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Historical presence – how significant?

Historically  speaking,  Russia  was  not  a  traditional  power  house  in
the Middle East. It did not have either the political or economic position nor
influence enjoyed by Great  Britain,  France or  more recently  the  United
States in the 20th century. Nevertheless, Russia’s long history of relations
with the Arab and Muslim world is not negligible as it dates back to the 7 th

century,  and  the  first  diplomatic  contacts  are  dated  to  around  the  10 th

century1.  Religion  played  an  important  role  in  the  Russian-Muslim
relationship as it was often used for political goals. The  Toleration of all
Faiths edict  issued under the rule of Catherine II in 1773 was an attempt
to formalize  relations  between  the  Russian  Empire  and  its  Muslim
community. In the longer perspective it did not manage to achieve its goal
of  a stable  coexistence  between  the  two  parties2.  In  the  19th and  20th

centuries the Orthodox Church began to gain diplomatic importance in the
Middle East. In the Soviet Union era its aim was to give to the Muslims in
the Arab  World  the impression  of  the  USSR as a  tolerant  state.  More
recently the Orthodox Church is an important partner of the Kremlin in its
political ventures in the Middle East3.

Russia had and still does have direct borders with the Muslim world,
numerous republics  with  a  large Muslim community  were a part  of  the

1 More available in: http://studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2014/09/20149281011465 

11560.html [accessed on May 29th 2016].

2 More available in: A. W. Fischer, Enlightened despotism and Islam under Catherine II, 

Slavic Review, Vol. 27, No. 4. (Dec., 1968), pp. 542-553.

3 More available in: La diplomatie religieuse de la Russie au Moyen-Orient, Moyent-Orient, 

avril-juin 2016, p. 54-59.
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Soviet Union, and Russian Muslims today make up to around 10% of its
population4. All this contributed to Russia joining in 2005 the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation with the status of an observatory.

It  is  worth  underlining  that  the  early  twentieth  century  Persia  was
a country of  ongoing competition between the then Russian and British
Empires. Russia at the beginning of the 20th century was Persia’s biggest
trading partner and an important donor of financial loans5. It is the outbreak
of  the October Revolution in Russia in 1917 that  marks the moment in
which Moscow’s influence and role significantly diminished in the Middle
East, and this shrinking of Russia’s political role lasted until around the 60s
of the 20th century6. Paradoxically it was the Soviet Union, as the first state
in the world, that recognized the independence of the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia in 1926. Yet it is the Soviet Union’s extreme laicity that resulted in
a severing of relations not only with the Kingdom but with the Arab Gulf
in general. It took around 40 years for Russia to make a significant political
comeback to this particular region.

During the Cold War the Arab world was also among the global arenas
of  the  Soviet-American  confrontation  and  rivalry.  This  is  clearly  visible
when one considers  the fact  that  from the early  50’s  the  Soviet  Union
developed  strategic  cooperation  with  Arab  countries  that  embraced
promoting and establishing the socialist system in such countries as Egypt,
Iraq, Syria, Libya and, to a large degree, Algeria and Yemen. The defense
systems of those countries were basically built on Russian technologies.
On the other hand, in the Gulf, which was traditionally an ally of the West
and particularly of the United States and Great Britain, the Soviet Union
spared no efforts to diminish the role of Washington. The explicit examples
of this is Moscow’s veto against the accession of Kuwait into the United
Nations in 1961 and the unconditional support declared for Iraq.

Through the 60s and 70s the USSR made attempts to make a political
and economic comeback to the Gulf by strengthening the cooperation with
Kuwait. This state saw in this an opportunity to diversify both its political
and  military  relations.  In  the  80’s  Kuwait  even  decided  to  boost  its
cooperation with the Soviet defense industry which saw limited results but
constituted a symbolic counterbalance to the US7. To exactly understand
how weak the position of the Soviet Union was in the oil-rich Gulf region it

4 http://islam.ru/en/content/story/islam-russia [accessed on May 29th 2016].

5 More available in: J. Zdanowski, Stosunki międzynarodowe na Bliskim Wschodzie w XX 

wieku, Kraków, AFM, 2012, p. 62-77.

