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On February 9-10, 2015, Russian President Vladimir Putin visited Egypt for the first time 
since 2005, when Mubarak was still in power. The most significant outcome of this visit, 
which reflects the notable improvement in bilateral relations over the last two years, was 
the signing of a memorandum of understanding between the two governments on Russian 
aid for the construction of a nuclear reactor in western Egypt. The two sides also signed 
additional economic and commercial agreements, testifying to the significant increase in 
trade between the countries in recent years. Indeed, prior to Putin’s visit, there were 
mutual visits by senior officials: in November 2013, Russia’s defense and foreign 
ministers visited Egypt together – a first visit of this sort; and in February 2014 Egypt’s 
defense minister (a post then held by Sisi) and foreign minister paid a return visit to 
Moscow. Sisi visited Moscow again in August 2014, this time as president. 

An issue still unclear after Putin’s visit to Cairo is that of an arms deal. After the 
November 2013 visit by Russia’s defense and foreign ministers, there were unofficial 
reports, particularly from the Russian side, that Russia would supply Egypt with arms in 
the amount of $3-3.5 billion; the deal reportedly included MiG 29 fighter jets, Mi 35 
military helicopters, and advanced long range aerial defense systems. The deal was 
supposed to be financed by Saudi Arabia and the UAE, but so far there has been no 
official word that the deal has gone into effect or even been finalized. During Putin’s 
visit, too, rumors emerged – again, mostly from the Russians – that the deal had been 
initialed, but the official statements issued by both parties mentioned nothing on the 
subject. 

The series of mutual visits reflects converging Russian and Egyptian interests. For Egypt, 
closer relations with Russia are largely an outgrowth of the friction between the Sisi 
regime and the US administration. Some in the Egyptian leadership are angry at Obama’s 
interference in internal Egyptian matters early on in the Arab Spring, when the 
administration publically called on Mubarak to resign. Moreover, the Egyptian leadership 
leveled harsh criticism at the administration’s reservations about the ouster of the Muslim 
Brotherhood regime and former President Morsi by the Supreme Military Council in mid-
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2013. Sisi loyalists feel that the US administration preferred the Muslim Brotherhood 
regime because it had been elected in free, democratic elections, and that the 
administration failed to understand that the majority of Egyptians supported the ouster of 
Morsi and his government because of their failed policies. Above all, the Egyptian anger 
stemmed from the mid-2013 US decision to suspend some of the military aid as well as 
the delivery of F-16 fighter jets and Apache helicopters to Egypt, and to cancel scheduled 
joint military maneuvers. Sisi declared that he would not forget these steps taken by the 
US administration. 

In June 2014, approximately one year later and one year after Sisi was elected president, 
Secretary of State John Kerry visited Cairo to try to improve relations between the 
nations. During his visit, Kerry announced that Egypt had just witnessed “an historic 
election” for president, thus providing the imprimatur for the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
ouster and Sisi’s legitimacy. Both before and after the visit, the US administration 
announced it was releasing all the military aid to Egypt and delivering the planes and 
helicopters held back since Morsi was toppled. Nonetheless, a certain amount of tension 
remains in US-Egypt relations. The administration has continued to criticize the Egyptian 
regime for jailing journalists and suppressing political dissent, and for other human rights 
violations. Furthermore, the administration is skeptical of the regime’s claims that the 
Muslim Brotherhood is associated with terrorist acts, and has called for Sisi to enter into 
a dialogue with the organization. Therefore, the sense in the Egyptian leadership is that 
the support of the Obama administration is partial at best, particularly because it does not 
understand Egyptian internal affairs or the constraints involved in fighting the Muslim 
Brotherhood and jihadist organizations. By contrast, from the outset Russia unreservedly 
supported the Sisi regime, displayed understanding for its internal security measures, and 
took steps to improve relations. Therefore, and also to show the US administration that 
the Sisi administration does not rely on it exclusively, the Egyptian regime has moved to 
expand its relations with Russia. 

Moscow’s interest in expanding cooperation with Egypt, including the supply of weapons 
of a scope not previously provided by Russia to a Middle East state, is not only 
economic. Russia seeks to play an active role in order to refashion its status as an 
important regional actor. This is likewise essential to Russia in the context of its 
complex, even problematic international position, given its conflict with the West, 
aggravated by the Ukraine crisis that has occupied a central spot on the international 
agenda for the past year. Russia’s attempts to increase its active presence in the Middle 
East are designed both to entrench its regional status and to serve as leverage in its 
expanding conflict with the West. In other words, the Russian attempt to open another 
front in the Middle East is partly intended to exploit its regional achievements to ease the 
pressure coming from the West regarding Eastern Europe. Concurrently, renewed status 
in the Middle East is designed to compensate Russia for the erosion of its position in the 
region, a consequence of several developments: the continued weakening of Syria, 
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Russia’s staunchest ally in the Middle East; the ambivalent behavior of Iran, which is 
now holding direct talks with the West, mostly in an attempt to resolve the nuclear crisis, 
while also conducting talks with Russia; and the loss of strongholds in the Arab world in 
the aftermath of the Arab Spring. Therefore, the renewal of dialogue with Egypt and the 
upgrade in bilateral relations are, for Russia, a serious political-strategic achievement. 

As part of its re-entrenchment in the Middle East, Russia has, after a long cold spell, also 
managed to improve relations with most of the Sunni nations – including  Saudi Arabia, 
the Gulf States, Jordan, Lebanon and some North African states – despite the close 
relations with Syria, Iraq and Iran. In December 2014, after years of tension between 
Russia and Turkey, Putin visited Ankara, and in January 2015, Russian Defense Minister 
Sergei Shoygu visited Iran. Russia is now trying to organize a conference in Moscow for 
the warring parties in Syria. Furthermore, as part of his recent visit to the Middle East, 
Putin was supposed to have included Israel and the Palestinian Authority on his itinerary, 
but the plan was postponed until after the upcoming Israeli parliamentary election in 
March. All the while, Russia must maneuver through the power struggles in the Middle 
East between Shiites and Sunnis and must also take into account the battle waged by the 
US-led international coalition against ISIS, regarding which Russia has yet to adopt a 
clear policy, notwithstanding the direct threat that radical Islam poses to it. Therefore, it 
may be that developing a relationship with so central a player as Egypt can buy Russia an 
advantage as it strives to promote its goals in the Middle East and on the global arena. 

The extent to which relations between Russia and Egypt expand from this point onwards 
depends primarily on Egypt. Russia is clearly interested in expanding these relations as 
much as possible, especially militarily, which have been frozen – including weapons 
supplies – since 1974. But chances are slim that Russian-Egyptian cooperation will reach 
the scope that characterized their relations in the era of the Soviet Union and before 
Egypt turned to the West. It is more likely that Egypt will prefer to maintain its strategic 
alliance with the United States: since the 1980s, Egypt has depended on US weapons and 
relations with the US military, and it has no interest in disrupting this vital relationship or 
endangering the US military and civilian aid packages. Russia, despite its recent 
successes in the Middle East, is far from having a status on a par with that of the West, 
both regionally and globally. Therefore, Egypt is, at least for now, emphasizing the 
expansion of economic, commercial, and technological ties with Russia, including the 
nuclear field. Hence it seems that even if Egypt does decide to buy Russian arms, it will 
prefer to engage in a relatively small deal that would not spur the US administration to 
respond by reducing the military ties. 

 


