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Introduction


Traditionally, Russian foreign policy towards Syria represents a certain enigma for researchers and political analysts. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, Moscow has never demonstrated such stubbornness in defending its partners in the Middle East as in the case of the Assad regime. During the last four years, international experts have offered a wide array of theories to explain Moscow’s relations with Damascus. Thus, in most cases, analysts refer to the close political, military and economic ties existing between Moscow and Damascus. Some of them also point to Russian cultural connections with Syria and the substantial Russian-speaking community living across the country.1 Most of these assumptions are not without foundation. However, these factors were probably important in 2011 – 2012 but, by 2015, had largely lost their relevance. Moreover, some of them even initially did not have much influence on the situation.


For instance, the factor of the Russian-speaking community has never played a decisive role in Moscow’s stance on Syria. First of all, the bulk of the Russian-speaking community in this country was represented by Russian women who married locals, and their children, who could hardly be called a politically influential force. Some of these can hardly speak Russian or speak with a very strong accent. Those Syrians who studied in the USSR or Russia indeed have pro-Russian feelings and formed a certain segment of the Syrian intelligentsia. However, this part of the population was also limited in influence: Hafez Assad was very cautious about communists and leftists. Under these circumstances, the loyalty of the pro-Russian Syrians was periodically questioned by the regime. Bashar Assad also never trusted them and was more oriented to those people who received a Western-style education.2


As for the factors of bilateral military and economic ties, they had quite a limited time effect on the Russian position. If, by the beginning of the conflict in 2011, trade cooperation between the two countries was important, the four years of war have changed this by cutting almost all economic ties. Thus, by 2014 bilateral trade fell below $0.4 billion and most investment projects were stopped. In other words, there was nothing left for Russia to defend. The war completely devastated the country’s economy. Consequently, Russian companies were to withdraw from Syria and compensate their losses by moving their business to other countries in the region. Luckily, in 2011 – 2014, the Middle East offered ample opportunities: Russian trade with Egypt, Turkey, Israel and the UAE enjoyed a positive trend and, in terms of value, were much bigger than that between Russia and Syria.3


Russian arms sales were also affected by the conflict. First of all, after the beginning of the civil war in Syria, Moscow limited its cooperation with Damascus through existing agreements on military cooperation. This put constraints on the further development of bilateral ties in this field. Secondly, the war was draining the Syrian budget and the government could no longer be considered a rich buyer of arms ready to pay for them in hard currency. Finally, in 2012 – 2015 Russian arms sales in the Middle East market considerably increased compensating stagnation in Russian-Syrian cooperation. Indeed, the initial impulse to the growth of Russian weapon purchases was provided by the Syrian conflict. “The events in Syria proved the reliability of Russian weapons. Currently, even traditional Russian opponents [among the GCC members] are looking into the possibilities to buy military equipment from Moscow” experts say.4 Yet, it was not Damascus, but other countries that became the main buyers of Russian weapons. For instance, in March 2014, Moscow and Algeria reached a $2.7 billion agreement on the purchase of military equipment. In 2014, Moscow and Cairo also signed a $3.5 billion package of agreements on the exports of Russian weapons to Egypt.5


The long-lasting conflict also degraded the importance of the Russian naval base in Tartus. Established in 1984, it used to serve the needs of the USSR’s Fifth Mediterranean flotilla. However, after the flotilla’s disbandment in 1991, this base has been used more as a symbol of Russia’s presence in the Mediterranean than to serve the real needs of the Russian navy. Without adequate financial support and repair the base lost its strategic importance. As stated by some military experts, this naval station can hardly be called a base. Its personnel amount to less than 100 people. The infrastructure of the base consists of several pontoon piers and repair facilities which could not serve the needs of a modern fleet without a serious overhaul and upgrade. Since 2006, the Russian authorities have been thinking about the modernisation of the Tartus station and deployment of a full-scale military base there, but none of these plans has come to fruition.6 Although the recent joint Russian-Chinese and Russian-Egyptian naval manoeuvres in the Mediterranean Sea in May–June 2015 gave a new impulse for discussion among the Russians on the necessity to have a proper military base in the region, the unstable situation in Syria makes the usage of Tartus hardly possible, at least, for now.