6 Ibid., p. 105.
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is enough to underline that the decision to establish diplomatic ties with the
rest of the Gulf states came only years before the collapse of the Soviet
Union8. Suffice it to say that it was only by the end of 1990 that Moscow re-
established official relations with Riyadh. The Soviet Union’s policy to only
cooperate with the socialist part of the Arab world was surely a mistake.
This,  in  part,  might  have  been  a result  of  the  Cold  War  partition  of
influence, but the judgement that the Gulf states were supposedly hostile
to the USSR  was  completely  wrong.  The  lack  of  relations  was  mainly
a consequence of the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. Gradually from
the 1990s Russia began to work on having wide and pragmatic relations
with all the GCC countries. It was significant that during the Second Gulf
War  Moscow  stood  by  the United  States  in  condemning  the  Iraqi
aggression on Kuwait9.

The Chechnya wars between 1994 and 1996 marked another major
slowdown in the contact with the Arab world, but mainly due to the fact that
Moscow  believed  that  the  Gulf  countries  are  the  source  of  financial
assistance to the Chechen rebels10. Although Moscow tried to build rational
relations with the Gulf it failed not only because of the Chechnya wars but
also as a result of Russia’s overall weak economic situation in the 1990s.

The Syrian portfolio

The importance of Tartous

Syria was among those Arab countries that built its military arsenal on
Soviet and Russian technology. Only between 1980 and 1991 Damascus
spent almost 26 billion USD on arms produced by Moscow11.  Moreover,
since  1971  Russia  has  had  a  naval  base  in  the  Syrian  harbor  city  of
Tartous which in 1984 was branded as The Technical and Material Support
Point no. 720. It saw relatively little military activity between 1990 and 2000

7 E. Mulkumyan, A political history of relations between Russia and the Gulf states, Arab 

Center for Research & Policy Studies, December 2015.

8 Moscow established official diplomatic ties with the Sultanate of Oman in 1985; with the 

United Arab Emirates in 1986, with Qatar in 1988; with Bahrain in 1991.

9 E. Melkumyan, A political…, p. 6-11.

10 Ibid., p. 9.
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because of underinvestment on the Russian side. Nevertheless, Tartous
remains of strategic importance to Moscow as it was supposed to become,
until  2020,  an  official  contemporary  Russian  naval  base  on  the
Mediterranean. This port was a symbol of bilateral Russian-Syrian military
and  technological  cooperation.  The  outbreak  of  the  violence  in  Syria
in 2011  led  to  a  freeze  of  Russian  investments  in  this  base  and  even
resulted in the evacuation of its Russian personnel due to the uncertainty
of the development of the then conflict. This was the case until the political
decision to intervene militarily in Syria. Tartous from the summer of 2015
began  to  play  the  role  of  the  main  military  base  for  Russian  military
supplies before its military engagement in September 2015. Additionally
Moscow managed also to open an air force base in the Latakia airport12.
Thanks  to  its  naval  base  in  Tartous  and  airbase  in  Latakia  Russia
possesses  substantial  military  installations  in  the  Mediterranean  region
which adds to its naval presence on the Caspian and Black seas. This also
means that Moscow is, and most likely will remain a powerful actor in any
political negotiations concerning the Syrian conflict.

Military engagement and its objectives

It must be emphasized that Russia does not have in the Arab world
any history of colonial activity or military engagement. The Russian military
air  campaign  that  began in  September  2015 was  foremostly  a  political
decision of  enormous importance and an investment  in  Russia’s  future
influence  in  the  Middle  East.  Moscow  sees  in  the  Syrian  conflict  an
opportunity to make a return to the Arab and Muslim world as a country of
strategic significance. It seems that the military operation in Syria, which
evidently strengthened the Syrian regime and its army, was not so much
about supporting president Asad as the Syrian ruler but rather about not
allowing  him  to  fall  which  would  be  synonymous  with  major  political
changes that might not be in Russian’s favor. An immediate collapse of the
regime in Damascus would mean a definite loss of Tartous and Latakia
which would  most  probably  push the Russians to  withdraw from Syria.
Hence, by intervening, President Putin wanted also to send a message
to the Syrian regime that Russia is a loyal partner to its allies. The military

11 Tartous: Une future base navale Russe en Miditerranee?, Moyent-Orient Avril-Juin 2016,

p. 40.

