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Summary

Russia may be back in the Middle East, but is it a truly strategic player? The picture is decidedly
mixed. After abandoning most of its presence in the Levant and North Africa during the late 1980s,
the Kremlin has alarmed Western policymakers in recent years by filling power vacuums and exploit-
ing the missteps of the United States and the European states. Moscow panders to the insecurities
and ambitions of local regimes, trying to enrich itself along the way. While Russian activism is part
of a broader push for great power status, most of its policies are rooted more in opportunism than

grand strategy.

Yet Russian influence is formidable in many respects. In war-wracked states like Syria and Libya,
Moscow has adroitly deployed military forces and engaged with actors that are off-limits to Western-
ers, thus positioning itself as a significant power broker. In Egypt and Algeria, it has pursued arms
deals that are unencumbered by human rights conditions. Russia’s economic footprint is expanding
in fields ranging from infrastructure to tourism to energy, contributing, in some instances, to the

region’s cronyism and corruption.

At the same time, a closer look at Russian activism reveals that its ability to shape events in the
Middle East is far more modest than is commonly assumed. Russia has neither the tools nor the
willingness to tackle the region’s deep-seated socioeconomic and governance problems. In Syria, the
limits of the Kremlin’s military commitment have been exposed amid clashes with other powerful,
outside players and a hardening stalemate on the ground. For now, Moscow is simply not in a
position to achieve its desired military or political outcomes absent a significant investment of

new resources.

Russian economic penetration is driven mainly by short-term objectives and a search for outsized
financial rewards that sometimes fail to materialize or to make Moscow an attractive partner. Russian
inroads are further limited by regional factors like fractured politics and capricious local actors, who,
despite being plied with Russian attention and support, do not behave as docile proxies. In many
instances, Middle Eastern rulers exert far more power in shaping the extent of Russian influence than
conventional narratives suggest. Successive leaders of Egypt, for instance, have perfected the game of
soliciting Russia’s attention to gain leverage over other patrons, namely the United States. For their
part, Israeli leaders have worked hard to ensure that Russia does not throw major obstacles in the way
of Israel’s ongoing campaign against Iranian military encroachment in Syria—yet they surely take
note when Moscow does the bare minimum in raising concerns about the situation in Gaza. The
limits of Russian influence are similarly noticeable in the heartbreaking economic crisis in Lebanon,

where Moscow is little more than a bystander.
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With these limitations in mind, Washington should avoid viewing the region through a zero-sum,
Cold War lens that sees every development as a net gain or loss for Moscow or minimizes the agency
of local actors. In the context of multiple policy challenges across the globe and at home, U.S.
decisionmakers need to prioritize the areas of Russian influence that necessitate a response. In so
doing, they should avoid playing the arms sales game on Moscow’s terms or letting themselves be
instrumentalized by autocratic Middle Eastern rulers who point to Russian overtures to seek leniency
and support from Washington.

U.S. and European policymakers have ample tools at their disposal that can frustrate or slow the
more malign forms of Moscow’s inroads. Yet the net impact of such pushback on Russian resolve
should not be overstated. Instead, Washington should focus its energies on its biggest comparative
advantage vis-a-vis Moscow in the region: namely, its abundant sources of influence and leverage in
the economic and security spheres, its still-potent soft power, and its leadership of multilateral

diplomacy and the rules-based global order.



Introduction

As the sixth anniversary of Moscow’s military intervention in Syria approaches in September 2021,
Russia’s return to the power politics of the Middle East and North Africa is hard to ignore. Moscow
routinely plays on openings created by U.S. attempts to pull back from the region and on the mis-
takes of other players.! Throughout the region, the country is once again seen as an important
interlocutor, with local actors soliciting Russian involvement and also circumscribing how far it can
actually go. Although the Kremlin revels in being at the center of the action, it has not demonstrated
that it has the clout, resources, or desire to address the region’s deeply entrenched sources of dysfunc-
tion and instability.

The highly opportunistic nature of Russian activism in the Middle East and North Africa is hardly a
new phenomenon. As preeminent analysts like Arnold Horelick frequently pointed out during the
1960s and 1970s, the Kremlin’s mode of operation during the Cold War period was dominated by
adapting to or seizing upon the flow of events while trying to manage the behavior of clients that it
had less than perfect control over.? The parallels to today’s realities are hard to overlook. At the same
time, the growing focus in Western policy circles on strategic competition with Russia sometimes
overshadows awareness of such patterns of behavior, Moscow’s own missteps, and the underlying

weaknesses of the Russian policy tool kit.

Of course, Moscow is candid about its inability to address the region’s mounting political and
socioeconomic problems.? But real problem solving has never been central to Russia’s strategic goals.
Instead, Russia’s involvement in the Middle East is part of a broader push to be seen as a great power
on the global stage.* After abandoning most of the Middle East and North Africa practically over-
night during the late 1980s, the Kremlin has tried to restore, largely on the cheap, the trappings it
long enjoyed during the tsarist and Soviet periods.” But such lofty ambitions are often subordinated
to short-term goals such as discrediting the reputation of the United States, filling power vacuums,
pandering to the ambitions and insecurities of regional players, and seizing any commercial opportu-

nities that come its way.