The time factor is extremely important for the understanding of Russian motifs in Syria. The inaccuracies of some analysts in their reading of Moscow’s stance on the conflict are often explained by their misperception of Russia as a static system. Nevertheless, during the last four years, the situation in and around Russia has changed as well as the dynamics of the Syrian war itself. Under these circumstances, Moscow’s stance on Syria evolved considerably.


An attempt to analyze Russian-Syrian relations as an isolated system without taking into account Moscow’s diplomatic approaches towards the broader Middle Eastern region is another mistake often made by analysts. During the period 2011 – 2015, the Kremlin’s vision of its Middle Eastern strategy underwent a serious change: if by the beginning of the Arab Spring, the importance of the Middle East was traditionally neglected by Russian strategists, the political consequences of the Arab uprisings and growing confrontation between Russia and the West returned the region to the centre of Moscow’s attention. This transformation could only have a direct impact on Russian strategy in Syria.


This book will represent a new attempt to offer an insight into the motifs and drivers of Moscow’s foreign policy towards Syria. As opposed to previous studies which deal only with certain aspects of the issue, this research will be based on a comprehensive approach. First of all, the study will consider the Kremlin’s diplomacy on Syria within the broader system of Russian foreign policy in the Middle East. Secondly, special attention will be paid to the analysis of the influence of Russian domestic dimensions on Moscow’s approaches to the issue. Thirdly, it will also adopt a historical approach by trying to analyze how Moscow’s priorities in Syria evolved during the last five years and what factors influenced this evolution.


Alexander Shumilin, ‘Why Russia Will Not Abandon Assad: The Internal Dynamics Behind Russia’s Syria Policy,’ Fikra Forum, 15 August 2012; Peter Eltsov, ‘Why Putin Supports Assad?’ Fikra Forum, 4 April 2013; Anna Borshchevskaya, ‘Russia’s Many Interests in Syria,’ The Policy Watch, 24 January 2013.



Interview with a Russian diplomat, Moscow, Russia, February 2013.
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Interview with an expert on Russian arms sales. Chatham House, London, UK, 27 February 2015.
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Russian Presence in the Middle East 
after the Fall of the Soviet Union

From the fall of the Soviet Union until the early 2000s Russian cooperation with Middle Eastern countries had a relatively low profile. This can be explained by domestic political and economic turmoil in the Russian Federation (RF) during the 1990s and by the Western orientation of Russian diplomacy under President Boris Yeltsin (1991 – 1999).

In actual fact, by the fall of the USSR in 1991, the Soviet authorities had created a solid background which could have been used by Yeltsin and his administration to further develop fruitful cooperation with the Arab world and Iran, if only Moscow chose to. By 1991, the Soviet Union had relatively good relations with Algeria, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Libya, the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen and the Palestinian Authority. Moscow’s dialogue with Iran and Kuwait had substantial and positive potential. From the political point of view, the USSR was quite appealing for Middle Eastern countries as a certain ideological alternative to the ‘capitalist’ West and as a counterbalance to the American presence. The latter allowed for keeping the status quo in the region which mitigated against the destructive power of political turbulence that periodically emerged.

From the economic point of view, the Soviet presence in the region was also visible. Since the 1950s, Moscow had been involved in the construction of huge and ambitious industrial projects such as the Aswan High Dam and the metallurgy complex in Isfahan. During the 1950s – 1980s, the USSR constructed about 20 hydro and thermal power plants in the region. By 1991, the track record of Soviet accomplishments in the region included 350 industrial projects. All in all, the Arab states received about 20 per cent of the technical assistance allocated by Moscow to countries of the developing world. In addition to this, by the fall of the USSR, the annual volume of Soviet trade with the Arab countries reached USD 7 – 12 billion.1 This figure comprised about 30 per cent of the USSR trade with developing countries and made economic relations with the Middle East an important source of income for the Soviets. The military cooperation between the USSR and the Arab countries was also impressive. For instance, during the period 1983 – 1990, the volume of Russian arms sales to the countries of the Middle East reached USD 55 billion. The largest part of this sum was related to the Soviet-Iraqi (USD 24 billion) and Soviet-Syrian (USD 11 billion) deals. However, Egypt, Yemen, Algeria and Libya could also be named among the clients of the military-industrial complex of the USSR.

