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CRACKS IN RUSSIA-IRAN ALLIANCE OPEN OPTIONS FOR TRUMP
- 09.01.2018

Reuters, 08 Jan 2018

Iran and Russia have made no secret of their mutual desire to sideline the United States in the
Middle East. Our cooperation can isolate America, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei told
Vladimir Putin during the Russian presidents recent visit to Tehran. Putin, for his part, has praised
the Moscow-Tehran relationship as very productive.

Russian President Vladimir Putin meets with his Iranian counterpart Hassan Rouhani in Tehran,
Iran November 1, 2017. Sputnik/Alexei Druzhinin/Kremlin via REUTERS

Certainly the alliance has paid dividends in Syria, where the Moscow-Tehran military collaboration
turned the tide of the war in favor of their mutual ally Bashar al-Assad and compelled the United
States to abandon its goal of forcing Assad from power. Nevertheless, while Washington should
certainly be wary of the Russian-lranian relationship, it is less a strategic alliance than a marriage
of convenience - and one whose cracks are already showing.

In Syria, the ousting of Islamic State seems to have underscored important differences in the goals
and tactics of Putin and Khameini. Moscows ultimate objectives include preventing regime change,
promoting Russian influence in the Middle East, and keeping its military bases in Syria. Achieving
these aims, Putin hopes, may lead to diplomatic gains in the West, and encourage the United
States to recognize Russia as an equal. However, while Moscow considers Assad to be Syria's
legitimate leader, Putins main interest lies in preserving and strengthening Syrian state
institutions rather than Assad personally; the Russians have even suggested to their Western
counterparts that Moscow would accept Assad's departure as long as it occurred as part of an
overall peace process.

The Iranians, by contrast, consider Assad's departure a "red line" and believe that keeping the
Syrian leader in power remains crucial to two of its key objectives. The first is to maintain its ability
to supply its longtime Shiite proxy Hezbollah with weaponry while building a Sunni free Shiite land
corridor from Iran to the Mediterranean []J a development Iran fears a new government would not
permit. Second, Iran believes that its presence in Syria is critical to Tehran's ability to pressure



Israel. Iran wants to retain the ability to strike at the Jewish state from both Lebanon and Syria,
hence Irans determination to maintain non-state Shiite proxy militias in Syria. Iran's hardline
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) wants to turn these proxies into an institutionalized
political and military force similar to Hezbollah in Lebanon - a measure that conflicts with Russia's
desire to build up the capabilities of the Syrian state and reduce Syrias dependence on Iran.

As diplomatic negotiations over Syria's future heat up, the differences between Russian and
Iranian goals there threaten to intensify. Iran in particular believes that Russia's willingness to
work with countries like Turkey could undermine Iranian interests in Syria. Irans leaders are also
concerned about Putins relationship with Donald Trump; reports from Iranian media suggest that
Tehran was angry about Putins decision to brief the U.S. president about Moscows objectives
ahead of last Novembers Sochi summit between Putin, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and Iranian President Hassan Rouhani.

Russian President Vladimir Putin welcomes Syrian President Bashar al-Assad during a meeting in
the Black Sea resort of Sochi, Russia November 20, 2017. Sputnik/Mikhail Klimentyev/Kremlin via
REUTERS

Russia's willingness to work with multiple partners in Syria is emblematic of Russia's broader
approach to the Middle East, which a leading Russian analyst describes as the "dogma of
flexibility" - something in accord with Putin's transactional approach to foreign policy. One
example of this is Moscow's desire to maintain a good relationship with Sunni Saudi Arabia. Putin
believes Russian-Saudi cooperation is needed to limit oil production and prop up prices, which he
needs to meet his twin objectives of building up Russia's military while also strengthening the
Russian state internally. The problem for Putin is that Shi'ite Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia are
locked in a bitter competition for influence across the Middle East, so Iran naturally resents the
Kremlin's rapprochement after years of tension between Moscow and Riyadh.

Under Putin's leadership, Russia has also developed the best relationship it has ever had with
Israel. Putin has visited Israel twice [] the first Russian leader ever to do so [] and has hosted Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu multiple times to discuss Israel's interests in Syria. Putin
reportedly enjoys good personal chemistry with Netanyahu and has instructed both Assad and
Hezbollah not to retaliate against Israeli strikes in Syria. Putin even seeks a deal that would
prevent foreign powers from using Syria as a base for attacking a neighboring state, which is
directly at odds with Irans objective of using Syria as a platform to pressure Israel's northern
border. However, given the deep Israeli-lranian hostility, its clear that Moscow's good relationship
with the Jewish state could exacerbate underlying tensions in the Russian-Iranian relationship.

Exacerbating underlying Russian-Iranian tensions is a longtime historical mistrust between the two
countries. Russian-Persian conflicts in the 18th and 19th centuries resulted in Moscow's seizure of
the Caucasus [] a loss which reverberates in the Iranian psyche even today. After Iran's 1979
Islamic Revolution, the relationship between the two sides was similarly tense, most notably



because Russia favored Iraq during the Irag-lran war [] a conflict that cost Iran approximately one
million lives. And while its true that Russian-Iranian relations improved significantly after the fall of
the Soviet Union, Tehran still remembers Moscow supported sanctions against Iran for its nuclear
program and has suspended a number of deals with Iran in order to improve the Russian-American
relationship.

The Trump administration should seek to use the various Russian-lranian differences to undermine
the two sides partnership. First and foremost, this requires Washington to remain active in the
Middle East and eliminate the perception that its abandoning the region.

The United States could also seek to improve relations with Russia, which arguably would be both
beneficial in and of itself, while also playing on Irans historical distrust of its northern neighbor and
Tehrans fear that Moscow could ultimately sell Iran out for the sake of improving Russias
relationship with the West. Simply having Trump signal to Putin that the United States is prepared
to treat Russia as an equal [J one of Putins objectives [J could go some way towards achieving this.
Trump should also remind Putin of the cracks already showing in the Russian-lranian relationship
and ask him whether its really in Moscows interests to support Irans sectarian objectives in Syria.

It wont be easy, but if Washington policy-makers play their cards right they can still undermine the
strategic alliance that Moscow and Tehran so clearly want.
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