Understanding the historical backdrop to Russia’s current involvement in the region remains essential
for recognizing longer-term patterns and goals, but that tells only part of the story.® During the
post-2015 period, state and substate actors in the Middle East and North Africa have generally been
happy to play along with the Kremlin’s heavily transactional and symbolic approach, treating it at
times as a refreshing alternative to the U.S.-led security order. For Israel and other countries, the
benefits of engaging with Moscow generally outweigh the costs of taking a more adversarial approach
that would put them smack in the middle of East-West tensions. Israel also has been adept at leverag-

ing or instrumentalizing closer ties with Moscow for its leaders’ own purposes. Throughout most of
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the region, leaders do not count heavily on Moscow and are not overly disillusioned when it doesnt
deliver. And in Syria, the regime of President Bashar al-Assad is all too happy to play Russia off of its

other patron, Iran.”

These dynamics are especially apparent in North Africa, a region that has witnessed concerted Rus-
sian activism on multiple fronts.® Yet these Russian interventions are more the product of opportun-
ism than any calculated grand strategy. And, on balance, they have yielded only mixed results for
Russian interests. To be sure, Moscow has intervened militarily in Libya’s civil war and pursued major
arms deals with Algeria and Egypt. Russian and foreign media outlets have often hinted at Russian
designs for military bases in Algeria, Egypt, and Libya, but Moscow’s actual footprint comprises a
hodgepodge of dealings in the military, infrastructure, energy, agricultural, and tourism sectors.
These dealings are meaningful but not necessarily threatening to U.S. interests—nor are they assured

stepping-stones for a broad-based and permanent security presence.

Russian inroads are often countered by factors inherent to the region. In North Africa, for example,
Moscow’s ability to control events is limited by those countries’ fractured politics and highly person-
alized and sometimes unpredictable governance. Local rulers often exploit Russian overtures to secure
more favorable attention from their long-standing patrons, the United States and Europe. Perhaps
most importantly, Russia must also contend with the increasingly assertive presence of other foreign
actors seeking arms sales and energy deals, such as France, Germany, Iran, Turkey, and the United

Arab Emirates, whose interests sometimes overlap or clash with those of Moscow.

Syria

Over the course of more than a decade of civil war, Syria has served as the centerpiece of Russia’s
claim to regional power status. Starting in 2011, Sino-Russian coordination in the United Nations
(UN) Security Council stymied diplomatic efforts led by the United States and the European Union
(EU) to put pressure on Assad.” Amid worries about the imminent collapse of the Assad regime in
autumn 2015, the Kremlin launched a major military intervention. That effort ultimately broke the
back of Syrian opposition forces supported by Washington and regional players. The Kremlin touted
its accomplishments in Syria as putting an end to a wave of U.S.-backed regime change during the
2011 Arab uprisings and their aftermath. It also secured long-term naval and air basing arrangements
in Syria and used its military intervention as a showcase for Russian hard power capabilities and

arms exports.'’



Yet this image of unchecked military success glosses over the fact that the Kremlin accomplished
most of its chief war aims by the end of 2017 and that the environment it faces in Syria today is far
more challenging. These circumstances cast Russia’s strengths and weaknesses in a somewhat different
light. While the costs of the war have certainly been modest for Russia in terms of military casualties
and the financial burden, the overall return on investment is less than what the Kremlin expected,
even accounting for the fact that Russia’s goals have continued to change. For now, a negotiated
political settlement remains out of reach, as does international recognition of the Assad regime—Iet
alone access to lucrative contracts for reconstruction of the country. Moscow has no pathway for
reaching its current desired end-state absent a major infusion of additional military, political, or

economic resources.

Even though Russian and Iranian military support was crucial for the Assad regime’s reversal of
fortune, developments on the ground have often been disappointing, and in some cases even humili-
ating, for Moscow. Most famously, in February 2018 a battalion-sized group of Russian mercenaries
connected to the state-sponsored Wagner Group suffered the loss of more than 200 men during a
four-hour battle in which ground-based U.S. air controllers called in devastating air strikes from
bombers, fighter-bombers, drones, gunships, and attack helicopters.'" The episode was a brutal
reminder to the Kremlin that its 4,000-man Russian contingent is lacking in precision firepower and

is thus vulnerable to military pushback from other external powers operating inside Syria.'?

