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Closer ties between Russia and Egypt
Washington

E 

gyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi’s fourth 
meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, 
which took place near the 

end of August in Moscow, has led 
observers to conclude that Cairo 
really is turning more towards Mos-
cow and away from Washington.

It is indeed increasingly clear that 
the Russian and Egyptian govern-
ments share important common 
interests. But the Sisi-Putin rela-
tionship is more a marriage of con-
venience than a true alliance, which 
may explain why Russian-Egyptian 
cooperation has not, at least yet, de-
veloped more fully.

One common interest, or view-
point, that Putin and Sisi share is 
antipathy to criticism from the Unit-
ed States and the West over their 
authoritarian practices and human 
rights records. At a time when Rus-
sia has come under Western sanc-
tions due to its policies towards 
Ukraine, economic cooperation 
with Egypt and other authoritarian 
governments is important to Putin 
not only as a means of bypassing 
Western sanctions but also as a sign 
of his legitimacy.

Similarly, Moscow’s support for 
Sisi’s crackdown against the Muslim 
Brotherhood and other Islamists is 
important to Sisi in showing that, 
even if Western governments do not 
appreciate the service he is perform-
ing in suppressing these groups, 
Russia as well as other important 
non-Western governments do.

In addition, Putin and Sisi share 

a common view of the conflict in 
Syria. While Cairo does not actively 
provide military assistance to Da-
mascus as Russia and Iran do, Sisi 
has made clear that he sees the As-
sad regime as preferable to its Is-
lamist opponents. Putin especially 
values Sisi’s position on Syria since 
it differs from that of Turkey and 
several Gulf Arab states that have 
been supporting Assad’s opponents. 
He may well hope that other Arab 
governments adopt Sisi’s view.

There have been several concrete 
indicators of increased Russian-
Egyptian cooperation. Bilateral 
trade between the countries rose 
to $5.4 billion in 2014 — an 86% in-
crease over the previous year. On 
August 27th, the Russian oil giant, 
Rosneft, signed a deal to supply 
Egypt with liquefied natural gas 
(LNG). Moscow and Cairo are also 
in talks for Russia to build a nuclear 
power plant in Egypt.

At their meeting, Putin and Sisi 
discussed plans for Russia to build a 
“free industrial zone” near the Suez 
Canal. Cairo is a major (indeed, Al-
Ahram claims, the largest) buyer of 
Russian wheat. The countries have 
also talked about Russian arms sales 
to Egypt.

Still, cooperation between the 
countries has not grown as strongly 
as it could have. Before Sisi’s visit to 
Moscow, the Russian fighter aircraft 
producer MiG not only announced 
that it does not have a contract to 
supply MiG-29s to Egypt but its press 
secretary said: “Rumours about our 
promising contracts are exaggerated 
and are nothing but speculations.”

A week later, the Russian arms ex-
port agency, Rosoboronexport, de-
nied a report from a Russian source 
that a deal had been signed for Rus-
sia to supply Ka-52 “Alligator” com-

bat helicopters to Egypt. In addition, 
fulfilment of Putin’s offer of last year 
to sell more than $3 billion worth of 
Russian weapons to Egypt has ap-
parently not yet occurred — probably 
due to lack of money to finance the 
deal. Further, the announcement 
by the Italian firm ENI about its dis-
covery of a “supergiant” natural gas 
field off Egypt’s Mediterranean coast 
raises doubts about just how much 
Russian LNG Egypt will be buying.

Finally, the Egyptian state grain 
buyer reportedly paid “the low-
est price the authority has paid for 
wheat in years” in its recent pur-
chase from Russia. Cairo clearly sees 
Western economic sanctions against 
Russia as an opportunity to secure a 
good deal for Egypt.

In the larger foreign policy con-
text, Moscow and Cairo do not seem 
to have quite the same interests vis-
à-vis the United States and the West. 
Putin sees them as enemies and he is 
looking for other countries for sup-
port against them. Sisi, by contrast, 
dislikes Western criticism of his in-
ternal policies but would be happier 
with the United States and Europe if 
they supported him more fully.

His meetings with Putin, then, 
may be less about actually switch-
ing alliances than about showing 
Washington, in particular, that Cairo 
could turn to other countries for 
support and so persuading them 
that America and the West need to 
behave more respectfully towards 
him if they do not want this to go 

too far. It may be no coincidence, 
then, that Sisi’s latest visit to Mos-
cow occurred just before his gov-
ernment announced that Egypt’s 
long-delayed parliamentary elec-
tions would occur in October and 
November. It is doubtful that op-
position parties will be completely  
free to contest, much less win 
 them. How much the United States 
and other Western governments ob-
ject to this may well influence how 
soon Sisi meets with Putin again.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University the United 
States. Links to his recent articles 
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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Common interests. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, centre, takes part in a ceremony in 
Moscow, on August 26, 2015.

