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A 

week after visiting
 St Petersburg and sign-
ing a number of agree-
ments with the Russian 
government, a high-level 

Saudi delegation, led by Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz, travelled to 
France where arms deals worth $12 
billion were signed. Paris also pledged 
to study a Saudi request to build 
two nuclear reactors in the kingdom.

In May Saudi Arabia and France 
set up a committee to finalise a 
series of projects worth billions of 
dollars across sectors ranging from 
defence to transport infrastruc-
ture and civil aviation.

Because of its tough stance on 
Iran, France has been able to main-
tain strong ties with the Gulf Arab 
region, particularly with Saudi 
Arabia. Speaking during the June 
24th visit to Paris, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir stressed 
the importance of Saudi-French 
ties, describing them as historic 
and strategic. “We are trying to 
take them even higher,” he said.

The meeting between Saudi and 
Russian officials a week earlier was 
a greater source of speculation by 
analysts because of the current re-
gional situation and inconsistent 
relations between the two coun-
tries. Many viewed the meeting 
between Mohammed and Putin as 
a thaw in Saudi-Russian relations.

A number of key agreements, 
including cooperation on nuclear 
energy and Saudi Arabia contrib-
uting $10 billion to the Russian 

Direct Investment Fund,  were 
signed during the St Petersburg 
meetings. The Saudi trip was kept 
under wraps for months and pre-
ceded by a number of phone calls 
between Putin and Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud.

Analysts hypothesised on the 
tone and nature of the St Peters-
burg talks and the subjects cov-
ered, particularly Saudi oil policy 
and the situation in Syria. Analysts 
claim that Saudi Arabia’s policy 
of oversupplying the oil market is 
designed to neutralise the US oil 
fracking industry but also Teh-
ran and Moscow, which favour oil 
prices of about $100 per barrel.

“I don’t think the Saudis or the 
Russians are under any illusions 
that they will be able to negotiate 
on [oil] price. However, In terms 
of technical cooperation, that is 
possible,” said Nikolay Kozhanov, 
a Chatham House analyst.

“First of all. it’s not all about oil. 
The agreements that were signed 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia 
[have] mostly to do with technical 
cooperation. It’s about the Saudis 
investing in the development of 
Russia’s oil and gas sector, while 
the Russians will be involved in 
the development of the energy 
sector in Saudi Arabia.”

Kozhanov emphasised that Rus-
sia has experience working with 
Saudi Arabia, for example in the 
Lukoil project in Rub al Khali, 
which has been successful for both 
countries. The Chatham House 
analyst said that cooperation with 
the Saudis is important to Moscow 
because “the Saudis are one of the 
key players in the region.

  Secondly [Saudi Arabia] is one 
of the key countries in the Muslim 
world; they also have leverage to 
affect the situation with Muslim 
communities in the post-Soviet 
space.

“So the support of the Saudis or 
at least their neutrality in ques-
tions related to situations in the 
Russian ummah is also important.”

Other analysts see rapproche-

ment as a logical step for both 
countries.

“I think that, given its eminent 
position in the Islamic world and 
the key role it plays in internation-
al energy markets, Saudi Arabia’s 
foreign policy has long been global 
in its orientation,” said Fahad Naz-
er, a terrorism analyst with JTG 
Inc.

“Therefore it is not a surprise 
that given Russia’s military prow-
ess, and the fact that it is an influ-
ential player in the world energy 
markets in its own right, that the 
Saudis would want to strengthen 
their relations with it.”

Nazer pointed out that while di-
vergence over Syria led to frosty 
relations between the countries, 
the Saudis see Russia as an im-
portant global power with which 

it needs to have solid relations to 
keep oil prices stable and because 
it could be a reliable weapons sup-
plier.

“In addition, Russia has shown 
willingness to assist Saudi Arabia 
with its civilian nuclear energy 
programme, for which it has com-
mitted close to $80 billion,” he 
added.

Mohammed and Putin also ad-
dressed the situation in Syria.

Kozhanov says he does not see 
Moscow abandoning the Assad re-
gime just yet. “For now it is not an 
option that’s on the table,” he said. 
“In order to stop supporting him, 
the Russians need a viable alterna-
tive that would guarantee the inte-
rior integrity of Syria and not have 
it be overrun by Islamists like a re-
peat of the Libyan scenario.”

Kozhanov said dialogue with 
the Saudis probably addressed op-
tions on how to settle the conflict, 
mainly the process of government 
transformation in Syria and the 
gradual distancing of Russia from 
Assad.

Regarding whether improved 
Saudi-Russian relations would be 
reflective of lingering rift with the 
United States, Nazer said, “I don’t 
necessarily see it that way.

“While some Saudis have advo-
cated strengthening relations with 
Russia because they do not come 
with ‘preconditions’ — a clear ref-
erence to the US — I think the Sau-
dis realise that no single power 
can replace the US in the region. 
Its ability to project its military 
power is proven and remains to be 
unmatched.” 

Riyadh pursues closer ties with France and Russia

Moscow and Riyadh: Sending a message to Washington?