These military limitations were further exposed during fighting between Turkish and pro-Assad
forces in Idlib Governorate in early 2020." Following the deaths of at least thirty-three Turkish
soldiers in airstrikes reportedly by Russian and Assad regime jets, Ankara conducted a counterassault
using a mix of armed drones, special forces, and artillery.'"* Much to Moscow’s surprise, Turkey
destroyed large numbers of pro-Assad forces and Russian-supplied Pantsir and Buk-2 air defenses.
Russia’s reluctance to retaliate militarily against Turkey or augment its forces in the wake of the
fighting in Idlib essentially exposed the upper ceiling of Russia’s military commitment in Syria.
Ankara later built upon and refined these tactics during its successful military interventions against
both Wagner Group mercenaries deployed in Libya from late 2019 to early 2020 and Russia’s client
Armenia in Nagorno-Karabakh later in 2020.

Russia’s limited presence in northeast Syria tells a somewhat similar story of how constraints on

Russia’s military presence failed both to overcome local complexities and to deny freedom of action
to rival outside actors. While the hasty withdrawal of U.S. forces in October 2019 handed Moscow
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and the Assad regime a propaganda bonanza, the situation has not rebounded to either’s clear advan-
tage. On the contrary, Russian forces and the Assad regime have struggled to create a strong beach-
head amid a complex situation involving jockeying by the U.S.-backed Syrian Democratic Forces,
Turkey’s widening control over parts of northern Syria, and the residual U.S. military presence."
Russian harassment of U.S. forces in summer 2020 also backfired, triggering a Pentagon decision to

send in Bradley fighting vehicles and Sentinel radar as reinforcements and to increase overflights by
U.S. fighter jets.'®

Time and again, U.S. policymakers have demonstrated that they can prevent the Kremlin from
achieving its core goals with fairly minimal effort."” Congressionally mandated Caesar Act sanctions,
for example, prevent meaningful EU or Gulf reconstruction aid from flowing in, which puts addi-
tional pressure on Syria’s devastated economy.'® Moscow has not offered the Assad regime a financial
bailout nor has it been able to convince Gulf Arab states to step up, given their worries about poten-
tial U.S. secondary sanctions. Full normalization of relations between Assad and U.S. allies in the
Gulf as well as Syria’s readmission to the Arab League remain stalled.”

Perhaps the biggest shortcoming in Moscow’s policy is the centrality of an unachievable goal: the
reconquest of the rest of Syria by the Assad regime. With a military situation on the ground that has
hardened into a fairly durable stalemate, it is difficult, if not impossible, to imagine that the Kremlin
or the Assad regime will be able to shift that reality based on their existing capabilities, at least for the
foreseeable future. In the meantime, Assad, much to the annoyance of Moscow, continues to use Iran
to balance Russia, treating the competition between his two patrons as a boost to his own room for
maneuver. Yet for all its frustrations with the status quo in Syria, the Kremlin shows no signs of
contemplating a fundamental rethink of its overall strategy.

Israel

Israel is another Middle Eastern state where Russia’s increased high-level access to senior decision-
makers is frequently portrayed as part and parcel of a growing convergence of interests. However, the
reality is more complex, due to Israel’s domestic politics, security interests, and the centrality of its
long-standing ties with the United States.?

Over the past two decades, Moscow has benefited from friendly ties with successive prime ministers,
namely Ariel Sharon, Ehud Olmert, and Benjamin Netanyahu. Netanyahu, in particular, fostered
the impression to domestic and foreign audiences that he was one of Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s closest partners and that Russia-Israel relations had taken on strategic importance.”! Part of

this was a blatantly political ploy. Netanyahu’s Likud party has long prized support from the



million-plus Israelis with roots in Russia and other
parts of the former Soviet Union. During the
summer 2019 election, for example, the Netanya-
hu campaign blanketed the sides of the Likud
party headquarters in downtown Tel Aviv with
giant pictures of him shaking hands (separately)
with Putin and then U.S. president Donald Trump
under a banner reading “In a League of His
Own.”** For his part, Putin used encounters with

Netanyahu to send the message that Western
attempts to isolate the Russian leader had
been unsuccessful. Campaign advertisements on Likud party
headquarters in Tel Aviv in July 2019 showing
Benjamin Netanyahu shaking hands with
Viadimir Putin (right) and Donald Trump
(left). Photo by Jack Guez/AFP via Getty Images.

Netanyahu’s engagement with Moscow also reflect-
ed hard-nosed security calculations—specifically,
keeping Russia on the sidelines during Israeli
military operations in Syria against Iran and its
proxies, part of an effort known as the Campaign Between the Wars. These overtures largely succeed-
ed. In a series of conversations that began in September 2015, Netanyahu persuaded Putin that Iran’s
military encroachment posed an existential threat, that Israel was determined to roll it back, and that
it was not in Moscow’s interest to test Israel’s determination to defend itself.”* Israeli-Russian military
deconfliction arrangements helped ensure that Moscow did not throw meaningful obstacles in the
way of Israeli operations.” The hundreds of precision strikes conducted by Israel since late 2015
testify to the quality of its advanced military and intelligence capabilities and, even more important-

ly, the priority attached to avoiding any risk to Russian forces on the ground.

