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Saudi Arabia and Russia 
take relationship to ‘new level’

R 

ussia. That is the key 
word for the future of 
geopolitics, especially 
where the Middle East 
is concerned.

Russia, under 
President Vladimir Putin, is mak-
ing headway in geopolitics in a 
manner that the Soviet Union at 
the height of its power could only 
dream of.

From its alleged involvement in 
the 2016 US elections — the impact 
of Moscow’s influence in that 
event is yet to be determined — to 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
Russia has replaced the United 
States as the principal actor in the 
region’s politics and policies.

US allies such as Israel, Turkey, 
Jordan and Egypt, which once 
conferred with Washington before 
taking any action, are flocking to 
the Kremlin in search of direc-
tion and leadership. Their leaders 
have voiced displeasure at the 
United States’ lack of interest in 
the region.

Things began to go bad under 
US President Barack Obama and 
got much worse since Donald 
Trump became president in Janu-
ary.

After meeting with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz, Putin met with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, who became the first 

Saudi monarch to visit Moscow. A 
few years ago, it would have been 
unthinkable for such a meeting to 
take place.

The Saudis wanted to discuss 
Iran. Saudi Arabia’s biggest worry 
is the ever-expanding influence of 
Iran. The Saudis voiced their con-
cern over Tehran to Washington 
and received no reply. So, Moscow 
seems to be the new powerbroker.

The situation in Syria exem-
plifies Moscow’s influence over 
Syria, which surpasses that of 
the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War. In large part this is due to 
Russia placing an emphasis on its 
military presence in support of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
the civil war.

“It changed the reality, the 
balance of power on the ground,” 
Dennis Ross, who was the United 
States’ chief Mideast peace ne-
gotiator and advised presidents 
from George H.W. Bush to Obama, 
told the Associated Press. “Putin 
has succeeded in making Russia 
a factor in the Middle East. That’s 
why you see a constant stream of 
Middle Eastern visitors going to 
Moscow.”

How and why did this situation 
get to this point? How did the 
United States get to the point of 
losing its political prestige?

Washington’s political domi-
nance began to decline in 2013 

when Obama failed to act after 
warning Assad that the United 
States would not stand idly by 
while Syria deployed chemical 
weapons against its people.

By dropping the ball as it did, 
the United States allowed Mos-
cow, which was only too happy to 
pick up the pieces, to step in. At 
the same time, Washington’s in-
action in Syria left its regional al-
lies, such as Saudi Arabia, Jordan 
and the United Arab Emirates, in 
the cold.

Another prominent US ally 
that felt left out was Turkey. Its 
president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
who has urged the United States 
to act in the Syrian conflict since 
its beginning, complained that 
he could not get any results from 
Washington.

Iran is another example of fail-
ing American diplomacy in the 
Middle East. Two years ago, ten-
sions between Putin and Erdogan 
threatened to boil over after the 
Turkish military shot down a 
Russian jet on the Syrian border. 
Putin recently travelled to Ankara 
for dinner with Erdogan, whom 
he called “friend.”

Erdogan angered fellow NATO 
members by agreeing to buy 
Russian S-400 air defence missile 
systems.

Saudi Arabia, one of the main 
financers of the anti-Assad coali-

tion, is moving closer to Moscow 
with the historic visit by King 
Salman to Russia.

Unlike the United States, which 
does not seem to have a map on 
how to navigate out of the Middle 
East conundrum, with Washing-
ton backing a particular rebel 
group one day only to discover 
that it is just as bad as the bad 
guys it is fighting, Moscow ap-
pears to have drawn Iran into its 
sphere of influence, as tensions 
between Washington and Tehran 
increase.

Even America’s staunchest ally 
in the Middle East, Israel, has 
been inching closer to Moscow. 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has made four trips to 
Moscow in the past 18 months.

Putin has tried his hand at 
negotiating a ceasefire between 
rival Libyan factions and the one 
area that used to be Washington’s 
guarded domain — the perennial 
Arab-Israeli peace negotiations — 
including efforts by the Kremlin 
to bring Hamas and the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation closer.

Putin, however, won’t shift his 
stance on Iran to accommodate 
Saudi wishes, a person close to 
the Kremlin said.

