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History
In Turkey, the shortage of research on the Middle East grew more conspicuous than ever during 
the early 90’s. Center for Middle Eastern Strategic Studies (ORSAM) was established in Janu-
ary 1, 2009 in order to provide relevant information to the general public and to the foreign 
policy community. The institute underwent an intensive structuring process, beginning to con-
centrate exclusively on Middle affairs.

Outlook on the Middle Eastern World
It is certain that the Middle East harbors a variety of interconnected problems. However, ne-
ither the Middle East nor its people ought to be stigmatized by images with negative connota-
tions. Given the strength of their populations, Middle Eastern states possess the potential to 
activate their inner dynamics in order to begen peaceful mobilizations for development. Respect 
for people’s willingness to live together, respect for the sovereign right of states and  respect 
for basic human rights and individual freedoms are the prerequisities for assuring peace and 
tranquility, both domesticalhly and internationally. In this context, Turkey must continue to 
make constructive contributions to the establishment of regional stability and prosperity in its 
vicinity.

ORSAM’s Think-Tank Research
ORSAM, provides the general public and decision-making organizations with enlightening in-
formation about international politics in order to promote a healtier understanding of interna-
tional policy issues and to help them to adopt appropriate positions. In order to present effective 
solutions, ORSAM supports high quality research by intellectuals and researchers that are com-
petent in a variety of disciplines. ORSAM’s strong publishing capacity türansmits meticulous 
analyses of regional developments and trends to the interested parties. With its web site, its 
books, reports, and periodicals, ORSAM supports the development of Middle Eastern literature 
on a national and international scale. ORSAM supports the development of Middle Eastern 
literature on a national and international scala. ORSAM facilitates the sharing of knowledge 
and ideas with the Turkish and international communities by inviting statesmen, bureaucrats, 
academics, strategicts, businessmen, journalists, and NGO representatives to Turkey.

www.orsam.org.tr
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PRESENTATION

As the events in Syria have become more intense, regional and global powers have also accele-
rated their diplomatic efforts to solve the problem. The Western public opinion attributes the 
solution of  the problem in Syria, which is the end point of  the “Arab Spring” (for now), to the 
fact that Russia stopped supporting Bashar Assad and to Assad regime’s going away. One of  the 
most important factors enabling Bashar Assad to still stay in power is the support provided by 
Russia indeed. In this report, ORSAM Eurasia Advisor Assoc. Prof. Dr. İlyas Kemaloğlu (Kama-
lov) questions the aforesaid support provided by Russia to Syria within the scope of  the Middle 
Eastern politics and puts forward the reasons of  this support.               

In the first section, the report deals with post-USSR Russia’s Middle Eastern policy and Russia’s 
cooperation with the countries in the region. The author outlines the most important goals of  
Russia’s regional policy as; to increase its own influence while breaking the influence of  the U.S. 
in the region, to generate an income from the military technology Russia sold to the countries 
in the region, to dominate the world energy markets, and to show that Russia has a say in the 
world again; and he also argues that Russia reached this goal before the “Arab Spring” began. Ne-
vertheless, the “Arab Spring” also gave damage to Russia’s position in the Middle East. Russia’s 
insistence on Bashar Assad may be explained by the fact that Russia does not want to lose one of  
its most important fortresses in the region. In the second section of  the report; Russia’s relations 
with Syria, Moscow’s approach towards the “Arab Spring” and more importantly, the reason and 
potential results of  Russia’s support to Bashar Assad are emphasized.                     

Vladimir Putin, who was reelected as the Head of  State in 2012, had already solved considerable 
part of  the problems in domestic politics thanks to the incomes mostly generated by energy 
resources during his first terms of  office as the President; and he had a say in the solution of  
international problems by reinforcing its position in the international arena. The solution process 
of  the problems in Syria and in the Middle East is not an exception in this context. The problems 
in the region are also one of  the most important current issues in the Turkish foreign policy. 
Therefore, we hope that this report will receive a great deal of  attention and contribute to current 
studies in this field.              

Hasan Kanbolat 
ORSAM Director

Doç. Dr. Hasan Ali Karasar
Black Sea International Coordinator
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Introduction

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Un-
ion, its successor Russian Federation found 
itself in a completely different environment. 
Lots of new states, six of which were Muslim, 
emerged in the southern borders of Russia. 
The Islam, which had been suppressed by the 
Communists in the region, started to revive. 
Moscow, which was afraid of flooding of radi-
cal Islamists from the Middle East and par-
ticularly from Iran towards this region, gave 
priority to Iran in the Middle Eastern policy. 
Certain factors such as the trade relations, 
Chechen issue, civil war in Tajikistan, role of 
Iran in the fight between Russia and the U.S. 
for energy resources in Caspian Basin made 
Iran valuable for Moscow.        