Britain, ‘the Lesser Satan’, returns to Iran

London

W 

hen Iranian revo-
lutionary guards in 
2007 seized 15 Brit-
ish sailors and ma-
rines in the north-

ern Gulf off Iraq near the Iranian 
border, British diplomats in Tehran 
persuaded London to take a “softly, 
softly” approach. But Iran’s feath-
ers were soon ruffled as Tony Blair, 
the British prime minister, prom-
ised a “new phase” of pressure and 
appeared to accuse Iran of lying 
over where the sailors had been 
seized, which the British insisted 
was in Iraqi waters.

Blair did exactly what the Tehran-
based diplomats feared: He angered 
Iranians across the spectrum, made 
the matter a political football amid 
factions in Iran and gave Iranian 
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
the chance to milk the publicity. 
The sailors’ confessions were trans-
mitted around the world before the 
president, in an “act of mercy”, re-
turned them to Britain in new suits.

It is hard to imagine more the-
atrical diplomatic relations than 
those between Iran and the United 
Kingdom. The recent reopening of 
the two embassies — closed in 2011 
after the British mission in Tehran 
was ransacked by demonstrators 

protesting against new sanctions — 
was not short of incident.

Philip Hammond, only the sec-
ond British foreign secretary in 
Tehran since the 1979 revolution, 
found slogans such as “Death to 
England” on the walls despite the 
renovation of the compound. In 
London, a senior female British dip-
lomat, Deborah Bronnert, arrived 
at the Iranian embassy without a 
headscarf, delighting opposition 
Iranian exiles and giving ammuni-
tion to conservatives in Tehran to 
fire at the government of President 
Hassan Rohani in the wake of July’s 
nuclear agreement.

Back in Tehran, Hammond was 
cautious in describing the reopen-
ing as a step towards building “con-
fidence and trust between two great 
nations”. He recalled Britain pur-
chasing “this beautiful compound” 

in 1869, thousands of Iranians tak-
ing sanctuary there in 1906 dur-
ing Iran’s so-called Constitutional 
revolution, as well as Churchill, 
Roosevelt and Stalin dining there in 
1943 while planning a second front 
against Germany and a post-Nazi 
order in Europe.

Iranian conservatives take a dif-
ferent view of history and have 
lampooned Britain as the “Lesser 
Satan” at demonstrations for years. 
A widespread sense among Iranians 
that Britain is a conspirator against 
Iran goes back to Britain’s domina-
tion of Iran’s oilfields until nation-
alisation in the 1950s and its part in 
the 1953 coup against Mohammad 
Mossaddegh, the prime minister 
who had nationalised oil.

In the 1970s, an Iranian novel and 
television series, My Uncle Napole-
on popularised a character who was 

convinced the British were plotting 
against him. When the shah was 
toppled in 1979, many royalists be-
lieved the British were manipulat-
ing Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
while some revolutionaries consid-
ered the British the conniving brain 
behind the United States.

After US-Iran relations were sev-
ered in 1979 as Iranian students held 
hostage US diplomats, Britain took 
a pivotal diplomatic role in Tehran 
as the European country closest to 
the United States, well-placed to 
convey Washington’s views. But 
it was also an easy target: in 1981 
Tehran municipality renamed the 
street outside the British embassy 
after Bobby Sands, the Irish Repub-
lican Army leader who died on hun-
ger strike in a British prison; and 
in 1989 Khomeini issued a fatwa 
condemning British-based author 
Salman Rushdie to death over his 
novel The Satanic Verses.

By the time the Royal Navy sail-
ors were seized, potential for a 
flashpoint had increased. Britain 
had troops in southern Iraq after 
the US-led 2003 invasion, tensions 
were growing over Iran’s nuclear 
programme and Ahmadinejad was 
projecting an assertive brand of 
Shia Islam after his election win of 
2005.

Changes on all these fronts have 
assisted better relations. In his 
speech in Tehran for the embassy 
reopening, Hammond dated the 
improvements to Rohani’s election 
as president in 2013. The foreign 
secretary stressed shared antipa-
thy to Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists, 
a common interest in combating 
narcotics from Afghanistan and the 
chance to expand trade.

“It was an admirably balanced 
and forward-looking message,” 

Sir Richard Dalton, former ambas-
sador, told The Arab Weekly. “He 
emphasised Britain’s all-round in-
terests in working with Iran, plus 
the need to rebuild the UK as a 
trade and industry partner, given 
UK trade collapsed further (than 
other European countries under 
sanctions since 2012) in percent-
age terms and from a lower starting 
point. This was a high-level politi-
cal signal to UK firms they could ex-
plore business now and conclude 
once sanctions are raised, if neces-
sary.”

In Dalton’s time as ambassador 
— 2002-06 — the embassy was at-
tacked by a suicide bomber, shot 
at four times and had its windows 
broken seven times. But the for-
mer diplomat was philosophical 
about the prospects for British 
staff,  saying it was a sine qua non 
that the United Kingdom would 
have sought assurances over their 
safety and that he hoped it would 
be a popular posting.

“Iran is a great country,” he ob-
served, “albeit a difficult one to 
work in.”

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs for 20 years and 
was chief correspondent for the 
Financial Times in Iran from 
2003-07.

British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond, left, speaks during a 
press conference with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif, in Tehran, August 23, 2015.
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