Apart from that, Moscow was an important creditor of the Arab regimes. The real volume of the debts of Middle Eastern countries to the Soviet government is still unknown. According to the most moderate estimates, by 1991, the USSR had USD 35 billion of unreturned credits out of which the large part belonged to Iraq, Syria, Algeria and Egypt.2 The past Soviet efforts not only created a positive image of the USSR as a reliable economic partner but practically hooked the Arabs and Iranians to the Soviet Union and, potentially, the RF: military equipment sold to these countries and industrial projects created by the Soviets required periodical technical service and upgrade which could be best provided only by the Russians. It should also be remembered that many Arab officers, engineers, doctors and intellectuals were educated at Soviet universities and, thus, formed pro-Russian groupings in Middle Eastern countries.

All these factors created the backbone of Soviet ‘soft power’ in the region. Although neglected by new Russian democrats, this power continued to play a positive role for Russian relations with the Arab world and Iran. Some analysts argue that, even two decades after the fall of the USSR, a certain part of Middle Eastern society still believes that the RF could one day play the role of the third (or alternative) power in their relations with other non-regional countries.

Yeltsin’s Times: Forgotten Land

During the 1990s, the Middle East was almost forgotten by the authorities in modern Russia. Both political and economic contacts were mostly curtailed, if not cut. This situation was determined by a mixture of objective and ideological reasons. On one hand, the economic crises which periodically hit the RF during the first decade of its existence, political turmoil, the short-sighted privatization policy of the Yeltsin government and the dictate of criminal groupings over the country’s economy seriously limited the export capacities of Moscow and diverted the attention of the Russian authorities from foreign to domestic policy issues. The lost of the ports of Odessa and Ilyichevsk on the Black Sea, which were the main trade gates of the USSR to the Mediterranean3, also negatively influenced Russian business contacts with the Middle East.4 According to various estimates, by the mid-1990s, the share of Arab countries in Russia’s volume of trade was less than 1 per cent.5 On the other hand, political and economic cooperation with the Middle East contradicted the new ideology of the post-Soviet elite of the RF who see their country as part of the Western world and refused to develop those vectors of diplomacy which it saw as non-Western. As a result, the Middle East was considered a region of secondary importance for the new Russia.6 The only exception was Israel, whose relations with Moscow improved considerably during the 1990s (mainly due to the strengthening of the political and business positions of the Jewish community in Russia and the fact that this country was considered a Western splinter in the Middle East).

Modern Russia’s attempt to completely reorientate her foreign policy towards the West at the expense of other directions had far-reaching implications which, at the end of the day, did not turn out well for the Russians. In spite of the fact that after the rise of Vladimir Putin to power in 20007 certain elements of confrontation returned in Russian relations with the United States and Europe, the continuation of dialogue with Washington was still unofficially considered a top priority of Russian diplomacy. This state of affairs continued until the very beginning of the Arab spring. Thus, according to the government’s 2008 Foreign Policy Concept, Russia was ‘interested in making effective use of the existing broad infrastructure for interaction [with the United States], including a continued dialogue on foreign policy, security, and strategic stability issues, which permits the finding of mutually acceptable solutions on the basis of coinciding interests.’ Moreover, Moscow strived ‘to transform Russian-US relations into strategic partnership… while working for the resolution of differences’ between the two countries. Under these circumstances, Moscow’s long-term priorities imply the construction of ‘the relationship with the United States on a solid economic foundation, ensuring joint development of a culture for resolving differences on the basis of pragmatism and respect for the balance of interests, which will help ensure greater stability and predictability in Russian-US relations.’8 One could read the following between the lines: Russia acknowledged America’s dominant role in international policy as well as the futility 
(or senselessness) of open confrontation with Washington. Instead, Moscow sought ways to establish partner contacts with Washington and was ready for discussion. To be sure, memories of Cold War rivalries – along with real or imaginary threats to Russian national security posed by US policy in Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States – constituted a serious obstacle to beginning this process. Nevertheless, Russia was determined to look for ways to bridge relations with the United States mainly by means of bargain and compromise (though this did not mean that Moscow would avoid handling the issue in a harsh way if compromise was not achieved). This intention was supported by the gradual strengthening of semi-official and unofficial ties with the West by the Russian economic, political, and cultural elite.9 Such an approach, in turn, determined Moscow’s perception of the Middle East as a leverage and trade item of Russian relations with the United States and Europe. In fact, Russian authorities have played this card during periods of both US-Russian rapprochement and severe tensions between the two countries, by either freezing their cooperation with the opponents of America in the Middle East or boosting it, respectively.