12 http://syriadirect.org/news/russia%E2%80%99s-visible-presence-in-latakia/ [accessed 

on May 31st 2016].
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operation has also had a wide international context. Moscow’s intervention
came at  a moment when it  was obvious that any American or Western
operation was already out of the question. By engaging militarily Russia
managed to a certain degree to weaken the American order in the region
and  to  present  the  US  and  the  West  in  general  as  discredited.  Thus
Russia’s most important goal was to demonstrate that the West has lost
the self-accredited mandate  to export  its  political  models  of  democracy
to the Arab world. Moreover, it  also aimed at presenting the West as an
unreliable  partner.  This  seems  to  be  of  major  significance  because
Moscow intervened militarily not in order to topple down the Syrian regime
but aiming at keeping it in place to underline the principle that the Western
policy of “regime change” in the Arab world can no longer be continued,
as it did not bring any positive results in the political and economic situation
of those countries. Neither has it contributed to enhancing security in the
region.

In  military  terms,  the  Russian  airstrikes  from  the  very  start  of  the
operation  in  September  2015 were not  concentrated on ISIS positions.
Moscow underlined in its political discourse that it sees the terrorist threat
in Syria in a wider perspective. Such a position allowed for treating all the
opposition groups and organizations as terrorists. This approach is clearly
instrumental, but it is in accordance with Russia’s policy of not allowing any
other Arab regime to fall. The distribution of airstrikes on the Syrian territory
shows that the Russian military activity was concentrated mostly on three
regions: north-west  around the cities of Aleppo, Idlib and Jisr al-Shaqur,
south-west down the Euphrates river from the border with Iraq to Raqqa
and  south-west  around  Daraa  and  Sanamayn13.  The  Russian  military
involvement from the very beginning came under heavy criticism from both
regional  and  international  actors  and  aroused  humanitarian  concerns.
Those anxieties are well justified as all Syria’s regional Arab and Muslim
neighbors  may  fear  losing  some  of  their  influence  or  control  over  the
conflict. Turkey was and still is primarily afraid of any Kurdish political gains
and strengthening of the Kurdish position. Saudi Arabia is mainly anxious
of any prospective Iranian long-term dominance in Syria and the Levant.
Finally, the US and Europe seem to be mostly troubled by the possibility of
the consolidation of terrorist and radical groups in Syria, but  they also fear
the scenario which allows for president Asad to remain in power. According
to different sources civilian casualties resulting from the Russian airstrikes
surpassed two thousand14. 

Russians in  their  military operation  did  not  neglect  the  propaganda
effect. The fact that a Russian orchestra, together with a group of more

13 G. Casagrande, Map of airstrikes available in: Institute for the Study of War, Russian 

airstrikes in Syria: April 19-May 12 2016, May 13th 2016.
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than  a  hundred  journalists  was  sent  to  perform  in  the  Palmyra
amphitheater which until  March 2016 was used by ISIS as an arena of
executions,  is  the  epitome  of  Moscow’s  Syrian  anti-terrorism  policy
marketing15.  The  presence  of  western  culture  in  ancient  Palmyra,
strengthened by the media coverage, was a successful, even if short-lived,
message promoting Russia as the defendant of Western values in the war-
torn Syria.

The Russian-Iranian cooperation – strategy or
pragmatism?

As  it  has  been  mentioned  at  the  beginning  of  the  article,  growing
economic contacts between Russia and Persia were the cornerstone for
establishing bilateral diplomatic relations. Historically speaking, Persia and
later  Iran can be considered as Russia’s  most  important  partner  in  the
Muslim world16. This has not changed when Iran was under the Pahlavi
reign (1925-1979) and Russia under the Soviet rule. In the late 1960s the
Soviet Union enjoyed even the role of the sixth biggest trading partner of
Iran. It is worth underlining that the first five countries were from the then
Western block17.

Contemporary bilateral relations between the Islamic Republic of Iran
and Russia have two very clear portfolios, the political and economic one.
The commercial side has always been dominated by the cooperation in the
strategic spheres of energy, including the nuclear one, and defense. The
epitome of the Russian success in the field of arms delivery to Iran is the

14 Data available in: www.airwars.org [accessed on June 20th 2016] and 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/15/russian-airstrikes-in-syria-killed-2000-
civilians-in-six-months [accessed on June 20th 2016].

15 Further reading available in: http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21698422-russian-

government-sent-one-countrys-top-orchestras-syrian-desert [accessed on June 20th 2016].

