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U
nlike US President 
Donald Trump, 
who openly shares 
Saudi Arabia’s hos-
tility towards Iran, 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin has 

sought to avoid taking sides in the 
growing Saudi-Iranian dispute.

Indeed, the recent meeting 
between Putin and Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in 
Moscow was quickly followed by 
Putin’s visit to Tehran, where he 
met with Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani.

Russia clearly is seeking good 
relations with both countries 
despite their antagonism towards 
each other.

What is Putin’s objective? The 
most basic answer is that Russia 
values and needs cooperation 
with both Tehran and Riyadh. In 
Syria, Russia and Iran are very 
much co-dependent on each other 
in their effort to prop up the Assad 
regime and defeat its opponents. 
Moscow needs Iran and its Shia 
militia allies to supply the ground 
forces that Russia does not want 
to deploy to Syria just as much 
as Tehran needs Russia’s capable 

combat air support.
At the same time, Saudi-Russian 

cooperation in restraining oil 
production is crucial for meeting 
Putin’s need to prop up oil prices 
to support Russia’s stagnant econ-
omy. Putin is heavily dependent 
on petroleum exports for funding 
his ambitious arms build-up plans 
and for helping him maintain 
internal stability. Putin hopes to 
increase Russian exports to and 
investment from Saudi Arabia to 
alleviate the economic pressure 
Moscow faces because of Western 
economic sanctions related to his 
policies towards Ukraine.

In other words, Putin is seeking 
good relations with both Tehran 
and Riyadh at the same time be-
cause Russia needs them. Saudi-
Iranian mutual hostility provides 
certain opportunities for Moscow. 
While neither Riyadh nor Tehran 
appreciates Moscow’s cooperating 
with the other, Putin understands 
that their mutual antagonism is 
so great that neither can afford 
not to cooperate with Moscow. If 
anything, Saudi-Iranian hostil-
ity motivates both Riyadh and 
Tehran to increase cooperation 
with Moscow to project the image 
that Russia really is on their side 

— a competition that Putin is most 
willing to exploit.

Having good relations with both 
Saudi Arabia and Iran gives Putin 
an advantage over the United 
States. He understands that Wash-
ington’s ability to talk with both 
Arabs and Israelis after the Soviet 
Union broke diplomatic ties with 
Israel in 1967 enabled Washington 
to dominate the Arab-Israeli peace 
negotiations and exclude Moscow 
from a meaningful role in them.

However, Moscow’s ability to 
talk with both Riyadh and Tehran 
while the Trump administration is 
pursuing a hostile policy towards 
Iran may allow Putin to dominate 
any Saudi-Iranian effort to reduce 
their mutual tensions as well as 
exclude Washington from any 
such process.

Of course, being able to talk 
with both sides in a dispute is no 
guarantee that a third party can 
reduce tensions between them. 
Still, just being able to do so can 
help Putin build his image as a 
responsible statesman who is 
genuinely seeking conflict resolu-
tion, in contrast to US President 
Donald Trump.

Being seen as promoting Saudi-
Iranian conflict resolution as well 

as Saudi-Qatari, Israeli-Palestinian 
and other Middle Eastern con-
flict resolution efforts is helpful 
in ensuring that Middle Eastern 
governments do not support West-
ern economic sanctions against 
Russia.

Putin’s aim, though, is not to 
resolve the Saudi-Iranian con-
flict but to keep it manageable 
so Russia can continue and even 
increase its cooperation with both 
countries. Indeed, in addition to 
viewing it as not actually possible, 
Putin may see resolving the Saudi-
Iranian conflict as undesirable be-
cause it is very difficult to imagine 
genuine Saudi-Iranian reconcilia-
tion occurring without an Iranian-
American one also occurring.

There is, of course, very little 
risk of this taking place so long as 
Trump is US president. A danger 
for Putin is that Saudi-Iranian 
hostility escalates into direct 
conflict throughout the region. If 
this occurred, Washington would 
undoubtedly support Riyadh, thus 
confronting Putin with the choice 
of either siding with Iran or stay-
ing out of the conflict. Preventing 
Saudi-Iranian hostility from es-
calating, then, is crucial for Putin 
but it may be beyond his capacity.

How long can Putin dance with both Riyadh and Tehran?

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at 
George Mason University in 
the United States.

Mark Katz

Putin’s aim is not 
to resolve the 
Saudi-Iranian conflict 
but to keep it 
manageable so Russia 
can continue and 
even increase its 
cooperation with 
both countries.

Russia and the Middle East 

I
ts relationship with Rus-
sia has helped Egypt cope 
with chronic economic 
problems, not least ensur-
ing food security via wheat 
imports. Now, comes news 
that Russia’s top oil company 

Rosneft has bought a 30% stake 
to help develop Egypt’s offshore 
Zohr natural gas field, the larg-
est in the Mediterranean. There’s 
also an agreement to construct 
Egypt’s first nuclear power plant 
to address the country’s persistent 
electricity shortage.

