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On November 12, 2014 the Russian media, including the TASS news agency’s website, 
reported that S-300VM air defense systems were supplied to Egypt. The information was 
attributed to the deputy director of the Russian federal agency for technical-military 
cooperation, who noted that Venezuela was the first country to purchase this system and 
that Egypt was the second. Two days later, TASS issued a denial, asserting that “no 
contract has yet been signed.” Yet despite the denial, the original announcement, 
attributed to a high ranking official, presumably had some basis. In fact, even if no 
contract has yet been signed, Egypt and Russia are holding talks on purchase of the 
system, information reinforced by an announcement from the factory that manufactures 
the chassis for the system to the effect that production of twelve units “for a foreign 
customer” has been completed. 

The system in question is the S-300VM, whose export version is known as Antei-2500 
and SA-23 in the West. This system should not be confused with the various models of 
the S-300 system (S-300P/PMU1/PMU2 also known as SA-10/SA-20 in the West), 
which were offered at one time to Iran and Syria. The S-300V system was developed in 
the 1980s by the Antei corporation for the Soviet land forces, and for this reason, all its 
components are mounted on tracked vehicles. The advanced system includes a large 
number of elements, such as command vehicles, several kinds of radar for different tasks, 
four types of launchers, and two different types of interceptors. The standard interception 
range is up to 200 km, although an expanded model boasts an interceptor with a range of 
300 km. The system also excels in its anti-ballistic-missile capabilities. In its previous 
versions (S-300V, or SA-12 Gladiator, to the West) it already had anti-ballistic-missile 
capabilities, and according to reports, these have been improved in the newer models. 

Because of its attributes, the air defense system in question is considered to be of a higher 
quality than the systems previously supplied to the Middle East. The perception is that 
such a weapon would upset the balance of power in the region in a regional conflict and 
in the event of a conflict with Israel and the West. Indeed, in recent years, Russia has 
refrained from supplying similar systems to states in conflict (in particular, the S-
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300PMU-1/PMU-2), even after it had signed contracts to deliver them, as in the case of 
Syria and Iran. When these promises were broken, Iran brought international legal 
pressure to bear on Russia. The reasons for the failure to supply these systems were 
connected to the international sanctions, endorsed by Russia, at least with respect to Iran, 
and to consideration of Israeli interests, which is apparently based on mutual 
understandings on a variety of issues. In that case, why is Russia changing its approach, 
specifically with Egypt? 

For many years prior to its decision to sign a large weapons deal with Russia, Egypt was 
oriented toward the United States, militarily, politically, and economically. The current 
turnabout reflects Egypt’s interest in changing the balance of its relations with the two 
superpowers and reducing its exclusive dependence on the United States. Egypt, like a 
number of countries in the Middle East, has felt challenged by US criticism of the rise of 
its current leadership to power. For Russia, this agreement constitutes a significant 
political-strategic achievement as well as an economic achievement. Beyond the clear 
interest in expanding defense exports, the main Russian consideration is to renew the 
dialogue with Egypt and strengthen its foothold in the Middle East vis-à-vis Egypt and 
other actors in the region. Russia’s breakthrough on the Egyptian front makes a 
significant contribution to a strengthened regional status and advancement of interests 
against the West in the global conflict, which of late has intensified. Indeed, there is 
increased Russian activity in the Middle East against the backdrop of the Ukrainian crisis, 
which figures at the top of the international agenda. Russia also sees the situation that has 
emerged in the Middle East, along with the overall strategic importance of the region, as 
an opportunity to start another confrontation arena alongside the one that has developed 
in Eastern Europe, in order to offset the pressures confronting it from the international 
arena. 

Therefore, concluding the deal with Egypt helps improve Russia’s standing 
internationally, particularly because it involves delivery of new, high quality weapons, 
which may have been the Egyptian condition for the entire deal. It may also serve as an 
example for other countries in the Middle East and thereby challenge US interests in the 
region. 

Recently, the possibility of Egyptian-Russian cooperation has been mentioned in the 
context of delivering MiG-35 aircraft to Egypt. However, this cooperation is not very 
likely, partly because of the heavy doctrinal and logistical significance of having Russian 
fighter jets in the Egyptian air force, which several decades ago, and with much effort, 
began to use American equipment. With the air defense systems, the situation is different. 
Egypt has not abandoned its old Soviet-made air defense systems, and in the past decade 
has even undertaken to upgrade the old SA-3 systems. Thus, the odds that Egypt will 
receive the S-300VM systems are higher than in the case of the combat aircraft. 
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As for the significance for Israel, an interceptor with a range of 200 km could barely 
reach Israeli territory from the western side of the Suez Canal. Nevertheless, if 
interceptors with a range of 300 km are delivered, or if the systems are deployed in the 
Sinai Peninsula, they could threaten Israel’s entire airspace. 

Furthermore, Egypt’s longstanding and still current primacy as a regional axis between 
the superpowers is an important factor. Often, decisions by the largest Arab state 
concerning a strategic alliance with one of the superpowers, especially during the Cold 
War, gave rise to events with far reaching consequences. Consider the Czech arms deal in 
1955, which was one of the factors in the Suez crisis, or Egypt’s arming itself with anti-
aircraft weapons during the War of Attrition, which had decisive importance in the Yom 
Kippur War. In contrast, the Egyptian reversal following the 1973 war brought Egypt 
closer to the United States and ultimately enabled the signing of the Israeli-Egyptian 
peace treaty. Despite the difference between the geopolitical situation today and that 
which existed in the past, in view of Egypt’s critical role in the region, its moves should 
be taken very seriously. 

Egypt today is not in conflict with Israel, yet entry of systems into the region could have 
precedent-setting consequences beyond the operational significance. The trend could 
spread to conflict states. Presumably Russia took Israel into account and that on this issue 
it does not intend to go beyond Egypt in a deal that not really jeopardize Israel’s interests. 
However, it is difficult to predict whether this Israeli-Russian understanding will be 
maintained over time. 

 