Another important issue, in which Russia was 
closely interested in the Middle East in the 
post-USSR period was the Arab-Israel prob-
lem. Today the most important trade partner 
of Moscow, which supported the creation of 
an anti-Israel Arab League in the USSR pe-
riod and which kept its relations limited with 
the aforesaid country, in the region is Israel. 
Russian speaking Jews, who had not been al-
lowed to migrate in the USSR period, immi-
grated to Israel after the dissolution of USSR. 
The fact that Israel supported Russia during 

the Chechen War also positively affected the 
Russian-Israeli relations. Nevertheless, the 
fact that Russia developed cooperation with 
Iran and Syria in nuclear and military fields 
leads to certain problems in Russian-Israeli 
relations from time to time. On the other 
hand, the fact that Moscow is in touch with 
all countries including Israel makes it possi-
ble for Russia to assume mediating role in the 
solution of problems in the region.      

In the Soviet period, the Middle East was one 
of the conflict areas, which the Soviets and 
the U.S fought for. We can see that this fight 
has still been continuing in the post-USSR 
dissolution. In fact, it seems like Moscow has 
been using the Middle East as a means of re-
taliation against the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States (CIS) policy of the U.S. As a 
matter of fact, all the steps such as; Russia’s 
selling arms to Syria, its welcoming HAMAS 
leaders in Moscow, and its supporting Iran in 
the international arena, worry the U.S. The  
most important goals of Russia’s regional 
policy might be outlined as; to increase its 
own influence while breaking the influence of 
the U.S. in the region, to generate an income 
from the military technology Russia sold to 
the countries in the region, to dominate the 
world energy markets, and to show that Rus-
sia has a say in the world again.       
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Russia-Iran Relations 

Moscow, which initially supported Iraq dur-
ing the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), took a 
stand in favor of Iran with a sudden decision 
in 1987, and both parties reached an agree-
ment on Russia’s selling its military technol-
ogy to Iran such as MIG-29 and Su-24 in 
1989. During the years 1990 and 1991, Iran’s 
dependence on Russian military technology 
increased.1        

In addition to the military technology, Russia 
also started to sell nuclear reactor to Iran. On 
the other hand, in 1997 Gazprom launched 
projects on exploring gas reservoirs in Iran 
and Persian Gulf, despite the opposition of 
the U.S. In late 20th century, the relations be-
tween Iran and Russia looked out the inter-
ests of both parties. As Russia supported Iran 
on its military and nuclear technologies, Iran 
did not criticize much the Chechen policy of 
Russia. During the wars in Tajikistan and Af-
ghanistan, Russia acted in unison with Iran; 
both countries wanted the end of civil war in 
Tajikistan and they strived to prevent Taliban 
from seizing the control in Afghanistan. Nev-
ertheless, both countries found the strength-
ening of Azerbaijan and the Baku–Tbilisi–
Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline project unfavorable, 
as they wanted to monopolize the control of 
energy lines in the region.           

Despite all these, certain problems took place 
between Russia and Iran even during Boris 
Yeltsin period. Iran could not remunerate for 
the military technology and nuclear reactors 
in time sold by Russia due to the economic 
situation of Iran.2 On the other hand, the fact 
that Russia, Iran and other riparian countries 
to Khazar could not reach an agreement on 
the status of Khazar and the utilization of un-
derground treasures in Khazar slowed down 
the development of relations between Russia 
and Iran.    

Despite the fact that the First Chechen War 
did not affect the relations between Russia 
and Iran, the Second Chechen War started 
by Vladimir Putin during his office as Prime 
Minister reflected badly on the aforesaid re-
lations. The fact that Iran took the chair of 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 
during that period was also effective in this 
situation. While Iran attached importance to 
its relations with Russia, who built nuclear 
power plants and also met the military tech-
nological needs of Iran; as the chairman of of 
OIC which is the most important organiza-
tion of the Islamic world could not keep quiet 
about Russia’s Chechen policy. As a matter of 
fact, Iran criticized Russia due to its Chech-
en policy, but also proportioned its criticism 
correctly. On the other hand, Moscow did not 
keep Iran waiting for its appreciation and an-
nounced that she was ready to build the sec-
ond nuclear power plant in Iran.3  Neverthe-
less, only the nuclear power plant in Bushehr 
has been completed so far. Despite the pres-
sure of the West, Russian officials have not 
taken a step back on the construction of nu-
clear power plant in Bushehr by looking out 
their own political and economic interests in 
Iran, and they announced they could under-
take the construction of the second nuclear 
power plant in case the universal norms are 
followed.             

On the other hand, despite the fact that Rus-
sians builds the nuclear power plant in Iran, 
Russia does not want Iran’s nuclear armament, 
just like the West. However, unlike the West, 
Russian authorities believe that Iran, as well 
as any other country, has the right to develop 
a nuclear programme with peaceful purposes. 
In addition to this, Russia underlines that the 
problem of Iranian nuclear programme could 
only be solved through diplomatic means. 
Therefore Russia continues to support Iran in 
the international arena by keeping its own in-
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terests in mind, and opposes to any interven-
tion in Iran. Russian diplomats believe that 
laying embargoes on Iran would not solve the 
problem, but worsen the situation.         