Russian-Iranian relations serve as the most notable example of this approach. Thus, in 1995, Russia and the US signed the so-called Gore-Chernomyrdin agreement. According to this confidential document signed in the wake of reconciliation between Moscow and Washington, the Russian government agreed to stop the implementation of existing military-supply contracts with Iran by 1999 and not to conclude new deals with Tehran in this field. US authorities, in their turn, were expected to develop cooperation with Russia’s military-industrial complex while halting unauthorized provision of American military equipment to both the Middle East and the countries bordering Russia.10 In addition to this treaty, Moscow decided in 1998 not to implement its contract for the supply of a research reactor to Tehran. The reason for this decision was the same as in the 1995 agreement: the need to bridge relations with Washington.11 The subsequent tensions between Washington and Moscow during the first years of the new millennium were accompanied by the improvement of Russo-Iranian dialogue. In 2000, Putin and the then-president of Iran, Mohammad Khatami, met in New York, which led to the Iranian president making an official visit to Moscow in 2001. The outcome of this trip can hardly be overestimated: the meeting concluded with the signing of the Treaty on the Basic Principles of Cooperation between the Russian Federation and the Islamic Republic of Iran, now considered a cornerstone of their relations.

Subsequently, the secondary meaning of the Middle East for Russian diplomacy (as well as the perception of the region as a chessboard for Russia and the West) led to the emergence of a certain arrogance among Russian politicians and economists towards the Arab states and Iran. On the one hand, the Middle Eastern countries were considered to be difficult to deal with. On the other hand, the unofficially declared secondary meaning of the region for Russian diplomacy led to a low level of responsibility on the part of Russian private and state corporations regarding the contracts signed with their Arab and Iranian counterparts. One of the most notorious examples of this approach occurred in 2007-2008, when the Algerian authorities suddenly realised that Russian MIG-29SMT and MIG-29UBT fighter jets bought from Moscow had serious technical problems. As it transpired, these issues were the result of machinations of high-ranking officials involved in the contract who deliberately installed previously used parts on new fighter jets. Even when the scam was revealed, people involved in it were not properly punished although this scandal resulted in the loss of part of the Algerian arms market for the RF.12

To a certain extent, this Russian behaviour formed a new image of Moscow which counterbalanced the positive perception of Soviet times. The Russians were seen as unreliable and weak partners, capable of betraying their Middle Eastern counterparts for the sake of better relations with the US and EU. Such a vision of modern Russia formed in the 1990s seriously backfired on the RF after the beginning of the Arab spring.13

Russia under Vladimir Putin and Dmitry Medvedev: 
Sluggish Return?

