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During the last two decades, the dynamics of Russo-Iranian relations was extremely unstable, 

volatile and, to a certain extent, unpredictable for other players on the international arena. As 

stated by some political analysts, it is hard to find another country (apart, probably, the 

Ukraine) whose relations with Moscow could experience such a huge number of drastic 

twists and changes in a short period of time as it was and is in the case of Iran. Traditionally, 

the periods of the active political dialog between Russia and Iran are swiftly interrupted by 

long pauses during which Moscow and Tehran are actively exchanging with mutual 

accusations in failing to keep given promises.  

Some analysts explain this volatility in the approaches of Moscow towards Iran by the strong 

personal influence of the political leaders of Russia on the determination of goals pursued by 

the Russian diplomacy in the Middle East. Thus, in order to illustrate this idea, experts often 

refer to the situation with Russian arms supplies to Iran. It is notable that the most important 

contracts were signed by Moscow’s officials during the first and second presidential terms of 

Vladimir Putin who is famous for his tough and nationalistic approaches in the foreign 

policy. For instance, this was the case of the contract on the selling of TOR-M1 missile 

system
1
 (signed in December 2005) as well as the agreement related to the exports of S-300 
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 The NATO reporting name is SA-15 “Gauntlet” 



air defence systems
2
 to Iran (signed in 2007). It is also believed that the correlation between 

these contracts and the aggravation in Russo-American relations was not a mere coincidence. 

At the same time, it is highly probable that pro-Western and liberal orientation of the current 

Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev, influenced the decision of the authorities of the 

Russian Federation (RF) concerning the suspension of the supplies of S-300 air defence 

systems to Iran. This step was made in the wake of the improvement of the Russo-American 

relations. Moreover, it facilitated necessary conditions for the continuation of the dialog 

between the US and Russia on Iran. 

In 2012, Russia is supposed to hold the next presidential elections. Irrelatively to their 

outcomes, the new head of the Russian government will inevitably face a serious challenge. 

The liberal pro-Western orientation of the current president, Medvedev, and the attempts of 

his administration to handle some international issues through unilateral concessions and 

compromises (such as the solution of the territorial dispute with Norway and Azerbaijan 

through the cession of a part of the Russian territory, the support of the anti-Qaddafi 

resolution in the UN SC, and the acknowledgment of the Soviet role in the Katyn tragedy) are 

totally unacceptable for a large part of Russian population still missing imperial stile of the 

USSR diplomacy. Under these circumstances, the future government of the RF is expected to 

revise its foreign policy. Thus, it is supposed that certain changes will take place in the 

relations of Moscow with the Middle East. As stated by some experts, Russian people would 

like to see the next president to be more active in protecting Russia’s national interests and in 

setting relations with the non-Western part of the world. 

For Iran, this will mean the gradual intensification of political and economic dialog between 

Moscow and Tehran. Some steps in this direction have been already made by the Russian 
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authorities under the pressure of the probable winner of the presidential elections of 2012, 

Vladimir Putin. First of all, the construction of Busher nuclear plant is again presented to the 

public in both countries as a symbol of increasing cooperation between the two countries. 

From the very beginning of its implementation, this project has been raising serious concerns 

in the West. As a result, the Russian contractor of the project, Atomstroyexport, its 

subcontractors and suppliers were and still are under the pressure of the US and its Western 

partners. However, during the previous periods of Putin’s presidency, the government of the 

RF demonstrated its resolution and consistency in securing the Bushehr project from 

multilateral and unilateral sanctions as well as in helping Atomstroyexport to evade them. 

The Russian companies became so assured in the capabilities of Putin to protect them from 

US pressure (although this protection was not always complete) that the high probability of 

his victory in the presidential race of 2012 encourages them to bid for the construction of any 

other nuclear objects in Iran. This question is periodically raised by Russian officials during 

their meetings with their Iranian counterparts. Moreover, the interest of Atomstroyexport to 

continue its cooperation with Tehran finds positive response at the high level of the Iranian 

authorities.  

Secondly, proposals made by the Russian foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, in late 2011 to the 

members of the “5+1” group are expected to partly return the initiative in handling the 

problem of the nuclear programme of Tehran back to Russia. It is extremely important for 

Moscow to demonstrate its abilities to influence the situation in the Middle East. The events 

of the Arab spring undermined the Russian positions in the region: more active Western 

countries pushed aside the RF whose wait-and-see tactics during the events in Tunisia, Egypt 

and Libya appeared to be ineffective. The nuclear initiatives of Moscow are also aimed at the 

protection of the mainly pro-Russian regime in Tehran by offering peaceful solution of the 

problem. This is supposed to prevent military operations against the IRI and, thus, to 



guarantee the stability of the regime in Tehran. Russia has finally learnt from its Iraqi and 

Libyan (as well as Yugoslavian) experience that the fall of its age-old partners inevitably 

leads to the loss of economic and political positions (as it was and is in Iraq and Libya). 

