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ussian President Vladimir 
Putin’s declaration of vic-
tory in Syria underscored 
Russia’s newfound domi-
nance in a region where 

the United States had typically en-
joyed a leading role.

However, as he seeks to rebuild 
that influence to a level reminiscent 
of the Soviet Union, Putin risks re-
viving frictions with the United 
States and sparking new rivalries, 
not least with France, which is 
looking to reclaim its sphere of in-
fluence and pursue independent 
policies.

Russia’s ascendancy has been 
dramatic. Entering the Syrian war 
two years ago in support of a re-
gime thought to be on the point of 
collapse, Moscow announced its 
“partial” departure on December 11 
while maintaining bases at Tartus 
and Latakia.

Putin’s motivations are likely 
as tied to domestic politics as to 
foreign ambitions. Against a back-
ground of falling oil prices, a stag-
nating economy and rising public 
anger over official corruption, Pu-
tin’s foreign power plays tap into 
the romance of past imperial great-
ness that has fuelled his second so-
journ at the Kremlin.

Allied to Russia’s rise within the 
region has been the disengagement 
of its geopolitical archrival, the 
United States. From its 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq to its recognition of Je-
rusalem as Israel’s capital, US poli-
cies have proven ill-inspired and 
unpopular. To people in the Middle 
East, they were disastrous. Russia’s 
stands have been much more stead-
fast and credible.

In extending Russian influence 
throughout the Middle East and 

North Africa, Putin is actively seek-
ing a new order shaped in his own 
image. In Libya, Turkey, Egypt and 
even in Iran and Saudi Arabia, Putin 
is looking for benefits for his coun-
try while bolstering the rule of the 
region’s strongmen.

During his “victory tour” in early 
December — beyond his dramatic 
stop in Syria, visits were made to 
Egypt and Turkey — Putin gave in-
dications of the contours of Rus-
sia’s ambitions.

Turkey, angered by Washington’s 
partnership with the Kurdish Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), a group 
Ankara sees as tied to the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), seeks to part-
ner with a more consistent interna-
tional ally. Eliminating any doubt 
was Turkey’s purchase of Russia’s 
S400 missile defence system, a 
move essentially welding Turkey’s 
military future to Russia.

Egypt’s pivot to the east has been 
dramatic, too. Cairo, which, the 
New York Times reported, has re-
ceived as much as $70 billion in US 
aid since the ouster of the Soviet 
ambassador there in 1973, has been 
assumed to be a key US ally. How-
ever, with the signing of a prelimi-
nary agreement to share airbases 
with Russia, as well as the expected 
resumption of desperately needed 
Russian tourism to Egypt’s coastal 
resorts, Putin’s influence appears 
firmly in the ascendant.

The Russian leader is not without 
competition, however.

French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron is a new kid on the block who 
seems determined to challenge 
Moscow’s dominance in the Middle 
East. With Washington’s disengage-
ment, Macron sees an opportunity 
for a greater political role and eco-
nomic dividends.

His ambition is only equalled by 
his energy. In December, he made 
official visits to Algeria and Qatar. 
In Paris, he hosted Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to 
discuss peace plans. For Leba-
non, he not only staged an elabo-
rate Paris support conference but 
proved instrumental in resolving 
the crisis sparked by Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri’s shock resignation an-
nouncement.

It is unclear how different vi-
sions will define the two powers’ 
strategies. Less constrained as Rus-
sia is by a compromising attitude 
towards Iran, France has spoken 
sharply against Tehran’s designs. 
To “the Iranian presence and the 
desire to make an axis from the 
Mediterranean to Tehran, (I say) 
no!” French Foreign Affairs Minis-
ter Jean-Yves Le Drian said recently.

Moscow and Paris are equally 
attentive to events in Libya, with 
Russia eyeing a political-military 
role there. Libya can be a source of 
competition but could offer Paris 
and Moscow common ground, with 
both seemingly keen on maintain-
ing close relations with the coun-
try’s strongman, Khalifa Haftar.