The Middle Eastern countries were literally reopened for Russia by the successor to Yeltsin, Vladimir Putin, who tried to implement the Russian doctrine of a multipolar world by establishing close and friendly ties with non-European and non-Western countries. Thus, in 2003, during his visit to Malaysia, Putin stated that Russia was going to closely cooperate with the Islamic world. Later, he declared the Arab countries one of the main vectors of Russian diplomacy. In 2003 – 2008, Putin supported this statement by official visits to Egypt, Algeria, Jordan and Iran. It was important that his administration concentrated not only on the re-establishment of contacts with the partners of the Soviet Union, but tried to broaden the ties of Moscow with the region by launching an active dialogue with the Middle East states which previously were not included in the sphere of Soviet influence. Thus, in 2007, Putin visited Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE.

These trips to the GCC countries were not the mere demonstration of Russian interest in dialogue with the countries of the Gulf. On the contrary, Moscow made an attempt to become deeply involved in the situation in the region. Thus, in 2007, the Russian government increased its focus on the region with a document entitled The Concept for Ensuring Security in the Region of the Persian Gulf. The main principles proposed in the document implied the settlement of conflict situations by solely diplomatic means, the conduct of peacekeeping military operations only in accordance with UN resolutions, the participation of all sides involved in emerging issues in a decision-making process and the implementation of agreements achieved by the regional countries in strict compliance with international documents regulating relations in the region of the Gulf.14 This idealistic and probably naïve initiative arose some interest among the smaller GCC members, but mostly as an eloquent theoretical speculation. Its practical implementation was obviously hampered by mounting Arab concerns over the Iranian nuclear programme, the continuing instability in Iraq and the US hegemony over the Gulf. However, this concept has achieved one of its main goals: it has demonstrated the Russian intention to come to the region and to try to stay there for the long term.15 Moreover, in the 2000s, when characterising the foreign policy of Moscow on the Middle East, it became popular among Russian diplomats to argue that it is wrong to speak about ‘the return” of the RF to the region. According to them, the Russians had never left this “strategically important region whose countries are connected with Russia by age-long friendly ties and cooperation”.16

An attempt to strengthen Russian soft power in the Middle East was another positive move of Putin’s administration. For instance, in 2007, Moscow launched the Arabic service of the state television channel ‘Russia Today’, whose broadcast currently covers not only the Middle East but Europe. From the outset, ‘Rusiya al-Yaum’ attracted a lot of attention in the Arab world. According to some experts, by 2013 its potential audience accounted for 350 million people in the Middle East, North Africa and Europe.17 On the ground, the efforts of the state TV channel were supported by a new governmental structure – Rossotrudnichestvo. This federal agency was designed in 2008 in order to develop Russian cultural and humanitarian presence abroad. Rumours that this structure was created according to the personal will of Putin only boosted the development of this organisation, which in no time created a net of representative missions in the capitals of a number of Middle Eastern countries including Syria, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt.

Prior to the Arab Spring, the main ideological idea promoted by Moscow in the region was related to cultural and historical unity of the RF with the peoples of the Middle East. The Russian authorities emphasized the multicultural nature of their country, heavily influenced by Islamic culture and traditions. The fact that about 20 per cent of the Russian population are Muslims was especially emphasized.18 From the political point of view, this allowed Moscow to sign a memorandum of understanding with the League of Arab States (LAS) in 2003.19 Subsequently, in 2005, Russia received the status of an observer at the Organisation of Islamic Conference (Cooperation) (OIC).20 This active dialogue with the LAS and OIC, in turn, substantially helped to allay the concerns of the Arab countries in relation to separatist movements in the southern regions of Russia predominantly inhabited by the Muslim population.

Although, by the beginning of the Arab Spring, the share of Middle Eastern countries (excluding Turkey and Israel) in Russian trade was relatively negligible (around 4 per cent), during the 2000s and early-2010s, the economic relations between the RF and the states of the region enjoyed a positive trend. By 2012, Russo-Arab trade relations achieved USD 
14 billion per year whereas Russian trade with Iran accounted for USD 3,75 billion. The high potential of these ties could be illustrated by the rates of their growth: thus, in 2011, only in the case of the Arab countries Russian trade with them grew by 38 per cent as compared with 2010. This growth (although slowed down by the political turmoil in the region) continued in 2012. The fact that the trade balance was (and still is) in favour of Moscow (the share of Russian exports in the volume of trade is about 90 per cent) made the Middle East an appealing consumer market for Russian goods.21