Chances that Trump could re-
verse the trend and make Ameri-
can influence in the Middle East 
great again are slim.

Russia replacing Washington as the 
Middle East’s political centre of influence

Claude Salhani

Even America’s 
staunchest ally in 
the Middle East, 
Israel, has been 
inching closer to 
Moscow. 

is a regular columnist 
for The Arab Weekly.

GulfCover Story

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s historic 
visit to Russia was capped 
with multibillion-dollar 
agreements in energy and 

arms in what was considered a sig-
nificant turning point in bilateral 
relations.

King Salman’s trip to Moscow, 
the first visit by a Saudi monarch 
to Russia, continued Riyadh’s at-
tempts to expand its network be-
yond its traditional allies, such as 
the United States. There has been 
a perceived lack of engagement 
from Washington in recent years, 
although efforts by the Trump ad-
ministration have somewhat eased 
those concerns.

Russia President Vladimir Pu-
tin welcomed the king’s visit as 
a “landmark event” that would 
improve bilateral ties. King Sal-
man said the visit was intended to 
strengthen ties with Russia “in the 
interests of peace, security and de-
velopment of the world economy.”

The government-regulated Sau-
di media reported on the visit ex-
tensively but mostly ignored the 
historically rocky relationship be-
tween the two countries. The Sau-
di-owned pan-Arab daily Asharq 
Al-Awsat carried an interview with 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, who called King Salman’s 
visit a “real turning point” in rela-
tions that would take cooperation 
between the two energy heavy-
weights to a “completely new lev-
el.”

Cooperation on energy and busi-
ness ventures was expected but 
the meeting allowed the delega-
tions of the two countries to dis-
cuss issues on which they were not 
entirely in agreement. Saudi Ara-
bia and Russia support opposite 
sides in the Syrian civil war and Ri-
yadh was displeased with Russia’s 

intervention to save the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

During a news conference with 
Lavrov, Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir said the kingdom 
and Russia agreed on the need to 
preserve Syria’s territorial integrity 
and state institutions and high-
lighted efforts to unify the Syrian 
opposition to find a political solu-
tion to the conflict.

Among the deals announced in 
Moscow was Riyadh’s purchase of 
Russia’s S-400 air defence system. 
Also, a memorandum of under-
standing was signed to have Russia 
help Saudi Arabia develop its own 
domestic military industry.

Saudi Arabia has traditionally 
looked to the United States and 
the United Kingdom for its military 

supplies but with the tenuous se-
curity situation in the Gulf, Riyadh 
has increased military spending 
and sought alternative suppliers 
such as Russia and China.

Writing in the Russian daily 
newspaper Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 
Yuri Barmin, an expert on Russian 
Middle East policy, said it was im-
portant for Russia to “maintain the 
image of a key player in the Middle 
East and relations with Saudi Ara-
bia play a key role.”

“Americans have started with-
drawing from the Middle East… 
Iran has begun to play a more im-
portant role… With these two fac-
tors combined Saudi Arabia has 
come to understand that nobody 
except Russia may help to balance 
Iran,” wrote Barmin, adding that 
Moscow has indirect levers of in-
fluence on Tehran.

While in Moscow, King Salman 
said Iran must “stop meddling in 
internal affairs of the countries 

of the region and halt its activi-
ties to destabilise the situation  
in the region.”

After several years of fighting 
over energy-related market share, 
which, coupled with international 
sanctions, almost crippled the 
Russian rouble, both countries 
agreed to extend oil production 
cuts to next year, leading to a 2% 
spike in global oil prices.

King Salman also invited Putin 
to visit Saudi Arabia

“Your majesty, thank you very 
much. Thank you for the invita-
tion. I remember my previous 
trip to your country and I will 
certainly take up your invitation 
to visit Saudi Arabia again,” Putin 
said, the state news agency RIA 
Novosti reported.

King Salman’s trip to 
Moscow, the first 
visit by a Saudi 
monarch to Russia, 
continued Riyadh’s 
attempts to expand 
its network beyond 
its traditional allies.

Turning point. 
Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei 
Lavrov (C) 
exchanges 
documents with 
Saudi Energy 
Minister Khalid 
al-Falih as 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin (R) 
applauds during a 
signing ceremony 
at the Kremlin 
in Moscow, on 
October 5.        (AFP)


