… armed people have crossed the administrative border between 
the Chechen Republic and Dagestan in vehicles with no registration plates without sub-
mitting to the legitimate requirements of Dagestan Interior Ministry officers carrying out 
their duties at road check points and implementing the inspection and registration of 
road transport.” 

17 
These incursions caused tensions between Grozny and Makhachkala, and drove a 

wedge between Chechen and Dagestani law enforcement agencies, consequently re-
newing Dagestanis’ established mistrust toward the real objectives of the Chechens. Af-
ter all, the very failure of the joint Chechen-Dagestani Salami army in August 1999—
which had been led by Chechen commanders who invaded western Dagestan from 
Chechnya with the goal of orchestrating a widespread rebellion against Russia and cre-
ating an Islamic Republic 

18—is often explained by the popular defiance of Dagestanis 
against what they regarded as a masked effort made by Chechens to realize their long-
standing territorial claims to Dagestani soil. As a result, what the Salamis hoped would 
spark a massive anti-Russian rebellion in the neighboring country and pave the ground 
for establishing a Muslim theocracy in the Caucasus, turned out to be the beginning of 
the end of the de facto independent Chechen state. 

Motives 

Although not much information about the nature of the troops or their redeployment 
plans has been made available by Russian authorities, according to some sources the 
troops of the newly established unit will most likely be deployed in the critical districts 
of Sergokala, Kizlyar, and Izberbash, along with some in the Karabudakhkent district. In 
institutional terms, the redeployment of Chechnya-based troops to Dagestan has been 
carried out within the framework of the Temporary Operational Group of the Ministry of 
Interior that has recently been formed.19 While the proportion of ethnically Chechen 
troops in the redeployed units remains disputed, it seems that Chechens constitute a 
near-majority of the troops.20 

The recent move to make use of Chechnya-based troops in fighting the Dagestani in-
surgency is part of a larger effort by Moscow to strengthen the Dagestan-based military 
that dates back to the final years of the previous decade, when the scope of the insur-
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gency in the republic had become alarming.21 In fact, several reasons may underlie Mos-
cow’s move. First, the unprecedented intensification of diversionary activities carried 
out by Dagestani insurgents since 2010 has made Dagestan the heart of the North Cau-
casus insurgency.22 The parallel liquidation of insurgency leaders has had little effect in 
breaking down the backbone of Islamist resistance. Dagestan’s President Magomed-
salam Magomedov stated that: “everybody is fed up with this threat [the insurgency]. 
We want to get rid of, to clean our land of, all kinds of extremists, terrorists, radicals as 
soon as possible.” 

23 Furthermore, a report by Russia’s Prosecutor General’s Office 
states, “The criminogenic situation in the Republic of Dagestan remains tense and is 
marked by the steady growth of threats coming from militants, supporters, and accom-
plices of terrorist groups.” 

24 In this regard, two violent incidents that took place in the 
republic in early March—both in the strategically located Karabudakhkent district, with 
its forested mountains—seem to have triggered Moscow’s decision to redeploy troops to 
Dagestan. On 6 March 2012, a suicide bombing carried out by a female attacker at a po-
lice checkpoint claimed the lives of five officers and injured two others.25 Three days 
later, in a bold gesture, Dagestani insurgents shot down a Russian military helicopter 
close to the village of Gubden, which is considered to be one of the strongholds of the 
Dagestani insurgency.26 

Second, after more than a decade of a vicious counterinsurgency campaign led by 
Ramzan Kadyrov and his associates that has cost lives of many hundreds of Chechens 
and terrified hundreds of thousands of others, the cost of joining the insurgency or pro-
viding support or even sympathy to it has been high for many Chechens, a factor that has 
reduced the material support available to the Chechnya-based Islamists, causing them to 
seek a base in Dagestan. Kadyrov has often promoted to both Moscow and his Dagestani 
colleagues his desire to share his experience in effectively combating an Islamist insur-
gency. As early as the middle of the last decade, he often made statements explicitly 
blaming the incompetent Dagestani siloviki for the unstable situation in Chechnya, as 
Chechen Islamists were given a de facto safe haven in Dagestan.27 Needless to say, 
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Kadyrov’s participation in Dagestan-based operations may further increase his self-im-
age as an effective counterinsurgency commander in the region. In turn, this participa-
tion could strengthen Kadyrov’s standing vis-à-vis Moscow, as he would be quick to 
capitalize on any benefit to be gained from improvements in economic and political is-
sues in the North Caucasus. 

Third, Dagestan borders Azerbaijan, which provides an access route to Iran. With 
the increase in military cooperation between Azerbaijan, the U.S., and Israel, Russian 
authorities may anticipate an attack on Iran.28 In April of this year, Dimitry Rogozin, the 
Deputy Prime Minister of Russia, claimed, “If Iran is involved in any military action, it’s 
a direct threat to our security.” 