As noted by a number of observers, by the beginning of the Arab Spring, Russian exports to the region had a certain country specialisation. For instance, Russian exports to Iran consisted of ferrous metals and metallurgical products, wood, pulp, and paper, fuel and energy resources, cereals, and fertilizers.22 In the case of the UAE, Moscow sold to the Emirates precious metals, metallurgical products, machinery and transport vehicles whereas in Morocco the main items of Russian trade were oil, petrochemical products, sulphur, coal and the products of the chemical industry. Such diversification, in turn, offered an opportunity to involve a wide range of Russian companies in trade with the region. Traditionally, Russia represented great interest for Middle Eastern countries as an arms exporter. Its weapons remained famous for relative reliability (as opposed to Chinese equivalents) and reasonable pricing (compared with the products of Western companies). By 2012, the share of Arab countries in Russian arms exports was more than 14 percent.23

During the 2000s, Russian energy companies also returned to the Middle East. By 2011, they were involved in different projects or discussing possible ways of cooperation with such countries as Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, Bahrain and Qatar. By the beginning of the Arab Spring, Russian economic ties with the Middle East were not limited by the efforts of oil and gas giants from the RF. Middle East customers generally demonstrated high interest in Russian experience and technologies in such spheres as petrochemistry, space, nuclear physics, desalination, oil and gas production and processing. For example, in February 2007, Russia successfully launched the first Emirates’ satellite for the Earth distance-sensing Dubaisat-1 from Baykonur. Since 2000, the Russian federal space agency Roscosmos has launched 14 telecommunication and distance-sensing satellites for Saudi Arabia. In 2008, Moscow and Riyadh started discussing further Russo-Saudi cooperation in the space field (including the usage of the Russian GLONASS satellite navigation system).24 In 2012, the Russian company Technoprom export and Canadian Uranium One Inc. (which is believed to be controlled by the RF) undertook an obligation to supply four nuclear power plants which are supposed to be built in the UAE with low enriched fuel.25

However, during the 2000s – early 2010s, the countries of the Middle East were seen not only as an investment market for Russian companies, but as a potential source of investments for the economy of the RF. Under these circumstances, special attention was paid by Moscow to the rich states of the Persian Gulf. Thus, in 2010, Russian government corporation Rostekhnologii signed a 0,5 billion dollars contract with Emirati Gulftainer Company Ltd on the joint implementation of infrastructural projects in the RF. In 2011, the above-mentioned Arab company became one of the owners of the Russian port of Ust-Luga on the Baltic Sea.26 At about the same time the Iranian company Kaveh sought to invest money in the port of Olya on the Caspian Sea.27 Russian experts did not conceal the fact that the Arab company Masdar could represent great interest as a potential participant of Russian projects related to the research of alternative sources of energy.28

The Image of Russia in the Middle East 
Before the Arab Spring

It is difficult to say that, before the Arab Spring, the perception of Russia in the Arab world and Iran was negative. After the fall of the USSR, Russia ‘inherited’ the image of the Soviet Union as a country with a positive attitude to the Middle East. During the 1990s, the large part of the Middle Eastern community remembered that the Soviets politically, economically and, in certain cases, even military supported the Arabs in their quest for independence in the 1960s and 1970s. They also did not forget that Moscow was an effective counterbalance to US efforts in the region. As a result, some parts of Middle Eastern society believed that one day Russia would recover from the political and economic turmoil of the transitional period, and Moscow would again become a reliable economic and political partner of the Arabs. The revival of Islam and Christianity as traditional religions of modern Russia and, thus, the elimination of the antireligious elements of Soviet ideology only strengthened these beliefs. The partial and sluggish revival of the RF in the 2000s gave certain hopes that the return of the Russians to the Middle East was near. Although Moscow continued to consider the Arab countries and Iran as a secondary direction of its foreign policy, even its limited efforts helped to preserve the positive image of Russia in the region.29