In current situation, Russia has almost be-
come a mediator between Iran and the West, 
and offered various solutions to solve the 
problem through peaceful means. One of 
the aforesaid solutions suggested Iran’s car-
rying out the uranium enrichment operation 
in Russian territories. However, this plan of 
Russia did not work.4     

Russia maintains such efforts within the frame 
of the 5+1 group (UN permanent member 
States + Germany). The 5+1 group held its 
last meeting in Moscow, on 18-19 June. As 
a matter of fact, it was expected that major 
results would be concluded at the end of this 
summit. Because before the summit, the host 
country Russia individually talked to each 
parties and the Minister for Foreign Affairs of 
the Russian Federation Sergey Lavrov paid a 
visit to Iran for this purpose. Nevertheless, it 
was not concluded as expected. On the other 
hand, despite the fact that the parties could 
not reach a deal during the talks, it is possi-
ble to suggest that the pre-summit efforts of 
Russia gave results. While the possible em-
bargoes to be laid constituted the agenda of 
former summits (Baghdad and İstanbul), the 
parties discussed what they could do for the 
solution in this summit.5     
        
As is known, Western countries want Iran to 
stop its uranium enrichment. The Iranian au-
thorities, on the other hand, state they would 
pledge not to enrich uranium at a rate of more 
than 20 per cent in case the West lowered the 
economic embargoes and met the fuel re-
quired by the nuclear reactor in Tehran; even 
though they continue to argue for their opin-
ions. Also Iranian President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad made a similar statement.    

The attitudes of Iranian authorities are con-
sidered as an “achievement” in terms of the 
talks. Because the parties relaunched the talks 
15 months later, and they even started to mu-
tually talk on the step-backs. We can suggest 
that the aforesaid talks have mostly been in 
favor of Russia. Moscow showed that Russia 
played a major role in the solution of inter-
national problems including the Middle East.       

We can say that in the forthcoming process, 
Russia will continue to support Iran and pro-
tect her from various embargoes. We can ex-
plain this support by the measures Russia has 
been trying to take against the international 
balances and the expansion policy of the U.S., 
as well as by Russia’s goal and policy on the re-
gion. The government change in Iran and es-
pecially the fact that pro-U.S. politicians come 
to power is not in favor Russia. As there is no 
major problem between Russia and Iran, the 
Moscow-Tehran alliance increases the power 
of Russai against the U.S. expansionism in the 
Middle East and against the Azerbaijan-Tur-
key-Georgia alliance in Southern Caucasus. 
The military intervention in Iran will come 
to mean that the region is completely under 
the influence of the U.S., will give damage to 
Russia’s position not only in the Middle East 
but also in Caucasus, and it will also come to 
mean that Russia will be surrounded from all 
quarters.6             

Russia-Iraq Relations

The fact that Iraq, one of the most impor-
tant allies of the Soviet Union, invaded Iran 
and that this war lasted for eight years made 
it difficult for USSR to implement its Middle 
East policy; and certain problems took place 
between Russia and Iraq in that period. The 
fact that USSR started to support Iran and 
that Iraq invaded Kuwait further aggravated 
the relations between the two countries. Nev-
ertheless, the last head of state of the USSR 
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Mikhail Gorbachev tried to prevent the U.S. 
intervention in Iraq, but no result could be 
obtained. As the U.S. established dominance 
over the region, the entity of USSR became 
weaker in the Middle East.    
        
During the first years of Boris Yeltsin’s office 
as President, there were no promotion in the 
relations between Russia and Iraq. However, 
“liberal” circles in Russia, and particularly 
Vladimir Jirinovskiy who was in a close rela-
tionship with Saddam Hussein put forward 
that Yeltsin should give up on this policy 
and even that the sanctions imposed on Iraq 
should be removed after the Gulf War I. As a 
matter of fact, the Middle East Specialist Yev-
geniy Primakov appointment to the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs indicated that Yeltsin gave 
importance to the criticisms coming from the 
parliament. Besides, Russia believed that the 
removal of sanctions imposed on Iraq were 
quite profitable in economic terms. Because 
Iraq could pay back its loans of 7 billion dol-
lars to Russia, Russian energy companies 
would continue their operations and new 
reservoirs would start to be operated only 
through the removal of sanctions. Therefore, 
it was the Russian oil company Lukoil, which 
strived most on removal of sanctions imposed 
on Iraq and which made an initial settlement 
with Iraq in order to operate the oil reservoirs 
in Western Kurna.7             