16 More about Russian-Iranian historical relations available in: S. Cronin, Iranian-Russian 

Encounters: Empires and Revolutions since 1800, Routledge, 2014.

17 More in: C. Therme, le commerce irano-russe: entre levee des sanctions et pressions 

externes, Moyent-Orient, Avril-Juin 2016, p. 28.
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problematic  and  long-contested  contract  for  the  S-300  surface-to-air
missile systems18. This agreement was of a particular symbolic importance,
as it was firstly cancelled by sanctions introduced in the middle of 2010 by
the United Nations Security Council. Secondly, the delivery to Iran of such
sophisticated arms was strongly opposed by the United States, Israel and
Saudi Arabia. Regardless of those efforts Russia managed to push through
the deal which might open future Russian deliveries for Iran. There are
ongoing negotiations about possible deliveries of  SU-30 fighter  jets and
a possible license production of T-90s tanks by Iran19.  Further deliveries
from Moscow are not as ensured as it might seem because a sanction-free
Iran  will  also  look  for  other  partners  such  as  China  or  some  Western
countries. The best example of Iran’s readiness to diversify its suppliers is
the deal with Airbus on the strength of which Tehran will  buy a hundred
civilian aircrafts20. Although this order was not of military nature, it reflects a
certain attitude of Tehran who might want to increase its cooperation with
the West.  This sentiment seems to be reciprocated by the international
community  who  see promising  business  opportunities  in  the  new post-
sanction Iran21. 

The  bilateral  Russian-Iranian  negotiations  in  the  sensitive  field  of
nuclear  energy were initiated in the 1970s when the then authorities in
Tehran were aiming at balancing its relations with the West by diversifying
its economic and political partners. It  is nevertheless worth emphasizing
that the first contracts in the field of civil nuclear energy were signed with
France  and  Germany,  but  after  the  Islamic  revolution  in  1979  both
countries suspended their cooperation with Iran22. The cooperation with the

18 Further readings available in: http://thediplomat.com/2016/04/iran-confirms-delivery-of-

first-russian-s-300-air-defense-system/ [accessed on June 21st 2016].

19 Further readings on possible Russian arm sales to Iran available in: 

http://freebeacon.com/national-security/iran-spend-8-billion-russian-weapons/ [accessed on
June 21st 2016].

20 http://www.airbus.com/presscentre/pressreleases/press-release-detail/detail/iran-deal/ 

[accessed on June 22nd 2016].

21 Further readings on the Iranian market available in: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/325fdf4a-

bec6-11e5-846f-79b0e3d20eaf.html#axzz4CNra9L7y [accessed on June 23rd 2016].

22 More about the cooperation between Iran and the West in the field of nuclear Energy 

available in: C. Therme, Mouscou face au programme nucleaire iranien, Moyent-Orient, 
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Soviet  Union,  and later  with  Russia,  was not  only problematic  but  also
lengthy. The embodiment of the difficulties is the fact that the Boushehr
power plant began to be operational under the Russian auspices only in
2011  which  was  more  than  20  years  after  the  signing  of  the  bilateral
Moscow-Tehran  agreement  concerning  the  date  of  the  termination  of
Boushehr plant. 

It must be emphasized that throughout all these years this particular
dossier of cooperation was highly dependent on regional and international
political developments. International events that mostly influenced it were
the Iraq-Iran war,  the Islamic  Revolution  in  Iran,  the  Soviet  invasion of
Afghanistan,  and  the negotiations  on  the  Iranian  Nuclear  Program that
were concluded in Vienna on July 14th 2015. The Soviet Union was rather
supportive for Iraq during the war with Iran as by the 80s Baghdad was an
important political ally for Moscow, but this did not lead to a collapse of
relations with Iran since the fall of the Soviet Union necessitated a general
reconstruction  of  these  political  conditions  on  a  much  more  pragmatic
basis23.  Both  the Islamic  Revolution  and the invasion  of  Afghanistan  in
1979 put  the  two countries  on a  collision  course as  Iran could  neither
accept  a Soviet  invasion of  a  Muslim country nor  was it  a  communist-
friendly environment. Moreover, Iran itself gave shelter to about two million
Afghan war refugees and also participated in the support and creation of
the  Afghan  “mujahedeen”  phenomenon24.  The  Soviet  Union  and  later
Russia cannot be labeled as Iran’s strategic partners, yet, paradoxically,
after  the  Islamic  Revolution  it  was  always  Moscow  which  was  closer
to Tehran than other European capitals,  not excluding the United States
which did not reestablish diplomatic relations with Iran after 1980. It can be
considered  that  Moscow was,  and  to  a  lesser  degree  still  is,  the  only
partner that is viewed by Tehran as Western and more importantly ready
to supply  and  deliver  to  Iran  high-technology  and  strategic  products,
educate  Iranian  specialists  on  nuclear  energy  and  new  technology
weapons25. It seems that the foundation of both countries cooperation is
the still existent anti-Western sentiment and a shared mistrust of Tehran

