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There is currently much international activity hrée particular cities: Sochi, where the
winter Olympic Games are soon to commence; Kieg, Whkrainian capital, plagued by

anti-government protests; and Geneva (Montreug)site of the international conference
underway on the crisis in Syria. Ostensibly the¢hcities have little in common — the
timing of the events is completely coincidentalut Im fact they share certain elements
that are important to Russia’s interests. A cldsek reveals how the three are linked at
the level of both Russia’s current objectives ahe thallenges facing it in the

international arena, particularly the Middle East.

Sochi, which over February 7-23, 2014 will be haimehe winter Olympics, has drawn
much international attention for several reasohg wnprecedented high cost of the
games (estimated at upwards of $50 billion); thet flaat the games reflect differences of
opinion among the powers on a variety of isst@snd consequently most Western heads
of state will stay away in an effort to pressures§ta on these issues; and most important,
the security threat posed by radical Islam. Theusscthreat has drawn the most
attention, especially after the recent string ofalst attacks. Sochi is near the northern
Caucasus, a stronghold of Islamic elements in tesin federation intent on disrupting
the Olympics. Russia’s political leadership, whisews the Olympics as an opportunity
to demonstrate strength in a variety of fieldsnisesting extraordinary efforts in security,
though even these efforts cannot guarantee thahtbat will be neutralized entirely.

However, the problem is not only the Olympics, kather what Russia is beginning to
realize, namely, that radical Islam poses an exiistiethreat to all of Russia. The Islamic
challenge began with the war in Chechnya, which imaye been won by Russia but
which marked the start of the spread of terroriémoughout the northern, Muslim-
inhabited Caucasus and penetrated deep into RU$sderrorism, carried out by Islamic
local radicals as well as combatants imported ftbenMiddle East, refuses to disappear
and is gathering momentum, the overarching desregbthe institution of an Islamic
caliphate in the region. The Russians are equalhcerned about the intensification of
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Islamic trends among areas along the Volga Riveh warge Muslim populations in

Russia proper, liable — in an extreme scenario ledd to a geographical division of the
country. These trends have emerged from the gltddamic enterprise, which eyes
Russia as an attractive target.

Of late, the Russians have started admitting tmatsburce of the Islamic threat against
them lies in the Middle East, currently workingdanjunction with the radical Islamists

in Russia. The growing strength of radical elemanthe Middle East will, as a matter of

course, intensify the trend within Russia too. Tisisone of the reasons for Russia’s
support for secular regimes in the Middle Eastluding that of Bashar Assad in Syria.

This support is currently visible at the Genevedhference.

By contrast, Kiev is the site of a different typledoama, but one that also has direct ties
to Russia. The public protests in Ukraine, which attended by significant violence,

began when Ukraine rejected the plan for its fuintusion in the European system.

Among the decisive reasons was the significant gores Russia brought to bear on
Ukraine’s political leadership, despite the oppositof large segments of the Ukrainian

public intent on curtailing Russia’s influence antegrating into the West.

Beyond the issue of its image, Russia’s oppositmrceding its influence (or more

precisely, control) over Ukraine stems from Russi&érce desire to refashion itself as a
global superpower, a goal that is unattainable autHUkraine’s integration in a future

geopolitical system as currently envisioned by Rusk order to thwart this Russian

plan, the West is working to extricate Ukraine, vasll as the other former Soviet

republics, from under Russia’s thumb. In fact, thas precisely the point of the

European economic plan that was rejected. The icomietween Russia and the West
over Ukraine and other countries identified by Rasss being within its sphere of

influence is hardly new. The Russians view theenirevents as a replay of sorts of the
2004 Western-inspired “Orange Revolution.” Regassllef the outcome of the current
crisis, as far as Russia is concerned this is telfat its vital interests in which it must

stand strong against the Western threat to its@giopal future.

In the meantime, Geneva is hosting a conferenceging together the warring sides in
Syria. The conflict is incorrectly seen as havirgghing to do with Russia. However,

Russia in fact is playing one of the most importahés in Syrian affairs and the results
of the conference have far-reaching ramificatiasrsRussia’s future in the Middle East.

Russia is part of the inspiration for Geneva Il aralld like the conference to promote a
resolution in Syria that will allow it to remainghmost influential foreign presence there,
and as such, in the Middle East. Russia acquiedutrent status in Syria thanks to
ongoing efforts, staying by Assad’s side while aspporting the Shiite axis in general
and trying to thwart the combined challenge posgdhle Sunni nations and the West.
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The collapse of Assad’s regime would force Russiaod the region; still, its successful
initiative on Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal baseast for now, ensured its continued
presence and influence.

Russia, a potential victim of intensified radicsllaim, has a clear interest of remaining in
the Middle East and operating there to containttiheat. At present it is clear to Russia
that the conflict is a religious one with the pdiainof creating new geopolitical realities

in the region. From the Russian perspective, thalenge — given the right conduct on
its part — also has potential rewards that can rgémeew international Russian activity
in the region, especially after the nuclear deahwian which, although it has damaged
Russian interests, also offers new opportunitidsrige relationships with other nations.

At the same time, Russia and the United Statesesbame common elements at the
Geneva |l conference. Besides being the initiatang organizers, both have well-
founded concerns about a victory by radical Islam a shared desire to thwart it.
Indeed, one of Russia’s most important issuesinglab Syria — beyond being a world

power with significant influence in the region —vi®rking to stop radical Islam in the

Middle East, which, according to the Russians, pa@sdirect danger to Russia itself. The
set of considerations shared by the US and Russigd cprovide the impetus for

cooperation between them in formulating a comprentistween the warring sides in
Syria.

Thus, observation of the three international eveot¢surring in different locations and
under different sets of circumstances, reveals sconemon denominators indicative of
Russia’s challenges and objectives at this timassRLfeels threatened, which prompts its
defensive moves against the forces endangeringeitarity and geopolitical interests.
One source of these challenges is the West, pyttiegsure on Russia to curb its control
in its spheres of influence and undermine its imbento reconstruct an empire on the
ruins of the Soviet Union. Another challenge isical Islam, a threat endangering
Russia’s security and objectives. The two challesnigem a nexus in the Middle East
where the West is working to curb Russia’s movepas of marginalizing it within the
struggle over global status. It is also where radislam, which identifies Russia as a
future target, continues to grow. Among Russialsitsans is securing a foothold in the
Middle East and working to affect the future shapea region both in order to contain
the Islamic threat and to establish a vital basis ddvancing its influence on the
international arena.

In this constellation, it makes sense for Russidoster a relationship with Israel and

engage with it in multidisciplinary cooperation,cinding on security issues, in its

struggle against radical Islam, as well as on jgalitissues and the processes that will
shape a future regional order.