The fact that UN allowed Iraq to export oil in 
1997 was mostly in favor of Russia. However, 
the Second Iraq War once more ruined Rus-
sia’s plans on Iraq. Although Moscow was one 
of those who opposed to the U.S. intervention 
in Iraq, it couldn’t took the risk of ruining the 
“romantic relations” with the U.S. in the post-
9/11, and also it was not powerful enough to 
prevent this intervention. The second inter-
vention of the U.S. in Iraq and toppling the 
Saddam Hussein regime completely ended 
the presence of Moscow in Iraq. Russia suf-

fered great losses also in economic terms. As 
a matter of fact, Moscow wrote off 40 billion 
dollar part of debts of Iraq only between 1997 
and 2006.8 Despite the fact that the aforesaid 
debt was written off, that Russia constantly is-
sued a call for peace to all parties in Iraq, and 
that Russia suggested it was ready to be me-
diator for the stability of the country; the Iraqi 
President Jalal Talabani accused Russia of im-
plementing unfriendly policies to its country 
for a long time. Talabani, who is known with 
its strong statements against Russia before 
becoming the Head of State, indicated that 
Russia made a big mistake by supporting the 
Saddam Hussein regime and that currently 
Russia has been looking at its relations with 
Iraq through the glasses used in its relations 
with the U.S.9                      

However, the relations between Russia and 
Iraq improved in time. The Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki’s visit to Russia on April 2009 
considerably contributed to this process. Rus-
sia attained its most important goal in its re-
lations with Iraq in the post-Saddam period. 
The Russian oil company Lukoil gained the 
right to operate the Western Kurna-2 of ap-
proximately 12,9 billion barrel of oil. Another 
energy giant Gazprom, on the other hand, 
won tender in the Bedra oil field which is lo-
cated in 160 kilometers southwest of Baghdad 
along with the Turkish oil company TPAO, 
South Korean oil company Korea Gas and 
Malaysia Petronas. 109 million barrels of oil 
reservoir was detected to be found in this 
area. The consortium to produce 80 thou-
sand barrels of oil per day will get 5,5 dollar 
for each barrel. The fact that the companies 
that won the tender from the aforesaid oil res-
ervoir (compared to Western Kurna-2) made 
more profit stems from the fact that the con-
ditions here are harder and it is an insecure 
area. As a matter of fact, the interest shown 
by the foreigners in the Bedra oil field was 
lower compared to other fields.                   
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Other than this, the Iraqi authorities stated 
they were ready to buy arms from Russia. 
Thus Iraq seeks for alternative technologies 
to the U.S. arms. The cooperation, wanted 
to be developed between Russia and Iraq on 
energy, military and trade fields, constituted 
the agenda of the talk held between the Rus-
sian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov 
and his Iraqi counterpart Hoshiar Zibari on 
19 June 2012. Following the complete with-
drawal of the U.S. troops from Iraq, the U.S. 
factor “overshadowing” the relations between 
the parties will be less effective. Undoubtedly 
that this situation will contribute to faster de-
velopment of the cooperation between Russia 
and Iraq.      

Russia-Israel Relations

Although Moscow has been pursuing a policy 
based on Arab countries in the Middle East 
since the USSR period, it is observed that to-
day Russia and Israel need each other in many 
areas. Above all, Israel is the biggest trade 
partner of Russia in the region. On the other 
hand, the biggest Russian-speaking popula-
tion other than the former-USSR republics 
live in Israel. More than one million former-
USSR population living in Israel enable the 
development of cultural relations between 
the two countries, as well as tourism. Russia 
also declared she wanted to carry out joint 
projects with Israel on military technologies, 
after the former Soviet citizens of Jewish ori-
gin, especially scientists and engineers, immi-
grated to Israel.         

Israel is also in favor of developing relations 
with Moscow. Especially Israel wants the im-
migrations of Russian citizens of Jewish ori-
gin to Israel to continue. On the other hand, 
Israel has been developing its relations with 
Russia and trying to prevent Moscow’s arms 
sale to Arab countries, and wants Russia to at 
least follow a neutral policy within the frame 

of development in the Middle East. Devel-
oping trade relations with Russia is also ex-
tremely important for Israel.         

On the other hand, the relations between 
Russia and Israel have been following an un-
dulant course for the last decade. The diplo-
matic relations that broke off in 1967 between 
Russia and Israel could be reestablished only 
in 1991.10 After the election of Benyamin 
Netanyahu on May 1996, the relations be-
tween Russia and Israel started improve. Is-
rael opened a credit of 50 million dollars to 
Russia, which went through economic crisis 
those days, and started to show interest to 
Russian gas. Nevertheless, the relations be-
tween the two countries were destroyed again 
as Russia sold missiles to Iran. In addition to 
this, upon the fact that Yevgeniy Primakov, in 
favor of developing good relations with the 
Arab countries, took office as Foreign Min-
ister, Moscow started to criticize Israel’s Pal-
estine policy. The economic crisis that took 
place in Russia in 1998 negatively affected the 
trade relations with Israel as well.11            