Avril-Juin 2016, p. 32-33.

23 Further readings on the policies of Moscow towards the Iraq-Iran war available in: 

M. Mesbahi, The USSR and the Iraq-Iran War. From Brezhnev to Gorbachev, in F. Rajaee 
The Iran-Iraq war: the politics of aggression, University of Florida, 1993.

24 Further readings on the Afghan invasion available in: The Soviet-Afghan war: how 

a superpower fought and lost, translated and edited by L. Grau and M. Gress, University 
Press of Kansas, 2002.
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and Moscow towards western policies in general. At the same time Russia
after  the  year  2000,  when  the  Iranian  uranium  enrichment  program
became globally controversial and more criticized, had to be cautious and
conduct a well-balanced policy with Iran. It was so because Moscow could
not  allow  itself  to  be  the  only  permanent  member  of  the  UN  Security
Council that would veto its resolutions imposing sanctions against Iran for
its enrichment activities. On the other hand, during the P5+126 negotiations
Russia did not have any option but to support the diplomatic initiative in
order  not  be  viewed  by  Tehran  as  the  country  willing  to  block  the
normalization of Iran’s relations with the international community.  Yet, at
the same time, it is not in the Russian interest to promote or support in any
way  the  improvement  of  American-Iranian  relationship.  Undoubtedly
Russia’s  policy in  Iran was opportunistic,  but  still  Tehran knew it  could
count not only on the relatively predictable support of Moscow in the vital
matters concerning defense and energy, but it could also enjoy Russia’s
political backing.

It is highly possible that future relations between Iran and Russia will
have to be based only on a pragmatic and economic market foundation.
This  is  because  a  non-isolated  Iran  will  be  able  to  conduct  trade  and
search for investors on a global scale, including the West countries, and it
will also begin to compete with Russia on oil and gas markets27. Taking into
consideration political reasons for a purely pragmatic future cooperation, it
must be emphasized that both countries do not share the same vision in
the  Syrian  conflict.  Russia  in  Syria  wants  to  secure  long-time  weapon
contracts  for  its  industry  and  to  counter-balance  the Western-American
dominance in this region. Iran on the other hand is looking to prevent Syria
from falling into a Sunni domination which would most probably happen if
president Asad had to step down. Tehran must support Mr. Asad in office if
it wants to continue building its regional influence. This is what makes any
strategic  alliance between Russia and Iran almost  impossible.  Yet  what
remains still to be seen is the pace and political conditions in which Tehran
will be making its comeback to the international community. Any possible

25 Further readings on Russian-Iranian relations after 1979 available in: J. Parker, Persian 

dreams: Moscow and Tehran since the fall of the Shah, Potomac Books, 2008. 

26 Group of countries including: the United States, United Kingdom, France, Russia, China 

and Germany which were conducting negotiations with Iran concerning its nuclear program.

27 More about the economic forecast of Iran available in: 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2016/01/graphics-iran-sanctions-and-
nuclear-deal [accessed on June 22nd 2016]. 
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misunderstandings  that  might  occur  during  that  process  might  be  in
Russia’s favor. It is also compulsory to underline that Moscow’s policy in
Syria cannot damage its relation with Saudi Arabia and the countries of the
Gulf Cooperation Council which, as actors of a major global significance,
are important for Russia as well.