Moreover, it does not matter whether the Russians are keeping aside from the conflict (as it 

was in Iraq) or unobtrusively helping to overthrow their old allies (as it was in the case of 

Libya: Russia was the first to stop the exports of military equipment to Qaddafi), the final 

result is the same: Moscow was compelled to leave countries recently liberated from 

dictators. This could do nothing but irritate the Russian government. As a result, Moscow is 

fighting hard for Syria – one of the last Russian stands in the Middle East - and protecting 

Iran from the military strike.  

Thirdly, Moscow will possibly be more actively cooperating with Iran in the Caspian and 

Central Asian regions. Since the fall of the USSR, Moscow has been trying to play the role of 

a leading power in the ex-Soviet territories. Under these circumstances, Iran is traditionally 

considered by the authorities of the RF as an influential regional power whose support is 

important for securing the Russian interests in the CIS region. The political elite of Russia 

remember that, as opposed to Turkey, the IRI did not use the fall of the Soviet Union for the 

aggressive spread of its influence in the Caucasus and Central Asia by propagating the ideas 

of the Islamic revolution and funding local nationalistic and separatist movements. Moreover, 

during the mid-1990s, Moscow and Tehran joined their efforts aimed at the cessation of the 

civil war in Tajikistan. This Iranian behaviour demonstrated that Tehran could be a helpful 

partner, although these steps of the authorities of the IRI were not altruistic, but pragmatic. 

During the previous presidential terms of Vladimir Putin, the similarities in the Russian and 

Iranian positions on a number of regional issues encouraged the authorities of the RF to join 

efforts with its southern neighbour. It is highly possible that after the victory in the elections 

of 2012, Putin could resume the practice of active dialog with Iran on regional issues: the two 



countries were and, still, are interested in maintaining peace and stability in the above-

mentioned regions, limiting presence of the third countries and their intervention in regional 

affairs, counteracting human and drug trafficking, deterring the spread of “colour” 

revolutions as well as in fighting against terrorism.    

Finally, Moscow is expected to make more active attempts to penetrate in the Iranian 

economy. It is believed that under Putin the Russian authorities will spare no efforts to 

protect the interests of Russian state-related business in Iran (first of all, that of energy 

corporations). The flight of western investors from Iran as well as their refusal to trade with 

this country under the pressure of the US and EU sanctions create ample opportunities for the 

firms of the RF to strengthen their presence in the IRI. For instance, immediately after the 

imposition of the oil, gas and petroleum sanctions of 2010, Tehran began searching for 

possible ways to strengthen the cooperation with Russian energy companies. Thus, the 

Iranians approached such companies as Rosneft, Gazprom Neft and Tatneft concerning 

options to buy petrol from them. As stated by some experts, all three companies expressed 

their readiness to supply Iran with the necessary amount of fuel.  

The flight of western companies also led to the increase in the Iranian interests in Russian 

investors and producers of equipment necessary for the creation of the oil and gas extracting 

and transportation infrastructure. It is notable that in the absence of the Western firms in the 

Iranian market, the companies of the IRI are even ready to consider the purchase of those 

Russian technologies and equipment which are traditionally considered to be obsolete and 

uncompetitive. Economic analysts argue that if the companies of the RF use existing 

opportunities, only from a short-range perspective, the Russian share in the Iranian imports of 

oil, gas and petrochemical equipment will be capable to rise by 10 – 20 per cent.                        



At the same time, the return of Valdimir Putin to the presidential office should not be seen as 

the first step to the Russian alliance with Tehran. It should not be forgotten about the 

pragmatism of Russian foreign policy and Moscow’s cost-benefit approaches to external 

issues. Given that the West will not be provoking Moscow by the activities threatening to the 

very national security of the Russian Federation and economic interests of its political elite 

we should not expect from Putin’s administration any unpredictable and abrupt moves such 

as the supply of S-300 to Iran. The cost of these steps will not justify the profit of Moscow. 

Tehran is seen by Moscow as an important tool of the Russian diplomacy in the region rather 

than a partner. The speculations of some analysts concerning the threat of a future strategic 

partnership between the two countries or even alliance are futile. The possible disadvantages 

from such kind of relations are well understood by Putin and his team. The idea that the level 

of strategic partnership between Moscow and Tehran is hardly achievable after 2012 is 

shared by the majority of well-established Russian experts on Iran. Some of these emphasise 

that the IRI and Russia are just “friends in need”: their political dialog is based on the 

common domestic and external challenges faced by them (such as, for example, tensions in 

relations with Washington or separatists activities). However, this does not lead to the all-

embracive unity and harmony between Russia and Iran. Moreover, in the absence of these 

threats or agreed approach to their settlement, Moscow and Tehran could even be rivals. 

Apart from this, the Russian authorities clearly understand that any alliance or strategic 

partnership with the IRI will inevitably aggravate their relations with the leading countries of 

the world. As a result, the Russian government carefully watches over the development of its 

relations with Tehran in order to prevent them from exceeding the level when they endanger 

the dialog of Moscow with other states. The prominent Russian expert on Iran, Vladimir 

Sazhin, called this type of relations “watchful partnership”. 

 



  

 