Yet in other instances, the convergence of Israeli and Russian interests was stymied by Moscow’s
inability—or unwillingness—to shape events in Syria to Israel’s liking, specifically Assad’s failure to
give up all of his chemical weapons and the failed attempt to push Iranian forces and Iran-backed
militia groups away from sensitive regions along the Syrian-Israeli and Syrian-Jordanian borders. A
local cease-fire in Daraa Governorate in southwest Syria—which was announced with flourish at
Trump’s first two meetings with Putin in 2017 and collapsed before too long due to a change of heart
by Moscow—illustrates this state of affairs.”> Russian military pressure during this timeframe led to
the negotiated surrender of rebel groups in the region and the formal restoration of the Assad re-
gime’s control over the borders with Israel and Jordan. However, Moscow proved unable to deliver a
deal to keep Iran’s military presence and heavy weapons away from the Syrian-Israeli border, and

conveniently tried to shift blame to Washington’s handling of unrelated issues.*
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Ever since then, Russia’s thin military presence in southern Syria, paired with its limited success in
creating semi-autonomous military units consisting of former rebels who have pledged not to chal-
lenge the Assad regime and the regime’s increased desire to reassert control over Daraa Governorate
have created a volatile environment that stirs security worries in Israel and Jordan. The region re-
mains quite vulnerable to penetration by Iranian proxies such as Hezbollah and other actors, under-
scoring the limits of Moscow’s ability to serve as a reliable security partner for Jerusalem on Syria.”’
The situation in the region has been destabilized by a siege of a rebel-controlled section of Daraa city
by the Assad regime and Iranian-backed units that began in June 2021 and sluggish efforts by

Russian military representatives to broker a solution to the crisis.*®

Other hallmarks of constructive Russian influence over security issues of key concern to Israel are
somewhat hard to come by—Iet alone any signs Moscow is on a trajectory toward becoming a
strategic partner to Israel. For example, during the May 2021 crisis in Gaza, Moscow’s role in Israel
was confined to that of a bystander. Its public statements were largely recycled from previous con-
flicts between Israel and Hamas in 2006, 2008, 2012, and 2014.?° Russian consultations with
representatives from Hamas and the Palestinian Authority generated little in concrete terms, nor did
Palestinians appear to bank on Russian support. For all the suggestions that Russia’s intervention in
Syria would once again allow it to serve as an important mediator for the region’s many conflicts, the
Egyptian and U.S. roles in the 2021 crisis in Gaza showed that Russia is simply not in the same
league.’

Russian arms sales to Israel’s adversaries are another point of divergence. For decades, the Kremlin
has faced frequent complaints from Israel—and the United States—about the weapons it sells to Iran
and other countries. However, external influence over Moscow’s behavior peaked in the mid-1990s
when Russia’s leaders were at their most vulnerable.’® The long delay in the delivery of Russian S-300
air defenses to Iran in 2016 was driven by dramatic ups and downs in Russian-Iranian relations
caused by revelations of Tehran’s nuclear activities and the protracted negotiation of the Iran nuclear
deal.> More recently, with the expiration of the UN-mandated arms embargo on Tehran in October
2020, there have been reports of Russian-Iranian conversations about purchases of S-400 missiles,
Su-30 fighters, Yak-130 trainers, and T-90 battle tanks.?® Still, the main limiting factor in Moscow’s
willingness to sell weapons to Iran is not high-level Israeli lobbying, as some members of the Net-

anyahu team have claimed, but rather Tehran’s inability to pay.**

At the same time, Moscow seems to understand how its arms transfers may contribute to risks
beyond its control in a volatile region. Following the deaths of fifteen Russian personnel aboard an
I1-20 reconnaissance plane in September 2018 in a Syrian friendly fire incident that Russian military

leaders blamed on Israel, the Kremlin provided Damascus with its own S-300 missiles.®® (The



Russian contingent in Hmeimim has been protected by an S-400 missile system since the beginning
of its intervention.*®) Yet the fact that Syria’s S-300 system has never been fired against Israeli jets
gives rise to suspicions that the Russian military, not Assad’s forces, retains firing authority.”” Moscow
surely does not want the Syrians to create another dangerous situation that might endanger Russian
personnel or provoke an Israeli attack on the S-300. Any successful Israeli attack would surely
damage Russia’s ability to market the system elsewhere in the world. The same logic applies to

the theoretical risks of Russia’s transferring an S-400 system to Iran, given the possibility of

Israeli preemption.