In a Middle East increasingly 
outside the US radar and beset by 
security threats and uncertainties, 
it remains to be seen how Russia 
and its competitors will define the 
endgames.

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The 
Arab Weekly.

US eyes coalition to ‘really 
push back against Iran’

Washington

N 

ew US accusations 
against Iran of involve-
ment in the war in 
Yemen demonstrate a 
determination by Wash-

ington to forge an international al-
liance against the Iranian govern-
ment.

US Ambassador to the United 
Nations Nikki Haley said there is 
“absolute and undeniable” evi-
dence that Iran supplied weapons 
to Houthi rebels in its proxy war 
against Saudi Arabia in Yemen, in 
violation of UN rules.

At the same time, a confidential 
report to the UN Security Council 
said an examination of debris from 
missiles fired at Saudi Arabia point-
ed to a “common origin,” news re-
ports said. However, the UN experts 
said they drew no firm conclusion 
as to the specific origin even though 
it noted that arms seized by the 
United States en route to Yemen in 
2016 were identical to Iranian weap-
ons found previously.

Standing next to the remains of 
what US officials described as an 
Iranian Qiam missile fired by Houthi 
rebels at the airport in Riyadh, Ha-
ley said Iran’s defiance of the in-
ternational community was not 
isolated to support for the rebels in 
Yemen.

“This evidence demonstrates a 
pattern of behaviour,” she said. Ha-
ley asked her audience to imagine 
that a Qiam missile might be fired at 
airports in Washington, New York or 
European capitals. “When you look 
at this missile, this is terrifying. This 
is absolutely terrifying,” she said.

Haley said the suspected Iranian 
involvement in regional conflicts in 
the Middle East had to stop. “You 
will see us build a coalition to really 
push back against Iran and what 
they’re doing,” the UN ambassador 
said. “I can tell you we are not going 
to sit back and watch this.”

The Trump administration said 
it wants to create an anti-Iran alli-

ance in the Middle East that could 
include Saudi Arabia and Israel. A 
Saudi-led coalition force has been 
waging an air campaign in Yemen 
that has been criticised for killing 
hundreds of civilians. The Saudi-
led coalition has been supporting 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment against the Houthi rebels.

Israeli Intelligence Minister Yis-
rael Katz said he has invited Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz to Israel. The 
two countries have no diplomatic 
relations but are reported to be co-
operating on intelligence matters.

While he is seeking a united 
regional front against Tehran, 
US President Donald Trump has 
thrown the future of the interna-
tional nuclear agreement with Iran 
into doubt by refusing to certify that 
Tehran is complying with the ac-
cord. Washington said the nuclear 
deal has done nothing to stop Iran’s 
aggressive behaviour in the Middle 
East, where Tehran has widened its 
influence in Yemen, Iraq and Syria.

Iranian Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif compared Haley’s 
news conference with a presenta-
tion by then-US Secretary of State 
Colin Powell at the United Nations 
in 2003, in which Powell showed al-
leged evidence of weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq to legitimise the 
US-led invasion that year and to find 
allies for the war. No such weapons 
were subsequently found in Iraq.

The United States faces an up-
hill challenge in trying to convince 
other members of the UN Security 
Council to take stronger measures 
against Iran. 

Permanent council members Chi-
na and Russia were also reluctant to 
increase pressure on Iran. US allies 
in Europe have argued that, while 
there should be talks with Iran 
about its missile programme and its 
behaviour in the region, the issue 
should be kept separate from the 
nuclear deal.

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent for 
The Arab Weekly.
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Putin projects dominance 
in Middle East but is not 
without challengers
Simon Speakman Cordall

In extending Russian 
influence 
throughout the 
Middle East and 
North Africa, Putin 
is actively seeking a 
new order shaped in 
his own image.

Photo opportunity. Russian President Vladimir Putin addresses his 
troops at the Hmeimim Airbase in Syria, on December 11.              (AP)
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