The undulant course of the relations between 
Russia and Israel also continues in the peri-
od of Vladimir Putin. The fact that Vladimir 
Putin showed an interest in Chechen issue 
during the first years of his office as the Head 
of State, positively affected the relations be-
tween Russia and Israel indeed. An anony-
mous Russian diplomat made a statement to 
the press that Israel played an important role 
in elimination of “wrong opinions” regarding 
Russia’s Chechen policy in the West.12  And 
Russia paid its “debt” to Israel on this issue 
before long. Unlike Yeltsin, Putin accused not 
only Israel but also Palestinian authorities in 
Israel-Palestine wars, and called the parties to 
solve the problem and start talks.13      

Within the scope of his Middle East visits be-
tween 26-29 April 2005, Vladimir Putin also 
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paid a visit to Israel. The then-Israeli Presi-
dent Moshe Katsav and then-Israeli Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon described Putin’s visit 
as an “historical event”. Because neither the 
Soviet leaders nor Russian tsars visited the 
“holy lands”. Even though Israeli authorities 
mention their worries about Moscow’s arms 
sale to Arab countries and increasing anti-
semitism in Russia, the aforesaid visit of Putin 
did not reduce these worries; and besides the 
fact that Putin refused to wear kippa during 
his visit to “Wailing Wall” brought the parties 
to the verge of diplomatic crisis. An impor-
tant consequence of the visit for both coun-
tries is the fact that the trade agreements were 
signed. It is possible to say the same thing for 
Vladimir Putin’s visit to Israel on 25 June 2012 
as well.          

The developments in the Middle East and the 
relations between the two countries consti-
tuted the agenda of this visit. The policies such 
as Russia’s supporting the current regimes in 
Syria, its selling arms to those countries, and 
building nuclear power plant in Iran disturbs 
Israel as well as the Western world. During 
the visit of Putin, the Israeli authorities once 
more asked the Russian leaders to stop sup-
porting the aforesaid countries and not to sell 
arms to those countries. Vladimir Putin, on 
the other hand, once more brought up Rus-
sia’s official attitude to the agenda and high-
lighted the necessity to peacefully solve the 
problems. Consequently, it is not possible to 
suggest that the parties reached an agreement 
on the problems in the Middle East. The most 
important result of the visit was certainly the 
fact that the parties declared their determi-
nations on developing bilateral military and 
trade relations. The trade volume between the 
two countries reached the level of 4 billion 
dollars in 2011 (increased at the rate of 37 per 
cent compared to 2010). After the implemen-
tation of the visa-free regime that started in 

2008, there has been an increase in the num-
ber of Russian tourists visiting Israel, and it 
reached 500 thousand per year. The fact that 
parties reached a deal on Israel’s construct-
ing a pharmaceutical plant in Russia; Russia’s 
willingness to produce pilotless helicopters 
in cooperation with Israel; and the fact that 
the parties talked on the construction of Rus-
sian space station in Israel points out that the 
multi-dimensional cooperation between Rus-
sia and Israel will continue to develop in the 
forthcoming period.             

Even though the relations between Russia and 
Israel have started to further develop in recent 
years, it is a fact that these relations are not at 
a level Russian Jews desire to reach. The anti-
Israeli circles in Russia are quite effective in 
slow development of these relations. The of-
ficials within the Russian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs who are in favor of developing rela-
tions with the Arab States, anti-semitic Com-
munist and nationalist groups, the officials 
of the Russian company “Rosoboroneksport” 
which sells arms to Arab countries, certain 
part of Russian Muslim societies representing 
20 million Muslims, etc. do not want Mos-
cow’s approaching to Israel.        

Another important development negatively 
affecting the Russia-Israel relations is Mos-
cow’s attitude towards Hamas. Vladimir Putin 
stated in 2006 that he would not cut his rela-
tions with HAMAS, which won the elections 
in Palestine, and afterwards invited leaders 
of the organization to Moscow.14 HAMAS, 
which is included in the terrorist list of the 
U.S. and Israel, is not on the black list of Rus-
sia. Immediately after the elections held in 
Palestine, only Iran, Syria and Egypt declared 
they would continue their relations with Pal-
estine. The statement made by Putin, on the 
other hand, showed that Russia was also in-
cluded in this group.      
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Even though the Western media evaluated 
the relations of Moscow with HAMAS only 
as Russia’s “challenge” to West, it is possible 
to also say that Putin aims at solving the Is-
rael-Palestine problem by establishing rela-
tions with HAMAS. This attitude of Kremlin 
increases the prestige of Russia in the Arab 
World by all means. Furthermore, Russia is 
one of the unique forces in contact with all 
powers in the region with the aforesaid atti-
tude. And this factor gives Russia the chance 
of mediation, and increases its influence in 
the region. Consequently, while the relations 
with HAMAS reflect badly on the relations 
with Israel, it also broadens the movement 
area of Russia in the Middle East.           
 