The Russian-Saudi and Russian-GCC new opening –
opportunities versus realpolitik

The  Russian  Federation  under  president  V.  Putin  wanted  to  make
a significant  political  and  economic  return  to  the  Middle  East  and
particularly into the Gulf.  Russian policy from the beginning of  the year
2000  was  supposed  to  be  based  on  pragmatism  and  a  constructive
approach.  This  was  reflected  in  the  Concept  of  Foreign  Policy  of  the
Russian Federation in which the Kremlin accentuates that “Russia will act
to stabilize the situation in the Middle East, including the Gulf Region (…)
In this  context  the primary task of  Russia will  be a return of  its  strong
positions,  especially  economic,  in  this  rich  and  important  time  for  our
interests in this region”28. This general policy program has been translated
into concrete actions. In the decade between 2000 and 2010 the Russian
diplomacy was very active in  the Gulf.  Numerous high-level  visits  were
conducted and several bilateral agreements were reached between Russia
and  particular  Gulf  Cooperation  countries.  The  memorandum  of
understanding, signed in November 2011, between Moscow and the GCC
which  introduced  a mechanism of  regular  political  consultations  can  be
treated as a symbolic crowning achievement of Russia’s efforts in its new
Middle Eastern policy29.

Despite Moscow’s unquestionable efforts and even concrete political
achievements  there  was  no  tangible  or  revolutionary  achievement  that
could lift the Russian-Gulf relations to a truly strategic level. Nowadays we
are facing a situation in which both sides have accepted to pursue cautious
pragmatic  policies  both  in  the  political  and  economic  fields.  There  are
fundamental  questions  which  make  any  further  deepening  of  relations
unlikely,  but  there  are,  at  the  same  time,  issues  that  could  bring  the
partners closer. The strong and strategic American partnership with Saudi

28 Concept of Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation, Diplomaticheskiy vestnik, Moscow,

August 2000, p. 4.

29 Detailed information on bilateral visits between Russia and the GCC countries available 

in: E. Melkumyan, A political…, pp. 11-14.
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Arabia and other Gulf states supported by the fact of the American military
presence in the region and the volume of trade relations between the two
countries, especially in the defense sector, all these are factors rendering
a Russian radically stronger position almost impossible30. Matters that are
uniting  Saudi  Arabia,  the  Gulf  in  general,  and  Russia  are  of  a  more
universal nature. Both sides reject the American promotion of democracy in
the Arab world as well as its unconditional support for Israel. Yet, at the
same time, the Russian arms delivery for Tehran and general backing of
Iran are elements that are far from pleasing the Gulf, and especially the
Saudi, side.

It  seems  very  likely  that  this  philosophy  of  maintaining  high-level
contacts between Riyadh and Moscow is a result of the Syrian crisis. Saudi
Arabia  esteems  that  it  cannot  allow  itself  to  ignore  Russia’s  military
performance in Syria and that it has to somehow cope with it, especially
given  the  fact  that  the  United  States  remains  unwilling  to  launch  any
military  offensive  in  this  country.  Both  partners  remain  in  an  awkward
relation because there are no tangible and visible symptoms that  could
allow  stating  that  the  cooperation  is  indeed  gaining  momentum.  Yet
numerous meetings between president V. Putin and Saudi Deputy Crown
Prince, Mohamed bin Salman are not to be belittled31. In the summer of
2015 there were even signals that the two countries are ready to discuss
major  defense  cooperation  and  investment  projects,  including  in  the
nuclear field32. Yet again it seems that these negotiations did not translate
into  anything  tangible  on  the  ground  of  which  both  sides  could  move

30 Saudi Arabia has enjoyed strategic relations with the United Stated since 1946. 

The volume of annual trade balance between the US and GCC surpassed the level of 100 
billion USD. The United States have military bases and/or military presence in the UAE, 
Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait and Oman. Further readings available in: 
http://index.heritage.org/military/2015/chapter/op-environment/middle-east/ [accessed on 
June 25th 2016]; M. Al-Rasheed, A history of Saudi Arabia, Cambridge University Press, 
2002; https://www.csis.org/analysis/military-spending-and-arms-sales-gulf [accessed on 
June 25th 2016].

31 Russia’s president met with the Saudi Deputy crown Prince in June 2015 and October 

2015. Further readings available in: http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-
analysis/view/riyadh-looks-to-moscow [accessed on June 24th 2016].

32 In June 2015 Moscow proposed to Riyadh the purchase of the T-90 tanks, Iskander 

missiles. Saudi Investment Fund informed that it is ready to invest 10 billion USD in Russia.
Further readings in: M. Katz, Les relations Russo-saoudiennes: un rapprochement 
incertain, in: Moyent-Orient, Avril June 2016, p. 48-53.