29 This statement implies that the recent troop redeploy-
ment to Dagestan may be motivated by more than just a desire to fight the insurgency 
there, but also by fear of possibly growing instability in the region that could result from 
an attack on Iran. Thus, the Russian military buildup in Dagestan, and in the region in 
general, may also reflect an attempt to protect Russia’s vital interests and possibly even 
aid Iran in case of an attack against it. 

Implications 

The stationing of Chechen troops on Dagestani soil, with their prospective deployment 
in combat operations, has the potential to threaten the inter-ethnic balance in Dagestan 
and further already present (though rather weak) anti-Chechen sentiments among some 
Dagestanis. In fact, given the strong pattern of ethnic factionalism present in Dagestan, 
leading politico-administrative, economic, and police positions in the republic’s respec-
tive districts are often dominated by members of the same ethnic group (usually the de-
mographically strongest in a given region). This composition has somewhat reduced the 
scope of the conflict, as members of both law enforcement agencies and insurgents lo-
cated in the same area often belong to the same ethnic group, clan, or family. 

However, following the Chechen example, incidents of insurgency-related intra-eth-
nic violence have become increasingly widespread over recent years, and Dagestani au-
thorities have generally sought to deploy ethnically-mixed police troops so as to make 
these troops more reliable and combat-ready. Despite being highly controversial, what 
made the counterinsurgency tactics of the Chechen kadyrovtsy units generally effective 
in their home country (when compared to the Russian Army) was their familiarity with 
the domestic social terrain, as they were able to gather intelligence and use various coer-
cive tactics toward the persons (or their family members) engaged in the insurgency or 
supporting it, while usually leaving unmolested people who had no (alleged) links to the 
Islamists. This tactic gradually reduced the material support available to the insurgents. 
Familiarity with the domestic terrain is what the redeployed troops will lack while car-
rying out operations in Dagestan; instead, their deployment in Dagestan might turn into 
a series of indiscriminate and ruthless punitive campaigns carried out on alien soil that 
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would certainly outrage Dagestanis, regardless of their ethnic loyalties and political 
preferences.30 Indeed, the Moscow-initiated redeployment of Chechen troops (to which 
Dagestani authorities were opposed until the very last moment) might further exacerbate 
the delicate interethnic balance in the country and prompt general resentment toward the 
Chechens both within and outside the republic. Against this background, the established 
anxiety between members of Dagestani and Chechen law-enforcement agencies could 
also play a role. The anxiety of Dagestani silovikis toward the activities of their Chechen 
colleagues on the former’s soil is likely to rise significantly, and may consequently alter 
the nature of the counterinsurgency campaign in Dagestan, as future counterinsurgency 
efforts may become less synchronized. Accordingly, Ramzan Kadyrov may possibly 
seek to play a more significant role in the political life of the neighboring multiethnic 
republic on the shores of the Caspian Sea and, thereby, turn it into a Chechnya-like sul-
tanistic regime. 

Conclusion 

The official reason provided by Russia’s Interior Ministry for the redeployment of 
Chechnya-based troops to Dagestan was to “stabilize the situation in Dagestan.” 

31 The 
rising threat of insurgency in Dagestan; the intense counterinsurgency campaign in 
Chechnya by Ramzan Kadyrov, which pushed insurgents to seek new grounds for op-
erations; and the possible threat of instability due to an attack on Iran via Azerbaijan 
have been significant factors behind Moscow’s decision to redeploy troops to Dagestan. 
However, the nature of this redeployment—the exact numbers of troops involved and 
their ethnic makeup—remains unclear. The composition of the redeployed troops 
(should a large number of them prove to be Chechen) may threaten the delicate intereth-
nic balance in Dagestan, and lead to increased ill will and mistrust between Dagestanis 
and Chechens, a factor that may subsequently affect the nature of counterinsurgency ef-
forts of Chechens and Dagestanis on Dagestani soil. Besides the mistrust that may ensue 
between Dagestani and Chechen law enforcement authorities, counterinsurgency efforts 
may be further weakened in that troops originally based in Chechnya will most likely be 
unfamiliar with the domestic socio-political terrain of Dagestan and will, therefore, be 
unable to utilize tribal affiliations and territorial familiarity to their advantage in coun-
tering the insurgency. 

Finally, the troop redeployment may instigate growth in Kadyrov’s regional influ-
ence. When considering possible causes for the rise of the insurgency in Dagestan, the 
increased crackdown on insurgents (Moscow’s reasoning for redeploying troops to 
Dagestan) and upon any people suspected of being Islamists may prove to have the ad-
verse effect of fueling the insurgency rather than starving it. Indeed, the redeployment of 
Chechnya-based troops to Dagestan is a questionable move when one considers the 
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problems that may arise from the troops’ ethnic composition as well as this move’s pos-
sibility of increasing Kadyrov’s influence in the region. Despite official statements by 
Moscow as to the reasons for this redeployment, the sheer number of troops redeployed, 
Dagestan’s proximity to Azerbaijan, and heightened tensions between Azerbaijan and 
Iran all lead to the speculation that Moscow’s move in Dagestan may have resulted from 
considerations larger than those of regional stability, and may have repercussions that 
greatly transcend the borders of this region. 
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