Russia-Saudi Arabia Relations

Although USSR was the first country recog-
nizing the independence of Saudi Arabia, the 
relations between the two countries started 
to improve only during the Presidency of 
Vladimir Putin. It was in 2003 that a Saudi 
Arabian King paid a visit to Moscow for the 
first time in history. During the aforesaid 
visit of King Abdullah, both parties signed an 
agreement on developing cooperation in the 
field of energy. Today in the relations between 
these two countries having the largest oil and 
gas reservoirs in the world, the energy issue 
comes to the forefront. Putin, who became 
the first Russian leader paying a visit to Saudi 
Arabia and thus setting foot on this country 
on 11 February 2007, stated that “even though 
Russia and Saudi Arabia seem to be rivals in 
the energy field, we are not rivals but part-
ners.”15 As a matter of fact, the Russian oil 
company Lukoil signed a cooperation agree-
ment with Saudi Arabia in the field of energy 
that will last 40 years. Lukoil has been prepar-
ing to make an investment of 2 billion dollars 
for the new oil reservoirs. On the other hand, 
Russia and Saudi Arabia hold talks on the ex-
port of especially Russian tanks, helicopters 
and Russian military technology to Saudi 
Arabia.16           

Considering that Saudi Arabia has been pro-
viding the majority of its needs on military 
technology from the U.S. so far, it is possible 
to say that Saudi Arabia’s cooperating with 
Russia will add a new dimension to relations 
between the two countries. Putin, who strong-
ly criticized Saudi Arabia due to its Chechen 
policy in the past years, is currently planning 
to bring its relations with Saudi Arabia to a 
higher level. As a matter of fact, Russia aims 
at developing cooperation with Saudi Arabia, 
which is one of the most important countries 
of the Middle East, not only in the fields of 
energy and trade but also in the fields of fight 
against international terrorism and military 
technology.        

Russia-Syria Relations Before the Arab 
Spring    
 
Another country, with whom Russia has de-
veloped a multi-dimensional cooperation in 
the region, is Syria. Moscow has saved Syr-
ia from the sanctions of the UN for several 
times. In the United Nations Security Council 
meeting that was held on 31 October 2005, it 
was again Russia who saved Syria from eco-
nomic sanctions due to the assassination of 
Rafik Hariri. Since then, Russia has become 
the defender of Syria both within UN and also 
in the international field. One of the major 
reasons is the cooperation that Russia devel-
oped with Syria.      

In the recent period, the trade relations be-
tween the two countries have rapidly been 
developing. Between the years 2005 and 
2010, Moscow exported 2,5-3 billion dollar-
worth of arms to Syria. In addition to this, 
Syria started to pay its debt of about 1,5 bil-
lion dollar by installments to Russia as of 
2005. The trade volume between Russia and 
Syria has increased in the recent years and 
attained the level of approximately 2 billion 
dollars in 2010. The fact that Russia reduced 
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the customs duty of textile products imported 
from Syria at the rate of 25  per cent, has been 
effective in the increase of trade volume. In 
addition to military technologies, the parties 
have been taking steps in developing cooper-
ation also in the field of energy. In 2005, Rus-
sia and Syria reached an agreement regarding 
that Russians would construct the Syrian ex-
tension of the natural gas pipeline to connect 
Jordan, Egypt and Syria to one another in the 
field of energy. It is known that other Russian 
energy companies also joined in petroleum 
exploration works in Syria.              

The Tartous port in Syria and the Russian 
military presence in the area also play an im-
portant role in Russian-Syrian relations. The 
Tartous port in Syria was used as supply and 
maintenance base by Russians during the 
Cold War. Although this base does not cur-
rently belong to Russians, many Russian mili-
tary officers serve under the title of advisor to 
Syrian army.        

As of 2010, Russia accelerated the works of 
restoring and equipping Tartous port with 
modern technologies in the region. Russians 
have been improving the Tartous port to 
meet the needs of Russian Black Sea Military 
Fleet. The underlying reason behind Russia’s 
restructuring this port is not only meeting 
the needs of ships by all means. Russians also 
want to increase their influence in the region 
by waving their own flags here, and to com-
pensate it in Mediterranean in case they lose 
their base in Crimea. Consequently, the mul-
ti-dimensional cooperation with developed 
with Syria turned this country into the most 
important support of Russia in the region.          

The Evaluation of Russia’s Middle East Pol-
icy Before the Arab Spring 

Moscow’s interest and influence in the region 
increased as Russia recollected itselfduring 

the first presidential term of Vladimir Putin. 
In this process, the  most important goals of 
Russia’s regional policy might be outlined as; 
to increase its own influence while breaking 
the influence of the U.S. in the region, to gen-
erate an income from the military technology 
Russia sold to the countries in the region, to 
dominate the world energy markets, and to 
show that Russia has a say in the world again. 
It is possible to say that Russia was successful 
in putting these goals into effect until recently. 

