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I 

raqi Vice-President Nuri al-Ma-
liki called for“Russia’s visible 
presence” in his country fol-
lowing a visit to Moscow that 
drew controversy in Baghdad.

“We are grateful to you for the 
role Russia is playing in the region 
and we have big hopes for you in 
maintaining the security in the re-
gion,” Maliki told Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov, lauding his 
host’s fight against terrorism, TASS 
reported.

The former Iraqi prime minister 
expressed fears that Iraq might “be 
subjected to new challenges in the 
political sphere and this is linked 
with interference from outside into 
the region’s internal affairs,” in an 
apparent reference to the United 
States, a one-time backer that no 
longer views Maliki favourably.

“Our interest is that friendly Rus-
sia should be present in Iraq, thus 
creating political balance,” Maliki 
said. “We need Russia’s more ac-
tive participation in Iraqi affairs.” 
Lavrov said that Russia’s “aim is to 
develop further the cooperation.”

Following a meeting with Val-
entina Matviyenko, the speaker of 
Russia’s upper house of parliament, 
Maliki said: “We want bigger open-
ness and closer friendship with 
Russia.” He added: “Historically, 
Russia has close relations with 
Iraq. That is why we would like to 
see Russia’s visible presence in our 
country, both in terms of politics 
and defence.”

Maliki also met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin in St Pe-
tersburg.

“Russia has made a tremendous 
contribution, in particular in Syria 
and Iraq, to prevent the disinte-
gration of the region. We sincere-

ly thank you,” Maliki told Putin. 
“Were it not for your role, the map 
of the region would have changed 
now and negatively for us.”

Maliki, who is viewed by many 
Iraqis as an Iran-backed sectar-
ian but influential politician, had 
frequently expressed opposition 
to the US presence in Iraq. He was 
reportedly pressured by the United 
States to leave office after the fall of 
Mosul to Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants in 2014 took place under his 
watch. He was replaced by Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi.

“Now that ISIS has been declared 
defeated by the Iraqi government, 
US officials have campaigned for a 
prolonged presence in the war-torn 
nation, something that officials 
like Maliki are deeply critical of,” 
Tom O’Connor wrote in Newsweek. 
“Maliki has instead praised the ef-
forts of the US’s primary interna-
tional rival, Russia.”

Dmitry Shugaev, Russia’s Fed-
eral Service for Military Technical 
Cooperation, said Putin and Ma-
liki discussed possible supplies of 
Russian-made tanks to Iraq but the 
talks focused on the “implementa-
tion of the existing contracts,” TASS 
reported.

The Kremlin announced in July 
that Iraq would buy a “large batch” 
of advanced T-90 tanks in a deal es-
timated at more than $1 billion.

Baghdad had long relied on im-
porting Soviet- and later Russian-
made weapons. Although more 
American-produced arms entered 
Iraq after the 2003 US-led invasion, 
the country remained in need of 
Russian weapons as Iraqis were ac-
customed to their use and mainte-
nance.

The arms deal appears to be unre-
lated to Maliki’s call for greater Rus-
sian involvement in Iraq because 
his statements do not reflect the of-
ficial view of the Iraqi government.

Maliki’s critics in Baghdad said 
his trip to Moscow was an attempt 
to draw Russian support for a possi-
ble future candidacy for Iraq’s pre-

miership following the country’s 
April 2018 parliamentary elections.

“Tehran leaders know that the 
vast majority of Iraqis resent the 
emergence of Iran as arbiter of their 
destiny. Russia, however, is seen as 
remote enough not to pose a direct 
threat to the internal balance of 
power in Iraq,” wrote Amir Taheri 
in Asharq Al-Awsat. “Yet, because 
Russia has no local support base in 
Iraq, it would have to rely on Irani-
an guidance and goodwill to play a 
leading role there.”

It is unclear whether Maliki 
would be able to return to the prime 
minister’s office, at least officially, 
in Iraq but that hasn’t stopped 
some Russian media outlets from 
interpreting his statements in Mos-

cow as a reflection of Iraq’s foreign 
policy.

“Given the fact the United States 
uses oil as a political weapon in the 
energy war against Russia, one shall 
assume that Iraq’s move to join the 
Moscow-Tehran-Damascus axis 
may thus challenge the geopolitical 
role of the US in the Persian Gulf,” 
wrote Aydin Mehdiyev in the pro-
Kremlin website Pravda.ru.

“Baghdad and Moscow have been 
developing cooperation in the field 
of defence for several years. This 
factor indicates that Iraq is no long-
er a loyal military ally of the United 
States in the region, like Saudi Ara-
bia and Kuwait,” he added.

In 2012, when Maliki was prime 
minister, Iraq and Russia signed a 

$4.2 billion arms contract but the 
deal was put on hold by Baghdad 
following a corruption scandal that 
involved senior Iraqi defence offi-
cials.