In the Israeli strategic community, there are few illusions about who the country’s true friends are.’®
At the same time, any Israeli leader surely would recognize the folly of taking Russia’s support for
granted or treating its interests cavalierly. Russia’s military presence right next door and a wealth of
sociocultural, economic, and political connections between the two countries give the Kremlin
plenty of potential relevance going forward. At the same time, Moscow is not making the kinds of
commitments necessary to become a strategic partner for Israel or putting itself in the middle of
sticky situations that might draw attention to the limits of its influence. While it may yet be early
days for the coalition government led by Prime Minister Naftali Bennett and Minister of Foreign
Affairs Yair Lapid, there are few echoes of the hype surrounding Israeli-Russian relations that was
commonplace during the Netanyahu era. With the contours of the Russia-Israel relationship well-es-
tablished—and well-understood—on both sides, one suspects that ongoing interactions are likely to

unfold on a more matter-of-fact basis.

Lebanon

Russia has maintained a relatively low profile during Lebanon’s ongoing economic and political
meltdown in sharp contrast to the efforts of countries like France and the United States. The latter
have tried, for better or worse, to pressure Lebanon’s ruling elite to set aside their internal squabbles
and take their governing responsibilities seriously. Russia’s main contribution has been to highlight
concerns over the impact of the crisis on the Syrian economy, given the intertwined and swift depre-
ciation of the local currency in both states.” Otherwise, Russian efforts during the protracted gov-

ernment formation process were largely episodic.

Nor has Russia visibly sought to deal with risks to both regional stability and Israel’s security stem-
ming from the potential unraveling of key institutions like the Lebanese Armed Forces. It has not
sought to constrain Hezbollah or Iran from taking advantage of the protracted crisis.** Some analysts
have suggested that Moscow might ultimately be able to help elements of the Syrian government

reassert influence over Lebanon’s direction at Iran’s expense, but concrete evidence of such moves is,
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as yet, hard to come by.*! To the extent Russian officialdom focuses on Lebanon at all, its efforts
largely consist of hosting visits by members of different political factions as part of the endless

jockeying to form a new government.

Russia’s willingness to grapple with Lebanon’s crisis in practical terms is diminished by an overriding
consideration visible in many of its Middle East interventions: money. The search for economic
benefits, rather than altruism, is a key driver behind its approach to Lebanon. Russian efforts in the
Lebanese energy sector and on-again, off-again discussions over the past decade about arms sales are
far from momentous.* For example, the independent Russian energy producer Novatek is part of a
consortium led by the French company TotalEnergies that has been seeking hydrocarbons, so far
without success, in an offshore block located in waters claimed by both Lebanon and Israel.*’ The
Russian state oil company Rosneft controls the operations of an oil refinery in the Lebanese port of
Tripoli.* However, any such activities are basically a sideshow, given the scale of Lebanon’s crippling
energy crisis, which is the product of irresponsible government fuel subsidies and the lucrative
cross-border smuggling trade with Syria.

Algeria

Algeria has long been an object of considerable attention by Russia and before that the Soviet Union,
which was among the first countries to recognize Algeria’s provisional government in 1960 during
the war against French colonial rule. Independent Algeria soon became a major purchaser of Soviet
weapons. Today, Algeria is the third-largest importer of arms from Moscow and its largest customer

on the African continent. Roughly 70 percent of its military hardware originates from Russia.”s

In 2001, partly in response to Algeria joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO)
Mediterranean Dialogue, Moscow signed a strategic partnership agreement with Algiers.* In 2006,
during Putin’s first and, so far, only visit to Algiers, Russia forgave $4.7 billion of Algeria’s debt and
signed additional bilateral agreements, most notably on arms.”” That same year, the two countries’
state-owned gas companies, Gazprom and Sonatrach, finalized a memorandum of understanding.*
Subsequent years saw additional agreements signed in fields ranging from automobile manufacturing

to atomic energy.



For all the hype about these initiatives, the net results for Russian geopolitical interests have been
mixed. According to Russian officials and media reports, results from the strategic agreements of the
early 2000s were disappointing, often stemming from late arms deliveries.*” On other issues, like
hydrocarbons, the terms of the signed documents were vague or nonbinding.”® Gazprom and Sona-
trach may collaborate on certain pipeline and exploration projects, but they have strong incentives to
compete—especially on the export of gas to Europe.”' The volume of Algerian trade with Europe

continues to vastly outweigh potential benefits from any cooperation with Moscow.”

More important, perhaps, is Algiers’ famously prickly reluctance to align itself with either of the
superpowers during the Cold War, even as its military ties with the Soviet Union grew more robust.
A similar neutrality is seen today in its refusal to actively intervene in the Middle East’s and Africa’s
major conflicts and rivalries. Russian officials have tried to spin this ambivalent posture as a conver-
gence with Moscow’s aims in the region—especially the two states’ historic support for status-quo
Arab authoritarians, like the late Libyan leader Muammar Qadhafi and Syria’s Assad. But Algiers has
also taken actions that have irked Moscow, like the 2019 establishment of an Algeria-Ukraine parlia-
mentary friendship committee.’® Similarly, Russian press outlets have noted Algeria’s repeated refusal

to grant Moscow permission to build a sought-after naval base at the Algerian port city of Oran.**

Internal Algerian dynamics create additional complications and uncertainty for Russia. Entrenched
corruption in Algeria reportedly derailed a possible investment in a Lada automobile manufacturing
plant.”> Algeria’s mounting fiscal crisis, related to shrinking exports of gas and oil, has compounded
the challenges facing Moscow.’® On the political front, the popular 2019 protests that led to the
resignation of the aging president Abdelaziz Bouteflika and the possibility of a more liberal, reformist
successor are similarly unsettling for Moscow—even though a drastic realignment of Algeria foreign

policy is unlikely and military-to-military ties between the two countries remain solid.””