Egypt-Russia relations date to 
the presidency of Gamal Ab-
del Nasser but have waxed and 
waned. Nasser’s successors, Anwar 
Sadat and Hosni Mubarak, down-
graded relations while moving 
closer to the United States. It was 
the emergence on the national and 
international stage in late 1999 of 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
that provided the basis for deepen-
ing relations.

Putin visited the Middle East for 
the first time in April 2005, picking 
Egypt as his destination. A turning 
point came with the overthrow of 
Muhammad Morsi and his Mus-
lim Brotherhood administration 
in July 2013. The developments 
were regarded in Moscow with less 
ambivalence than Mubarak’s 2011 
resignation. Unlike many Western 
countries and the African Union, 
which suspended Egypt’s mem-
bership, Russia tacitly supported 
the coup. Putin’s administration 
had crystallised its view that in the 
Middle East, stable authoritarian-
ism was much more acceptable 
than fragile democracy.

Russia’s relations with post-
Morsi Egypt prospered. A year after 
his overthrow, Russian govern-
ment statistics indicated, bilateral 
Russian-Egyptian trade totalled 
$5.5 billion, almost double its 2013 
level. During a February 2015 visit, 
Putin signed three agreements con-
firming that the two countries had 
reached a new level of cooperation.

Tourism was also a significant 
element in bilateral ties. Before 
the Islamic State (ISIS) bombed a 
Russian jet over Sinai on October 
31, 2015, killing all 224 people on 
board, more than 30% of the tour-
ists who had recently visited Egypt 
were Russian. They provided a 
major boost to Egypt’s tourism 
revenues, which made up nearly 
one-third of the country’s hard cur-
rency income. Talks are under way 
to revive the suspended flights.

Egypt has strategic value for Rus-
sia, as it controls the Suez Canal. 

The Egyptian Trade Ministry an-
nounced that it expects to sign a 
formal agreement with Russia by 
year-end to build a 5 million sq. 
metre industrial zone east of Port 
Said. It’s meant to attract more 
than $7 billion in investments.

Russian investment in President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s proposed 
Suez Canal economic zone will be 
increasingly important. Despite 
the Suez Canal bypass opened two 
years ago, the World Bank reported 
that for the first quarter of this 
fiscal year, canal revenues dropped 
4.8%.

Then there are the defence 
deals. By 2015, Egypt had signed 
$5 billion in arms deals with Rus-
sia, which included the sale of 50 
MiG-29M fighter jets, Buk-M2E and 
Antey-2500 long-range air defence 
systems and Ka-52K helicopters 
for Egypt’s Mistral-class assault 
ships bought in France. Several 
agreements have been signed to 
renovate Egyptian military pro-
duction factories, along with a 
protocol to grant Egypt access to 
Russia’s global satellite positioning 

system GLONASS. In September, a 
$2 billion Egypt-Russia armaments 
contract was concluded, under-
written by Saudi Arabia.

On the operational side, Rus-
sia and Egypt had their first joint 
naval drills in June 2015, followed 
in October 2016 by joint military 
exercises. In a move to enhance 
Egyptian security, Russia report-
edly deployed Special Forces to 
Egypt’s Libyan border in March. 
It signals Russia’s growing role in 
Libya and Egypt’s blessing for it.

Egypt has made known its sup-
port for Russia’s efforts to assist 
regional stability by refusing to 
condemn its Syrian intervention at 
the UN Security Council in October 
2016 and again in February 2017.

In the energy field, there is Ros-
neft’s stake in the Zohr natural gas 
field and the Russian State Atomic 
Energy Corporation (Rosatom) 
announced its readiness to build 
four nuclear power plant units 
with post-Fukushima technology 
at El Dabaa in northern Egypt. 
They would be Egypt’s first nuclear 
power plants.

Russia has helped Egypt with 
securing food supplies, a criti-
cal political issue. Russia is the 
largest supplier of wheat to Egypt, 
which is the world’s largest wheat 
importer. Despite recent Egyp-
tian concerns about ergot fungus 
contamination of some imports, 
analysts said this particular trade 
was likely to continue to flourish.

As for the future, Russia is boost-
ing Egypt’s presence in interna-
tional forums. During the Septem-
ber BRICS summit in China, Putin 
accepted Sisi’s invitation for a 
state visit. Russia is also discussing 
plans for Egypt to join the Eura-
sian Economic Union, consisting 
of Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Armenia.

Russia is trying to position itself 
as a key player in the Middle East, 
particularly with countries that suf-
fer growing threats of terrorism. 
For Egypt, cooperation with Russia 
allows it to counterbalance the 
United States and Saudi Arabia and 
diversify its foreign policy options. 
It would seem to be a win-win 
situation.
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