Thus, the harsh reaction of the Russian authorities to the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, Moscow’s persistent attempts to stop the Israeli military operation against Palestine and Lebanon in 2006 as well as Russian technical assistance in the restoration of war damaged regions after the end of this Arab-Israeli conflict found a very positive response in the Middle East. Under these circumstances, Arab and Iranian public opinion created the image of Russia as a political opponent of the US and the West. This, in turn, considerably improved the perception of Moscow in the eyes of the Middle Eastern street whose attitude to the Americans could not be described as very positive. It is not mere coincidence that some places in Palestine were named after Putin and Medvedev (streets in Bethlehem and Jericho, respectively). Moreover, the Arab world and Iran decided not to notice the Russian military operation in Chechnya in 1999 – 2000 (2009) or, at least, tried to soften their critics (with the exception of the GCC states).

Yet, as some analysts have observed, Russia never managed to reacquire the Soviet status of defender of Arab interests. Its inability to prevent the US from invading Iraq in 2003 vividly demonstrated the limits of Russian capacities: that year Middle Eastern newspapers were often repeating the thesis that under the USSR the military occupation of Iraq would have been impossible.30 This image of a weak but still internationally active country stuck to Russia until 2013.

During this period, the Middle Eastern media were neutrally positive when covering Russia-related events. Reports on the RF periodically (although not very often) appeared in the newspapers of the region. Given not very active Russian foreign policy on the Middle East, these publications were mostly connected to the two following groups of topics: visits of Russian delegations to the MENA countries and the position of Moscow on the issues of Iranian nuclear programme, the Middle East settlement, Russian accession to the WTO, the creation of the Gas Exporting Countries Forum (GEFC) and others.31 The image of Russia in the GCC countries was slightly different. Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE periodically criticized the Russian position on Chechnya and the situation in the Northern Caucasus, attempting to present Moscow’s behaviour in that region as anti-Islamic. In addition to that, during the period 2009 – 2012, Russian relations with the Arab monarchies of the Gulf were challenged by a number of confusing political incidents. For example, in 2009, the ex-commander of the Russian Military Special Battalion “Vostok”, Sulim Yamadayev, was killed in Dubai. Although, this murder was probably a result of a personal blood feud between Yamadayev and the clan of the current president of the Chechen Republic, Ramzan Kadyrov, it reminded the UAE authorities of the assassination of Chechen terrorist Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev which took place in Doha in 2004. He was allegedly killed by one of the Russian secret services. Under these circumstances, the probable political background of Yamadayev’s killing caused serious concerns in the government of Dubai and the UAE. Another unfortunate incident took place in 2011 when the security forces of Doha airport attacked and seriously injured the Russian ambassador to Doha, Vladimir Titorenko, while he was accompanying diplomatic mail bags. This incident seriously aggravated Russian relations with Qatar: Moscow even threatened to downgrade relations.

Nevertheless, until the beginning of the Arab Spring, the push given by Putin to Russian dialogue with the Middle East and, in particular, the GCC mitigated the negative influence of such events on Russian-Arab contacts. Moreover, on 1 November 2011, the Russian minister of foreign affairs, Sergei Lavrov, met for the first time in a summit with his counterparts from the Gulf Cooperative Council. This so-called GCC-Russia strategic dialogue meeting allowed Moscow to state and to discuss its strategic interests in the Gulf with the Arab monarchies, outlining the direction of future partnership. During this meeting, Moscow clearly demonstrated that Russian positions on the majority of regional and international issues were relatively close to those of the GCC members. Thus, Russia persistently insists on the necessity to create an independent Palestinian state and strives to support peace and stability in the region. The Russian authorities also emphasise that they stick to an ‘open door’ policy: the RF is ready to conduct a dialogue with any country of the region as long as this dialogue corresponds to Russian national interests.32

However, the practical outcomes of the 2011 meeting appeared to be less impressive than initially expected. This was one of the first outcomes of the outbreak of the Arab Spring which was to challenge Russia’s relations with the Middle East.
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