The deal was resumed in 2013 but 
other obstacles may face the new 
Iraq-Russia contract.

“The veteran journalist reaction 
to any Russian arms deal announce-
ment is to note that many deals in 
the past have taken a long time, if 
ever, to become reality, especially in 
large numbers of new-build items,” 
Michael Knights, a Lafer Fellow at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, told Rudaw English. 
“So I would say that such a deal will 
only be a reality when tanks are de-
livered and money changes hands.”
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Geopolitical challenge. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) shakes hands with Iraqi Vice-President 
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Iran and Russia cooperate amid suspicion

I
ranian and Russian interests 
have clashed many times 
over the past two centuries. 
Tsarist Russia captured 
territory from the Persian 
Empire and intervened 

militarily inside Iran. Soviet 
Russia occupied northern Iran 
during the second world war, 
promoted secession in north-
western Iran after both world wars 
and supported Saddam Hussein 
during the gruelling 1980-88 
Iran-Iraq war.

The Islamic Republic’s first 
leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomei-
ni, was hostile towards the Soviet 
Union, describing it as the “Lesser 
Satan” alongside the United States 
as the “Great Satan.” Even Rus-
sian sources acknowledge that the 
Iranian public views Russian inten-
tions towards Iran as unfriendly.

Despite this legacy, the Russian 
and Iranian governments became 
close partners in recent years. 
Some even see them as allies. 
Several common interests have 
led to this. Most dramatically, Iran 
and Russia have both sent forces to 
Syria to protect the Assad regime 
from its opponents backed by the 
United States and several US allies.

More generally, Russia and Iran 
both seek to prevent American 
influence from expanding in the 
Middle East and to reduce it if they 
can. The authoritarian regimes in 
Moscow and Tehran also fear the 
rise of an internal democratic op-
position and both are certain that 
instances of this occurring were 
orchestrated by Washington during 
the Green Revolution in Iran in 
2009 and the anti-Putin demon-
strations in Russia in 2011-12. Both 
Iran and Russia see Sunni jihadists, 
such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State, as a common threat.

Even though their common 
interests have resulted in closer 
Russian-Iranian cooperation, each 
remains wary of the other for many 
reasons, including differences over 
Israel and Saudi Arabia. Iran views 
both countries as opponents but 
Russia sees them as partners. The 
demarcation of the Caspian Sea, 
which has remained unresolved 
since the breakup of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, also divides the two 
countries as does Bahrain, where 
Tehran sympathises with the Shia 
opposition while Moscow backs the 
Sunni monarchy.

What worries Moscow and 
Tehran about each other the most, 
though, is the fear the other is 
going to cut a deal with the United 
States at its own expense. Iranian 
media commentary about Russia 
routinely expresses the fear that, 
even when Moscow supports Teh-

ran, it will stop doing so if it can get 
Washington to pay a high enough 
price to induce Moscow to betray 
Tehran.

Similarly, Russian observers 
have long expressed the fear that if 
Iranian-US relations ever improve, 
Tehran will have far less need of 
Moscow than it does now and that 
Tehran would need Washington’s 
support in its many disagreements 
with Moscow.

Moscow was especially fearful 
that the Obama administration’s 
pursuit of the Iranian nuclear 
accord would lead to a broader 
Iranian-US rapprochement but it 
eventually supported the process. 
Fortunately for Moscow, Iranian-
US differences over Syria, which 
Russia did much to encourage, 
prevented broader Iranian-US rap-
prochement.

With Tehran fearing improved 
Russian-US relations and Moscow 
fearing better Iranian-US relations, 
it would seem Washington could 
gain advantage over either by 
improving relations with the other. 
Indeed, when the Trump adminis-
tration came into office, it sought 
to improve ties with Russia in the 
hope of working with it against 
Iran.

Despite Russian and Iranian 
fears, though, differences between 
the United States and either of 
them are so great that an improve-
ment in Washington’s relations 
with either is most unlikely. The 

Trump administration’s increas-
ing hostility towards Iran is espe-
cially reassuring to Moscow.

There are other possibilities, 
though, for a deterioration in 
Russian-Iranian ties. One is that 
if they both think that they have 
prevailed over the United States 
and its allies in Syria, Moscow 
and Tehran may have less need 
of each other and start pursuing 
competing interests there.

Russian-Iranian relations are 
also likely to deteriorate if Israel 
continues its attacks on Iranian 
and Hezbollah positions in Syria 
and if Russia, wanting to preserve 
its cooperative security and eco-
nomic ties to Israel, continues to 
tolerate those attacks.

Improved Russian ties with 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab 
states, which Moscow has long 
sought, would also displease 
Iran, as would continued Russian 
support for the Kurds in Syria and 
Iraq, something that Turkey also 
disapproves of.

Thus, while Russian-Iranian ties 
are close, there are many issues 
that could lead to their deteriora-
tion even if the Trump adminis-
tration does nothing to encourage 
this.
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