Arms contracts remain the anchor of the bilateral relationship. Algeria is reportedly set to receive
advanced Sukhoi-34 fighter-bomber aircraft later in 2021 and has reportedly signed a contract to
buy the Su-57 multi-role stealth fighter.”® Yet even on weapons transfers, Moscow’s primacy is not
unchallenged: Algeria, as noted in a recent report on the global arms trade, has turned to Germany as
an additional supplier of arms.*® Ultimately, Moscow has been unable to convert weapons sales to
Algiers into a meaningful strategic partnership or a platform for power projection into the Mediter-
ranean or North Africa.
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Libya

Neighboring Libya has similarly been a long-standing site of Russian activism and influence, driven
both by geopolitics and by economic interests. At the 1945 Potsdam Conference, Joseph Stalin
unsuccessfully tried to obtain a UN trusteeship over the former Italian-ruled territory of Tripolitania
(western Libya).®* In the immediate years following the 1969 Libyan officers” coup, which toppled
the pro-American king Idris al-Senussi and installed then captain (and later colonel) Qadhafi as de
facto head of state, Libya pursued a nominally nonaligned foreign policy. But by the early and
mid-1970s, Qadhafi was importing significant quantities of Soviet weaponry, starting a trend of
military cooperation that would later expand to the deployment of thousands of Soviet advisers to
Libya.®! By the mid-2000s, Russia had forgiven Libya’s substantial debt in return for deals on energy,

weapons, and transportation infrastructure.®

Yet Libya’s arms trade with Moscow did not translate into real fraternal relations or transform Libya
into a strategic Russian client. Throughout the 1970s, for example, Qadhafi attempted to diversify
his sources of arms and increasingly turned to the Soviet Union only after Western governments
refused or attached conditions.®® Similarly, the oft-cited example of a Russian naval port in Benghazi
was always more aspirational than assured; Qadhafi was cleverly dangling this access as leverage over
Russia and the West.** And in the aftermath of the 2011 revolution, the common narrative of
Russian financial losses resulting from the NATO-led regime change was also somewhat misleading.
More often than not, Moscow was talking about potential losses resulting from signed or verbally

promised deals.

Since then, Russia’s activities in Libya can best be described as opportunistic, flexible, diversified, and
scalable. Moscow aims to rekindle and surpass the economic benefits harvested under Qadhafi
through the installation of a friendly and preferably authoritarian government. Suggestions that
Russia seeks to undermine Europe through release of irregular migrants, especially to Italy and,
further afield, Germany, vastly overstate Russia’s degree of control on the ground.® That said, Russia
has opportunistically sought to thwart European diplomacy in Libya through increasingly aggressive
initiatives unencumbered by human rights concerns. For example, Moscow has at various points
made overtures to a local militia actor on an illegal hydrocarbon deal, cultivated diverse and often
divided currents of Qadhafi loyalists, especially the late dictator’s son Saif al-Islam, and backed
renegade eastern commander Khalifa Haftar.*

Yet the notion of Haftar serving as “Moscow’s man in Libya” or a reliable Libyan proxy is over-

blown.”” To be sure, Russian support was critical to the aspiring strongman’s rise in eastern Libya

from 2014 to the present—though clandestine military support to Haftar from two U.S. allies,
p g y supp

France and the United Arab Emirates, was arguably more consequential and destabilizing.*® Working



with the UAE and Egypt, Russia sent weapons, spare parts, and medical care to Haftar, as well as
technicians, logisticians, advisers, and intelligence personnel.®” Moscow also printed dinars for the
Haftar-aligned, unrecognized Central Bank in eastern Libya, ensuring this parallel administration’s
solvency. Russia state media and proxy actors supported Haftar’s rise with a fairly sophisticated
information campaign.”® Most significantly, mercenaries from the state-sponsored Wagner Group
bolstered the firepower of Haftar’s frontline forces during his assault on Tripoli from late 2019 to
mid-2020, improving the precision of his artillery, directing the battlefield maneuvers of his fighters,
and degrading morale of the Tripoli forces with fearsomely effective sniping.”" The net result of this
injection of Russian support, which was accompanied by Wagner Group human rights abuses like
summary executions and the planting of antipersonnel mines in residential areas, was to put Haftar
within reach of toppling the internationally recognized government in Tripoli, the Government of
National Accord (GNA).”?

