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the Middle East and put its thumb on the scale in Libya. 

Russia’s ubiquity in the region, its managed competition 

with Turkey, and its developing ties with China make it a 

factor in the Middle East that cannot be ignored.

Jerusalem must reckon with Moscow because of 

Russia’s role in Syria, which has added new variables 

to an already difficult situation for Israel. Russia has the 

potential to restrict Israeli freedom of operation and 

access to Syrian airspace. Both are essential to prevent 

Iranian military entrenchment in Syria and arms trans-

fers to proxies in Lebanon, which are vital Israeli inter-

ests. Russia’s opportunistic connections to Iran and the 

expansionary logic of Russia’s foreign policy also matter 

to Israel, as does Russia’s overall strategy to erode the 

U.S.-led international system. Since 2015, Israel has 

engaged repeatedly with top Russian leadership, which, 

in light of rising tensions between Moscow and Wash-

ington, may factor into the U.S.-Israeli relationship. U.S. 

efforts to limit Russia’s influence in the Middle East are 

a mixed bag. Not in the position to block Russia, Israel is 

trying to deal with Russia’s regional presence, whatever 

it may be or become. At the same time, the COVID-19 

crisis has highlighted the need for close cooperation 

between Israel and the United States.

A new administration in Washington is setting the 

terms of its Middle East policy. In its high-level national 

security documents, the Trump administration viewed 

Russia through the lens of great power competition. 

This perspective provided some clarity on the West’s 

tensions with Russia in Europe but less so in the 

Middle East, where Russia’s activities touch on U.S. 

policy in Syria, Iraq, Iran, Libya, and Egypt but are not 

themselves the dominant factor in these countries. 

Whichever the administration in Washington, Russia’s 

long-term posture in the Middle East will affect the 

competition between the United States and China. 

The United States regularly consults its strategic Euro-

pean allies on Russia. Dialogue on Russia with Israel, 

one of the United States’ main allies in the Middle 

East, is high-level and intensive on Syria. It needs to 

be expanded to cover the entire region, something all 
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In the Middle East, as in many other parts of the world, 

China focuses on economic statecraft, playing the long 

game. China wants to ensure the flow of cheap energy 

and to build up markets for Chinese goods in the Middle 

East. China is now a major source of foreign direct 

investment in Iran and elsewhere. Beijing is glad to let 

Russia and the United States incur military costs and 

thus to contend with the Middle East’s day-to-day insta-

bility. Over time, China hopes to translate economic 

into overtly geopolitical influence when and where it 

wishes. It already has a base in Djibouti and is deepen-

ing relations with Morocco and Algeria, as well as in the 

Gulf. China is generally indifferent to forms of govern-

ment outside China, caring mostly about how individ-
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Russia’s casualties there have been mercenaries rather 

than uniformed soldiers. Playing a role in the Middle 

East brings some practical and ideological gains to Putin, 

whose prestige at home is linked to the ambitious foreign 

policy he has been advancing since 2014. Putin would 

not want—and might not be able to survive politically—a 

Russian withdrawal from the Middle East or from Ukraine.

A transactional style of diplomacy prevails in the Middle 

East. This suits Putin and helps him with crisis manage-

ment and with maximizing opportunities when they 

appear. Putin is more than comfortable working with 

opposing sides in a given conflict, as Russia does in 
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struggling to translate military interventions into diplo-

matic gains. Russia has made its biggest advances in the 

region’s failed states, a mixed blessing (to put it mildly). 

Among the non-failed states, Russia is not a trusted 

ally, nor does it seek to play the role of a trusted ally. 

Pragmatism describes Russia’s relations with China, 

Iran, Israel, and the Gulf states, with which Russia has 

signed a handful of energy and arms-sales deals (some 

of which have not gone beyond signatures). Compared 

to China and the United States, Russia has little to offer 

economically. It pursues a transactional and opportunistic 

diplomacy in tune with Russia’s view of the international 

order. Most recently, Russia and Sudan have agreed 

to a Russian supply facility in Port Sudan, Russia’s first 

post-Soviet base in the Red Sea.

The recent normalization of relations among Israel, 

the UAE, Sudan, Morocco, and Bahrain has bypassed 

Russia, which watched the development from the side-

lines. Moscow has sought more advantageous relations 

with the Gulf states and has close ties to the Pales-

tinians. As a Quartet member, it supports a two-state 

solution. Consistent with Russian efforts to undermine 

American influence in the region, Russia has tried to 

make use of ruptured ties between the United States 

and the Palestinian Authority, although Russia has not 

played a role in multilateral fora on Arab-Israeli-Palestin-

ian peace. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not a first-or-

der issue for Moscow, which in any event lacks the 

resources to do much for the Palestinians. While crit-

icizing the U.S. “deal of the century” plan, Russia did 

not exploit it to pressure Israel.

In Libya, Moscow has supplied the Haftar forces merce-

naries with MIG-29s and SU-24s. At its most ambi-

tious, Russia would like to establish a long-term military 

bridgehead in Libya, ideally with anti-access and area 

denial (A2AD) capabilities. At the moment, though, 

Russia is doing what it can to preserve its options and 

to acquire bargaining chips in a very messy situation. 

Oil-rich Libya figures in Russia’s desire for a long-term 

influence on oil and gas production in the eastern Medi-

terranean. A larger Russian military presence in Libya, 

if workable, would be of strategic value to Moscow in 

southern Europe and Africa. 

Appreciative of Egypt’s connections to Libya, Putin 

has a solid working relationship with Egypt’s presi-

dent, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi. Like Turkey, Egypt can derive 

benefit from being between the United States and 

Russia. Moscow knows, however, that Cairo will not 

forgo its strong ties to the United States for Russia’s 

sake. Russia has signed several deals for the sale of 

advanced weapons to Egypt. Moscow hopes to include 

in them the advanced aircraft SU-35, a deal that might 

expose Egypt to American sanctions. The two coun-

tries conduct joint military drills, while Egyptian military 

personnel are being trained in Russian military acade-

mies. In the (possibly distant) future, Russia would be 

delighted to have an air base in western Egypt. Russia 

is also Egypt’s largest supplier of wheat and is building 

four atomic reactors at El Dabaa Nuclear Plant, north-

west of Cairo. Egypt shares Russia’s “counterrevolu-

tionary” or pro-authoritarian posture on developments 

throughout the Middle East. The two countries have 

converging interests on the African continent.

China helps Russia reduce the U.S. role in the Middle 

East in relative terms. China wants lower energy prices, 

Russia wants higher energy prices. But both countries 

want a world not dominated by the United States. In 

the Middle East, China’s financial clout is a counter-

weight to that of the United States, and China is more 

likely to invest in the Middle East than is the United 

States, which could give Beijing long-term leverage. 

China could, if it chose, contribute financially to the 

political order Russia wishes to establish for Syria, Libya, 

and other Middle Eastern crisis zones. China shows 

no signs of wanting to do so, however, and Moscow is 

very far from seeing through any of its larger plans for 

Syria (whatever those plans might be). U.S. sanctions 

remain a serious concern in Beijing.
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