307



Jakub Sławek

forward. It rather gives the impression that Riyadh was trying to influence
Moscow to radically change its policies in Syria by showing opportunities
in the cooperation in the strategic fields of defense and energy. A similar
scenario only on a much lower-profile base was tried in August 2013 when
the then chief of the Saudi intelligence, prince Bandar bin Sultan, allegedly
proposed a 15-billion USD arms deals for Russia in return for Moscow’s
withdrawal from supporting president Asad33.

In the present state of the bilateral relations between Saudi Arabia, the
Gulf countries, and Russia the  realpolitik gains the upper hand over the
existing opportunities. Both sides are aware of the necessity to cooperate
because the two countries  have substantial  influence on the ground in
Syria. On one hand the Russians enjoy relations with the government in
Damascus and the Syrian army and on the other the authorities in Riyadh
have contacts with the opposition leaders and some of the armed rebel
groups as Jaysh al-Islam and Ahrar al-Sham34. As there is little hope for
any  peace  talks  on  Syria  in  the  nearest  future  there  is  not  really  a
possibility to convince anyone to any form of dialogue. For the moment
it seems that the prevailing regional political context, including the Iranian
portfolio,  does  not  allow  for  a  Russian-Saudi  major  breakthrough  in
relations. The resolving of the Syrian conflict will also bring about a new
reality in the Middle East.  It  might  be closer to the Western-Gulf  vision
embodied in a Syria without president Asad or down the scenario forced by
Russia and in a way Iran which rather sees the ruling president as the part
of any future solution. It is thus reasonable to think that the Syrian conflict
will either make Saudi Arabia and the Gulf stronger and more influential by
imposing a new Sunni political reality in Syria or Iran will become victorious
by saving not necessarily president Asad himself in power but maintaining
the Alawites as the ruling sect. 

Russia’s strongest regained ally in the Arab World

Egypt under the presidency of A.  al-Sisi  is  a model example of the
Russia’s come back and active reshaping of its influence and impact in the
Arab world. Egypt and Russia have had a record of good connections, as

33 Further readings available in: http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/06/ 

moscow-diplomacy-middle-east-air-defense.html [accessed on June 25th 2016].

34 Further reading is on those two groups available in: http://web.stanford.edu/gro-

up/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/groups/view/533 [accessed June 26th 2016]; http://web.stan-
ford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/groups/view/523 [accessed on June 26th 2016].
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the relations between those partners were relatively strong during the rule
of president J. Abd al-Naser (1954-1970). The fact that in the course of the
years 2014-2015 A. al-Sisi held talks with president V. Putin three times,
first, as Egypt’s defense minister and later as the president, demonstrates
the  role  of  these  negotiations  and  hopes  attached  to  them35.  The  two
countries seem to also have common political interests which may result in
creating economic opportunities. Moscow is conscious of the fact that Al-
Sisi’s Egypt is less confident in the assistance from the United States and
thus is willing to present itself  as a reliable partner. Good relations with
Egypt mean that Russia will have a more positive image in the Gulf which
is  contemporary  Cairo’s  most  important  supporter.  This  stable  context
brought about tangible economic results. Russia already signed important
arms contracts with Egypt and also will help to build the country’s nuclear
power plant36. The volume of those deals is estimated at about 30 billion
USD.  It  is  important  to  note  that  the  mentioned  bilateral  military
cooperation might also have a Saudi context. Presumably the government
in Riyadh agreed to finance this arms contract as a gesture of support for
Egypt37. Another important notion bringing the two countries together to the
evident liking of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf is the anti-Muslim Brotherhood
attitude of both Egypt and Russia. Moreover, both countries interpret the
Arab Spring and its aftermath as a strengthening of Islamic radicals which
also create a platform for a common Gulf policy. 

Undoubtedly  the  outlook  for  Russian-Egyptian  cooperation  is  very
promising,  especially in  the light  of  the already ongoing assistance and
collaboration in the fields of defense, security, and energy. Egypt is at this

35 A. Al-Sisi as defense minister visited Russia in November 2013, February 2014 and as 

president in August 2014 and August 2015. President V. Putin officially visited Cairo in 
February 2015. Further readings available in: http://journal-neo.org/2014/08/20/al-sisi-s-
visit-to-russia-promotion-of-bilateral-cooperation/ [accessed on June 25th 2016]; 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/08/putin-sisi-pledge-boost-russia-egypt-ties-
150826201113441.html [accessed on June 25th 2016].