Despite all of this, Moscow was both suspicious of Haftar, given his long-standing ties to the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), and contemptuous of his military competence.”” Russia was a reluctant
backer of his April 4, 2019, attack on the capital Tripoli.”* And even as it was sending mercenaries to
assist his campaign in Tripoli, Moscow kept channels open to his opponent, the GNA—pursuing a
gas deal in a GNA-controlled western area, for example—in the hopes of reaching a settlement that

would secure its economic interests.””

More importantly, Moscow’s substantial aid to Haftar did not translate into loyalty or responsiveness
from the notoriously headstrong Libyan commander. When the Russian Wagner Group deployment
on Haftar’s behalf prompted the panicked GNA to turn to Turkish military intervention in the form
of drones and Syrian mercenaries, the resulting battlefield stalemate in early 2020 prompted Putin
and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to call their own diplomatic summit in Moscow—to
which Haftar was invited but ultimately walked out of.”¢ The blatant snub to Putin only accelerated
Moscow’s distancing from Haftar, shown in its outreach in mid-2020 to his eastern political rival, the
House of Representatives chair Aguilah Saleh Issa, and Moscow’s decision to halt providing printed
dinars to Haftar’s beleaguered eastern administration amid a UN- and U.S.-backed effort to unify
Libya’s financial institutions. Similarly, Russia has been backing a UN-brokered road map for elec-
tions scheduled for the end of the year and has been engaging the GNA on possible military sup-
port.”” In the meantime, the Wagner Group and regular military personnel have expanded their

presence in and around air bases and oil facilities in the central and southern regions of Libya.”®

Taken in sum, these recent shifts indicate that military force and more malign forms of meddling are
chips that Russia plays that can be withdrawn, scaled, or complimented by other types of engage-
ment in response to changing local and international contexts. Depending on the outcome of Libya’s

fraught transition to elections, Russia could easily restart a more bellicose policy of military support
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to Haftar or another Libyan spoiler. Looking ahead, external influencers on Russian moves in either
direction are the policies of Turkey, which exerts uncontested sway over western Libya through
military forces and basing, and, to a lesser extent, those of the UAE, whose long-standing military
intervention in Libya provided the opening for Russian support to Haftar in the first place. Ankara
and Abu Dhabi have shifted their rivalry in Libya to the diplomatic sphere—for now.”

Egypt

Russian ties with Egypt are historically rooted and broad-based, comprising a mix of arms sales,
media and propaganda support, logistics and basing arrangements, and infrastructure, energy, and
tourism agreements. Moscow’s influence in Egypt dates to the aftermath of the 1952 officers’ coup
and the ascension to power of former president Gamal Abdel Nasser, which established Egypt as a
major leader in the nonaligned, nationalist, and anticolonial sphere.®* Spurned by the United States
over the financing of the construction of the Aswan Dam, Nasser turned to Moscow instead. As part
of this deal, the Soviet Union provided both funding for the project and arms, in return for Egyptian
cotton and grain. Yet Nasser and successive Egyptian presidents desisted from moving the transac-
tional relationship with Russia to one of enduring fraternalism or a real strategic partnership; instead,
they tried to play global powers off against one another. In 1972, for example, then Egyptian presi-
dent Anwar Sadat ejected Soviet advisers as part of a broader policy of pursuing closer relations with
the United States.®’ His successors Hosni Mubarak and Mohamed Morsi were never close to Mos-
cow. And the apparent warmth of relations between Moscow and Cairo during the reign of President
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi since 2013 belies the Egyptian ruler’s view of the United States as his partner of
choice. In spite of growing uncertainties about American power in the Middle East, Sisi is still
dependent on Washington for security guarantees that he knows Moscow cannot and will not

provide.

Today, Egypt is a major customer for Russian arms—Moscow’s second largest on the African conti-
nent, after Algeria.®” Some scholars point to human rights concerns and the conditionality to arms
deals that the United States imposed after Sisi’s 2013 coup against Morsi, who had been democrati-
cally elected, as prompting Cairo’s growing predilection for Russian arms.* In fact, the diversification
in weapons purchases began years before, in response to Cairo’s perception of a U.S. withdrawal from
the Middle East.** From 2009 to 2018, Russian arms comprised roughly 30 percent of Egypt’s
inventory, with air defenses and aircraft being the core of the transfers.®> Most significantly, in early
2021, Egypt received delivery of the first batch of advanced Su-35 aircraft, which it had ordered
from Moscow after Washington had refused to sell it F-35 planes—and after Cairo declined other

alternatives—and which it was determined to acquire even at the risk of U.S. sanctions.®



A Comprehensive Partnership and Strategic Cooperation agreement that Egypt and Russia had
signed in 2018 came into effect in 2021, which delineated military cooperation as well as ties in
education, humanitarian assistance, and tourism.*” (Flights of Russian tourists to Red Sea resorts—
halted after a bomb launched by the self-proclaimed Islamic State downed a Russian passenger jet
over the Sinai Peninsula in October 2015—resumed in August 2021, which could help boost Egypt’s
post-pandemic economic recovery.®) Energy has also been another entry point for Moscow: Russia
has offered to lend Cairo $25 billion to construct a nuclear power plant that it heralds as a “second

Aswan Dam,” though the economic rationale for such a massive endeavor is hardly persuasive.”