The policy followed in face of the develop-
ments in the Middle East and its attitude re-
lated to the problems in the region have been 
effective in this achievement of Russia. And 
Russia’s approach towards the problems in 
the region are as follows:     
    
1- Russian authorities ask for the solution of 

all problems, especially the nuclear pro-
gramme of Iran and the developments in 
Syria, through diplomatic means;

     
2- Russia objects to the foreign interventions 

in the region, and tries to prevent the in-
terventions as much as possible;  

     
3- Russia wants the solution of problems un-

der the roof of UN;
     
4- Russian authorities believe that the sanc-

tions imposed and desired to be imposed 
do not help solving the problems; 

     
5- Russia may not prevent attacks and mili-

tary operations, but it won’t allow this kind 
of interventions to happen under the roof 
of UN.  

     
6- Russia makes an attempt to be mediator al-

most in all the problems in the region. 

Moscow has won the trust of Middle Eastern 
countries in a short period of time, and in-
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creased its influence in the region. As in USSR 
period, Russia once again became an impor-
tant power in the region in early 21st century 
by supporting the regimes in the region, by 
selling arms to Middle Eastern countries, 
by writing off the debts of certain countries 
from the USSR period, and by putting the im-
portant economy projects, especially in the 
field of energy, into practice. However, “Arab 
Spring” directly affected Russia’s Middle East 
policy and left Russia in a difficult situation.            

Arab Spring and Russia 

The recent events breaking put in the Middle 
East was expected not to harm the presence 
of Moscow in the region, and even it was es-
timated that the short-term instability in the 
region would be in favor of Russia. Because 
further destabilization in the Middle East and 
concordantly the rise in the prices of energy 
resources were favorable developments for 
Russia in the short term. Moreover, this is-
sue also led to questioning the “credibility” of 
Middle Eastern countries which are indicated 
to be an alternative for Russia. However, the 
fact that the Arab Spring has increasingly ex-
panded and extended gave damage to Russia’s 
Middle Eastern policy          

Above all, it is a fact that Russia was caught un-
prepared by the developments in the Middle 
East. One of the indicators is the “wait and see 
policy” since Russia remained silent about the 
incidents in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt. Mos-
cow has two important reasons to follow this 
policy: The first one, as above-mentioned, is 
that it was caught unprepared by the develop-
ments spreading quickly and accordingly, the 
senior Russian officials did not have a mutual 
perspective about the policy that Russia was 
supposed to follow. The collision of the ideas 
about Libya between the President Medvedev 
and the Prime Minister Vladimir Putin is the 
most significant indicator of this situation. 

The Russian officials sometimes took the role 
of conciliator in some countries and tried to 
assemble the parties in Moscow. In this pe-
riod, the Russian officials attach the great-
est importance to resolve the problems in a 
peaceful way and block the foreign interven-
tion as much as they can. Therefore, Russia 
tries both to prevent the USA settling into the 
region and increase its power through arbi-
trating. However, it is possible to say that this 
policy has never worked out so far, and even 
that it has given certain damages to Moscow. 
And the most important reason is that Mos-
cow continued to strongly support the cur-
rent regimes while pursuing such a policy. 
Russia has already been the losing party for 
several times in such events. One of the ex-
amples is Iraq. The Russian oil company Lu-
koil could regain its right to explore and drill 
oil in Western Kurna only six years later than 
Saddam Hussein’s death as a result of great ef-
forts.                  

A similar situation also applies to Gaddafi 
event. It is a fact that Russia was in a close 
relationship with Gaddafi. However, the fact 
that Gaddafi’s perspectives on staying in 
power were weak and that his regime would 
be toppled eventually had already been un-
derstood in spring. In this case, what should 
not have certainly been done was to avoid 
keeping in contact with the National Transi-
tional Council in Libya. During that period, 
when everything came to an end for Gaddafi, 
Russia recognized the National Transitional 
Council; but the new Libyan administrators 
did not forget the former attitude of Russia. 
The representatives of AGOCO Oil Com-
pany, under the control of the National Tran-
sitional Council, explicitly stated that the oil 
and gas companies in Russia and China would 
go through problems about making new con-
tracts in Libya due to the fact that the afore-
said countries supported the Gaddafi regime. 
It is possible that Russia could go through 
similar problems also on Syria, after Iraq and 
Libya.              
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No doubt that after Libya, Russia does not 
want to lose its position in Syria and to once 
more lose billion dollar-worth new projects 
in the region. Furthermore, the importance of 
Syria for Russia is much bigger as mentioned 
above. Syria is Russia’s window opening to the 
Middle East. Besides its relations with Syria 
regarding energy, military and trade; Russia 
uses Tartous city of Syria as maintenance and 
supply base.     

