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A New Regional Order Indeed?
Zvi Magen

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu visited Russiaergly and met with President
Vladimir Putin. As expected, Iran was the majouessliscussed, but it is still too early to
draw any conclusions about possible practical tesan the Iranian topic. Beyond Iran,
however, this was an important encounter for botlsdia and Israel, with potential
significant ramifications for the international .

The visit took place against the backdrop of evenSyria and Iran that have given rise
to important new developments in the Middle East|uding Russia’s attempts to forge
closer ties with several nations with which bilateelations were strained, such as Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan — and Israel. This Rusposture does not represent a new
policy, but until recently these efforts were meathwlimited enthusiasm. Now it seems
that significant changes are at work, a fact rifthhwamifications for the future shape of
the regional order.

Russia, competing for influence in the region, bikate been an active presence in most
of the regional processes, projecting self-confodermnd looking the United States
straight in the eye. This comes on the heels ofirztable period when it suffered the
consequences of the Arab Spring, which eroded mbsis assets in the region and
sidelined it, together with Iran, Syria, and HiZhabl its radical axis partners. Effective
use of the Syrian civil war has allowed Moscow st its regional regression, while in
part containing the pressure from the constellab®Sunni nations operating against it
with the backing of the West. The climax of thigional saga was an effective Russian
maneuver surrounding the Syrian chemical weap@uejsvhich created the possibility
of maintaining — at least for now — the Assad regiand the radical axis, while
upgrading Russian’s standing on the internatiomaha at the expense of the United
States.

Until recently, Russia’s practical achievementstlie Middle East have been fairly
modest. It seems that in practice, Russia finadfiten the outside vis-a-vis most of the
issues that draw the attention of the internati®ysitem. This is true for the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process as well as the Irarsae,isvhereby Iran’s recent repositioning
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toward the United States threatens the very existeri the radical anti-Western axis
operating under the Russian umbrella. But currémtle are signs of reversals. Events in
the Syrian and Iranian sectors have shifted thentation of some of the regional players
that feel betrayed and threatened by the condut¢hefUnited States in their sphere.
Since then, several moves have been made, sorsediby Russia — which since the
start of the Arab Spring has been waiting for sapportunities — and some initiated by
various Middle East states. These countries hane @& feelers to Russia, which has
used them to renew the dialogue that was interduptethe regional upheavals. Some
feel that these changes have the potential to taffec shaping of the future regional
order.

It is already possible to point to a series of dmwaents in terms of joint ventures
between Russia and several regional nations. Tist pnominent is the recent about-face
in the Russian-Egyptian relationship. In recentkgegarious delegations have come and
gone, including visits by Russia’s foreign affaénsd defense ministers as well as senior
personnel from the security and intelligence eghhbients; there is even talk of a state
visit to Egypt by President Putin. It has also besported that a large weapons purchase,
to be financed in part by Saudi Arabia, is in tiffeng.

Russia’s relations with Saudi Arabia have likewstefted. Until recently, there was

palpable tension between the two, given that Rusam the principal supporter of both
the Shiite axis and President Assad, and that SAwahia worked against Russia’s
interests in the region and elsewhere. But theeotirAmerican stance on Syria and Iran
drove Saudi Arabia to look for new partners to bedaits foreign policy. As a result,

recent months have seen a volte-face in Russiadi®alations, and Prince Bandar Ibn
Sultan visited Moscow to discuss security cooperaéind promote Saudi Arabian views
on Syria.

Irag, an old-time Russian ally, has forged evesa@laelations with Russia since the US
withdrawal, including security cooperation (a largems deal was signed, although
various pressures have postponed its executionge@orabmic cooperation, where there is
already significant Russian economic activity. dordtoo has recently been more
accepting of Russia’s advances. Though not thetiime, the stakes are now higher, with
the purchase of a Russian nuclear reactor at i€3iner joint security ventures are also
under discussion, and there has been talk of a gisit to Russia by King Abdullah in
the near future.

Israel too can be added to the list. Israel hasng lhistory with Russia, and while
Moscow views it as an important regional actoratiens are frequently affected by
Russia’s greater regional interests. Russia nowsviisrael, which is seeking ways to
promote its objectives on the international areith @mphasis on the Iranian issue, as an
entity meriting broader close cooperation, as tais demonstrate Russia’s rising status
and increasingly dominant regional influence. Caoapen with Israel, itself an
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influential regional player and ally of the Unit&dates, carries great weight. Moreover,
Russia is interested in improving its standing viitin, damaged when Iran turned to the
West, and Russia may try to regain lost ground foynpting mediation initiatives of its
own. Such a success would be a feather in Mosccayssimilar to Syrian achievement.

The picture right now is partial only. What is alaa that there is extensive Russian
political activity. The question is: given the nesgional circumstances, will these efforts

yield substantial results? It seems that underlyiag postures toward Russia is Iran’s
ostensibly rising power, a direct result of a cleamg US policy alongside a sense a
weakness projected by the US leadership. But ssdems that the wooing of Russia by
regional states is a temporary phenomenon, rafigthiese nations’ actual desire to exert
influence on the policy of United States rathemtha take advantage of opportunities

that Russia could provide. Russia neither purgorteplace the United States, nor can it
do so. But for these regional states, a relatignelith Russia is important in and of itself

in order to balance their foreign affairs, and e thope that the dialogue with the

Russians will impel the United States to reversepitlicy. On the other hand, it is also

clear that even if its image has lately become sdmaétarnished, the United States, will

not cede its position of dominance in the Middlesttand will work to make sure Russia

does not gain strategic footing in the region. Bdjdt seems that the current US policy
on Iran is not a change in direction, rather a naiesigned to expand its influence on all

the regional players simultaneously, even if isthbmes at the temporary expense of
some of their interests.

In any case, Russia’s attempts to forge closetioak with regional nations can reap it
significant benefits, even if it doesn’t change timerlying political axes and the end
results are still uncertain. In a reality in whittte anti-Western front established in the
past by Russia is in the process of disintegratios, contact and the start of cooperation,
even if limited, has the power to contribute to §a's future establishment as an
influential player in the region.

Regarding Israel, Prime Minister Netanyahu’s weits used by the Russians to transmit
another message to the international community tats@ir country’s rising stature. It
was also likely used to examine the possibilityRafssian initiatives on Iran. On the
Israeli side, the visit was an opportunity to shtsaunterest in balancing its foreign policy
as well as the drive to promote its views on l@ssuming that Russia still has leverage
in that arena. Overall, then, the bilateral topi@ised during the visit are not new, but
they are important to the establishment and expardithe existing relationship.
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