In all of these pursuits, Russia has sought to enlist Egypt as a platform for power projection across
the Eastern Mediterranean, including into Libya, the Red Sea, and sub-Saharan Africa. Yet as in the
other North African countries, the relationship has been buffeted by tensions, suggesting that the net
result for Russian interests has been less favorable than the theatrics imply. Cairo has been irked by
the Kremlin’s lack of support for Egypt in its dispute with Ethiopia over the Grand Ethiopian Re-
naissance Dam, as well as its signing of a military cooperation deal with Addis Ababa.” The Egyptian
government occasionally denies Moscow overflight permission and has rebuffed a Russian attempt to
sign a long-term air basing agreement—a rejection that possibly resulted from pressure from the U.S.
secretary of defense during a 2017 visit to Cairo.” On the economic front, much-touted plans for
Egypt to join a Russian-led economic union and a free-trade zone remain confined to ongoing talks.**
Similarly, the Russian-backed nuclear plant has an ambitious timeline and could collapse under its

own economic and technical weight.

Conclusions and Implications

The motives for Russia’s renewed global activism have been well-documented over the course of
Carnegie’s ongoing project, the Return of Global Russia.”® The Kremlin’s quest for stature and clout
on the world stage is never far removed from its decisionmaking—if anything, these wider ambitions
propel its opportunism and attempts to seize upon the self-inflicted mistakes of other powers, espe-
cially the United States. At the same time, the Kremlin does not trouble itself with conditionality on
its military assistance, respect for human rights, or the protection of delicate regional balances—
principles that the U.S. and major European players have long embraced yet not always observed

in practice.

Russia’s competitive advantages in the Middle East and North Africa are nontrivial. Its willingness to
engage with all parties in the region allows it to maintain ties that are off-limits to U.S. ofhcials, most
vividly in Syria where the United States cannot speak directly to most of the key players. Russia’s

highly centralized national-level decisionmaking allows it to perform nimbly and adroitly in
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fast-moving situations. Free of unwelcome scrutiny by an independent parliament or news media,
the Kremlin does not have to worry all that much about the domestic blowback of policy failures

or setbacks.

At the same time, the Kremlin has rarely, if ever, committed the capabilities or resources to lead the
search for first-order problems in the region. It would rather collect a fee (say, in the form of com-
mercial opportunities) for offering its good offices than provide the actual resources that are necessary
to broker political deals and to make them stick. Even in Syria, where Russia is the largest outside
actor, there is a clear mismatch between how the Kremlin is viewed by local actors (who sometimes
have unrealistic expectations about Russian hard power, influence, and other sources of strength) and

what it can actually deliver.

In North Africa, the possibility of Russia acquiring a permanent or contingency military base cannot
be ruled out. (The most likely candidates are an air base in Libya or a maritime port in Egypt, Libya,
or Algeria.) Such facilities could enhance Russian power projection capability into the Mediterranean
and serve as the springboard into the African interior. To be sure, Russia’s various contributions to
cronyism, corruption, human rights violations, and an already toxic media environment are detri-

mental to the region’s long-term economic and political health.

Yet U.S. and Western policymakers have ample tools at their disposal to deal with some of these
challenges. For example, in Libya, shifting developments on the ground and more active multilateral
diplomacy like the UN-brokered election road map have removed opportunities that Russia had
hoped to exploit. Increased U.S. diplomatic backstopping to European, especially British and Ger-
man, diplomatic efforts helped limit both European disunity and French unilateralism. Such moves
mattered far more than “exposés” like the release of satellite photos from the U.S. Africa Command
about the deployment of Russian mercenaries.” Targeted pressure tactics (such as the seizure of
Russian-printed banknotes bound for Haftar’s eastern administration, stricter multilateral enforce-
ment of oil sales norms and embargos, and the takedown of Russia-backed fake social media ac-
counts) are cost-effective ways to frustrate and stymie Russian meddling, although their net impact

on Russian calculations should not be overstated.”

But beyond this, the challenge for Western policymakers is to avoid viewing Russian activism in the
Eastern Mediterranean and North Africa through an exclusively zero-sum lens. The region’s political
disarray, complexities, and especially the agency, obstinacy, and unpredictability of local rulers all
present built-in antibodies and buffers to Russian influence—as they do to all external players. Russia
has done itself no favors through a series of ham-fisted interactions with the region. Such moves have
fostered views among local elites and the broader public that Moscow is an unreliable and problem-
atic partner, especially compared to Europe and the United States. These reputational shortcomings

are likely to have a consequential impact on Russia’s standing for years to come.
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