T
here has been a 
remarkable improve-
ment in Saudi-Russian 
relations over the past 
three months.
In March, Saudi foreign 

minister Prince Saud al-Faisal 
at the Arab League summit in 
Cairo publicly denounced Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s foreign 
policy. But in June, a high-level 
Saudi delegation led by Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdul-Aziz (who is also 
the Saudi defence minister) met 
with Putin in St Petersburg.

The two sides also signed an 
agreement for Russia to build 
nuclear reactors for the kingdom. 
Saudi-Russian cooperation in 
other fields, including the Saudi 
purchase of Russian air defence 
missile systems, was discussed.

All this comes at a time when 
Saudi-US relations have been 
strained due to the Obama ad-
ministration’s strong pursuit of a 
nuclear accord with Iran, which 
the Saudis are just as wary of as 
the Israelis are. Indeed, many in 

Saudi Arabia fear that an Iranian 
nuclear accord will lead to an 

improvement in Iranian-American 
relations and Washington turning 
its back on Gulf Arabs right when 
Arab-Iranian (and Sunni-Shia) ten-
sions are increasing.

If Riyadh can no longer depend 
on Washington, it should not be 
surprising that Riyadh would look 
elsewhere, including Moscow, for 
support.

There is an appealing symme-
try to the notion that improving 
Iranian-US relations are resulting 
in improving Saudi-Russian ties. It 
is doubtful, though, that Saudi-
Russian relations will become close 
enough to jeopardise the long-
standing Saudi-US relationship.

There are several reasons for this.
First, the Obama administration 

is not seeking a nuclear accord 
with Tehran or even improved 
Iranian-US relations in order to 
abandon Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf Arabs, much less Israel. The 
administration’s logic is that an 
Iran constrained by a nuclear ac-
cord will be less of a threat to its 
Middle Eastern neighbours than an 
Iran that is not so constrained and 
which proceeds to acquire nuclear 
weapons.

Second, even if an Iranian nu-
clear accord is reached, Iranian-US 
relations cannot improve much if 
Iran behaves aggressively towards 
its Middle Eastern neighbours. 
Those in the Middle East who 
think that Washington would 
blithely pursue increased coopera-
tion with Tehran under these cir-
cumstances are being unrealistic.

Third, while improved Iranian-
US relations may result in improved 
Saudi-Russian ties, Moscow is not 
going to give up on its longstand-
ing efforts to pursue good relations 
with Tehran. Indeed, Moscow’s 
recent announcement that it would 
reinstate the contract to sell S-300 
air defence missile systems to Iran, 
a deal Dmitry Medvedev, then the 
president, cancelled in 2010, shows 
that Putin intends to compete with 
Washington for influence in Teh-
ran. Nor is Moscow likely to end 
its support for the Assad regime in 
Damascus for the sake of improved 
Saudi-Russian relations.

Fourth, improved Saudi-Russian 
relations even at a time when 
Moscow’s ties to the United States 
and the West are deteriorating may 
actually serve American security 
(if not commercial) interests. The 
more trade and investment ties 
that Moscow has with Riyadh, the 
more that Moscow has an incen-
tive to prevent conflict between 
the kingdom and Moscow’s other 
friends in the region, such as Iran.

Fifth, even if Moscow and 
Riyadh can cooperate economi-
cally in some areas, there is just no 
getting around the fact that they 
are basically competitors in the oil 
market.  Riyadh has been will-
ing to rein in Saudi oil production 
in order to support higher prices 
if other oil producers do so, but 
Moscow has shown time and again 
that it will not hold back Russian 
oil production in cooperation with 
Saudi Arabia or anybody else. Nor 

is there any getting around the fact 
that increased US shale oil produc-
tion harms both Russian and Saudi 
interests but that there is little that 
they can do about that either sepa-
rately or together.

Sixth, despite Moscow’s periodic 
friendly overtures towards Riyadh, 
a fundamentally negative view of 
Saudi Arabia prevails in Russia. 
The Saudi state is not viewed there 
as a conservative monarchy but as 
the primary source of support for 
radical Sunni jihadism in the Mid-
dle East and in the former Soviet 
Union.

This view tends to grow espe-
cially strong any time that Islamists 
launch any sort of operation inside 
Russia. Moscow, in short, tends to 
view Saudi Arabia in the same way 
that Washington (at least before 
US President Barack Obama) has 
viewed Iran. 

For all these reasons, it is doubt-
ful that Saudi-Russian relations can 
grow very strong.  From Riyadh’s 
perspective, the main utility of 
projecting the appearance of 
improving Saudi-Russian relations 
may be to motivate Washington to 
pay more attention to the king-
dom, something that Putin and his 
colleagues are undoubtedly well 
aware of.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University in the United 
States.  Links to his recent articles 
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius exchanges documents with Dr. Hashim Yamani, the 
president of King Abdullah City for Atomic and Renewable Energy (KACARE), after signing an 
agreement between France and Saudi Arabia, in front of French President François Hollande and 
Saudi Arabia’s Defence Minister Prince Mohammed Bin Salman, at the Elysee Palace .
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