The change of regime in Syria poses a threat 
against the whole existence of Russia in this 
country and generally in the region. It is pos-
sible to explain the underlying reason behind 
Russia’s supporting Bashar Assad in the inter-
national arena with these factors. On the oth-
er hand, there is a risk that the “spring” could 
spread to other countries following Syria such 
as Iran in the first place, and even similar sce-
narios could be implemented in Caucasus, 
which is also known as “Russia’s backyard” 
and also in the Central Asia. Therefore, Rus-
sia will continue to support the Bashar Assad 
regime. One of the indicators of this support 
is the fact that Russia sent its ships to Tartous 
port.    

In this context, the statements of Russian 
authorities regarding they would not sell 
arms and military technologies to Syria un-
less the conflicts in the country ends are not 
contradictory. Russia is serious and decisive 
in the aforesaid intention (on stopping arms 
sale). Nevertheless, this step does not come 
to mean that Russia withdrew its support for 
the Assad regime. Today, Russia doesn’t need 
to sell arms to Syria and Syria doesn’t need 
them either. Because the arms required by 
Syria had already been delivered by Russia to 
a large extent. 

As mentioned above, only between 2005 and 
2010, Moscow exported 2,5-3 billion dollar-
worth of arms to Syria. The last agreement 

envisaging the export of Russian arms be-
tween Russia and Syria was signed in 2007 
between the parties. It was stated that the 
agreement valued 300 million dollar at least. 
It is estimated that Russia has delivered 72 
missiles called “Yakhont” so far. Those mis-
siles are found within the mobile coastal mis-
sile system, and there are also various radars 
and other technologies in it. These missiles 
are expected to protect Syrian coasts against 
potential attacks from the sea.    

Besides the aforesaid missiles, the same also 
applies to the sale of other military technolo-
gies and to maintenance of current technolo-
gies. Thus, the military cooperation that has 
been developed between Russia and Syria so 
far will make it possible for Syria to meet its 
needs in this field in the forthcoming period. 
Therefore, it would be truer to consider the 
statements of Russian authorities on stopping 
arms sale as a “smart game” of the Russian di-
plomacy, rather than as stepping back. With 
this policy, Russia has been both continuing 
its support for Assad and also trying to re-
duce pressure of the West through its recent 
statements. Although it has a power to resist 
against this pressure, Russian authorities are 
certainly not content with Russia’s being de-
scribed as a responsible of the conflict in Syr-
ia. The recent decision of Russia, on the other 
hand, has been welcomed by the West and 
has already reduced the pressure on Russia.          

Undoubtedly that the events taking place in 
Syria and across the whole Middle East have 
been negatively affecting Russia’s relations 
with the U.S. and with Western countries in 
general, and reminds us the Cold War period. 
It seems likely that the events in Syria will 
also affect the relations between the aforesaid 
two countries due to the fact that Russia and 
Turkey are in different “fronts”. The Turkey-
Russia relations, which started with “shut-
tle trade” following the collapse of USSR, 
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reached peak in 2011. The trade volume of 
more than 40 billion, the fact that more than 
3 million Russian tourists visit Turkey per 
year, abolishment of visa requirement, the 
fact that both parties reached an agreement 
on Russia’s establishing a nuclear power plant 
in Turkey,and the projects developed in the 
field of energy caused the relations between 
the two countries to be called as “strategic 
partnership”. However, the fact that Turkish 
authorities strongly criticized and even ac-
cused Russia about Syria, and the missile ra-
dar system, which was desired to be installed 
in Turkey and perceived as a “step towards it-
self” in the long-term by Russia would reflect 
badly on the Turkish-Russian relations.

Strong statements and accusations of the U.S. 
and Russian statesmen to each others are 
usual and this kind of attitudes do not affect 
or damage the general situation of the rela-
tions. Even while having problems with each 
others, the U.S. and Russia can come to the 
table, make concessions and take joint deci-
sions. The fact that Russia did not object to 
the U.S. intervention in Iraq and that it’s be-
ing on the side of the U.S. after the Septem-

ber 11 attacks; that the U.S. gave a green light 
to Russia’s membership to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO); that Russian authori-
ties let NATO use Ulyanovsk, which is the 
hometown of Lenin, as a transit base; that the 
both parties continuously talk on issues such 
as disarmament etc. set an example for our 
above-mentioned argument. It should also 
be kept in mind that all these developments 
took place during a period when the relations 
between Russia and the U.S. were tense. Nev-
ertheless, it is not possible to say the same for 
the Russian-Turkish relations. Throughout 
history, these relations have been better or 
worse. In a period when the problem of per-
ception going on since the Cold War period 
has not been completely solved, the fact that 
the parties act more deliberately on each oth-
er’s points of view is important for the course 
of these relations by all means. Russia’s atti-
tude has already been criticized by the whole 
world. Turkey’s facing the opposition of Rus-
sia on an issue which is not on the agenda of 
Turkish-Russian relations, and its strong ac-
cusations brings no good other than negative-
ly affecting these relations.
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