36 In November 2013 Egypt concluded an arms contract with Russia that included: 24 

MIG-29M/2 fighter jets, 12 helicopters Mi-35M, K-300P bastion coastal defense missiles. 
more available in: I. Delanoe, Poutine-Al-Sissi: l’alliance Russo-egyptienne retrouvee?, in: 
Moyent-Orient, Avril-Juin 2016, p. 45-46.

37 Further readings available in: http://www.jamestown.org/regions/middleeast/sin-gle/?

tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=41960&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid
%5D=678&cHash=f0fad3e478b7ed98d883cd13774a4bc7#.V3DXu1eO7-Y [accessed on 
June 25th 2016].
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moment (as of summer 2016) the country which enjoys most developed
and dense relations with Russia. Moscow is going to at least keep and,
if possible, to further develop its cooperation with Cairo as it represents the
most evident stronghold of Russian influence and presence in the Middle
East. Moscow will try to broaden and enhance its role in this region, and
we can assume that the most likely country in which it  might look at as
a place  of  potential  political  and  economic  investment  is  Iraq.  For  the
moment Baghdad is struggling with severe internal problems which is only
adding to its fight against the Islamic State. Yet as the situation stabilizes
Russia might become the first major country that will manage to establish
a strong presence in Iraq. The scenario might be similar to the Egyptian
one, that is through durable political support which will translate itself into
economic cooperation, mainly in the areas of defense and energy. What is
more, in the case of Iraq Russia can capitalize on a strong anti-American
sentiment. It is also likely that Iraq, like Egypt, would welcome such strong
ties because Russia is not going to indulge in the promotion of democracy
and rather than assuming a paternalistic tone in this respect will prefer to
concentrate on its  economic interests.  Considering the character  of  the
Russian  political  system,  the  deliverance  of  economic  promises  and
contracts  will  not  be jeopardized by the risk of  the parliament  or  other
internal agency blocking such initiatives. 

In its Middle Eastern policy Russia organizes its actions with a view of
a long ranging perspective. Not only is Moscow ready to defend its vital
interests, as it demonstrated it in Syria, but it also has the know-how not to
antagonize any of the partners in the region. Moscow’s policy towards Iran
and  Syria  might  not  be  to  the  liking  of  some  countries,  like  the  Gulf
monarchies,  but  Russia’s  cautious  or,  rather,  openly  negative  attitude
towards  democratic  changes  in  the  Middle  East  as  well  as  politically
calculated anti-Americanism, are aspects that can please authorities of the
region.
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REDEFINICJA POLITYKI FEDERACJI ROSYJSKIEJ
WOBEC BLISKIEGO WSCHODU

Celem artykułu jest omówienie i przedstawienie współczesnej polityki
zagranicznej  Federacji  Rosyjskiej  na  Bliskim  Wschodzie,  a  także
pokazanie  kierunków  ewolucji  działań  rosyjskiej  dyplomacji  na  tym
obszarze.  Materiał  po  krótce  pokazuje  historyczne  znaczenie  Związku
Radzieckiego  w świecie  arabskim  oraz  polityczne  wpływy  radzieckiego
socjalizmu na poszczególne kraje regionu. Przykład współczesnej polityki
Rosji wobec Syrii i Egiptu oraz Iranu służy do przedstawienia jak Moskwa
umiejętnie  wykorzystuje  swoje  dawne wpływy gospodarcze,  polityczne i
wojskowe  do  zbudowania  swojej  długofalowej  hegemonicznej  roli  na
Bliskim Wschodzie. 

Kolejnym  elementem  artykułu  jest  pokazanie  nowego  akcentu  w
rosyjskiej  polityce  zagranicznej  w  świecie  arabskim,  jakim  jest
pragmatyczne podejście do relacji z krajami Zatoki. Materiał stawia także
generalne pytanie czy właśnie w Zatoce Rosja w dłuższej perspektywie
może zaoferować alternatywę wobec tradycyjnych wpływów Zachodu.  
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