Bilateral Relations of Russia with
Eastern Mediterranean Countries
in Terms of Soft Balancing
Concept

Muharrem Hilmi OZEV" & Zuleykha KAZIMOVA™

Received: 11/12/2022 Accepted: 12/01/2023

Citation: Ozev H. M., Kazimova Z., “Bilateral Relations of Russia with Eastern
Mediterranean Countries in Terms of Soft Balancing Concept”, Middle Eastern Stud-
ies, 14-2 (2022): 179-206

DOI: 10.47932/ortetut. 1217281
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sed with the discovery of new energy resources in recent years, to gain power in the
international arena. Russia seized the opportunity to develop bilateral relations with
the countries of the region effectively in 2011 with Russia’s intervention in the Syrian
civil war. In conclusion, the aim of the study is to seek answers about the development
of Russia’s bilateral relations with the Eastern Mediterranean countries and the extent
of the soft balancing policies used by Russia with the regional countries that aim to
establish its own sphere of influence in the region.
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Oz: Sovyetler Birligi’nin dagilmasinin ardindan Rusya, 2000°1i yillardan itibaren
hem uluslararasi arenada hem de yurt i¢inde yasadigi zorlu deneyimi tersine gevir-
meye baslamistir. Yeni bir dig politika hedefi olarak, 6zellikle belirli bolgelerde etki
alanii genisletmeye ¢aligmistir. Rusya, ¢ok kutuplu diinya diizleminde, uluslararasi
arenada gii¢ elde etmek igin son yillarda yeni enerji kaynaklarinin kesfedilmesiyle
stratejik 6nemi artan Dogu Akdeniz’e odaklanmistir. 2011 yilinda Suriye i¢ savasina
miidahalesi ile Rusya, bolge iilkeleriyle ikili iliskilerini gelistirme firsatint etkin bir
sekilde degerlendirmistir. Sonug olarak ¢alismanin amaci; Rusya’nin Dogu Akdeniz
iilkeleriyle ikili iligkilerinin gelisimi hakkinda cevaplar aramaktir. Calisma ayrica bol-
gede kendi etki alanini olusturmay1 amaglayan Rusya’nin bolge tilkeleriyle uyguladi-
&1 yumusak denge politika boyutunu da ele alacaktir.
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Introduction

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian Federation, which
experienced a collapse in economic and social areas, changed its domestic
and foreign policies with the rise of oil prices in the early 2000s and the
government of Vladimir Putin, and as a result, it started to follow an active
foreign policy. NATO’s enlargement policies to include Eastern European
countries and the possibility of Georgia and Ukraine joining the organization
worsened the strained relations between Russia and the West.

Although Russia occasionally gets involved in hot conflicts in Georgia,
Ukraine, and Syria, it follows soft balancing policies in its policies regarding
the Eastern Mediterranean region and tries to gain power in the international
arena by strengthening its political and economic cooperation with different
regional countries, especially in the energy and defense fields. The emphasis
on the multipolar world, which is often spoken by Russia in its foreign policy,
has formed the background of its intention to develop its sphere of influence in
many parts of the world, and the Eastern Mediterranean, which has attracted
attention, especially in recent years due to energy exploration and security
problems, has gained an important place in Russian foreign policy.

Whereas hard-balancing means balancing the other side through military
capacity building or military alliances, “soft-balancing” means states make
secret, informal, or ad hoc agreements with a limited weapon against existing
or potential threats and make regional and global agreements instead of
formal alliances, including acting with organizations.! Soft -balancing policies
always have the potential to switch to hard -balancing as the perceived threat
of states increases. While military-economic power and formal alliances can
be accepted as hard-balancing tools, we can count informal alliances, voting,
and veto power in global organizations among soft-balancing tools.?

The Eastern Mediterranean region provides Russia with the opportunity to
influence the balance of power and develop cooperation with the countries of
the region by playing a role in solving the security problems brought about by
the Arab Spring. In addition, the newly discovered hydrocarbon resources in
the region, which offer Europe the opportunity to diversify its energy supply,
have become a problem, threatening Russia’s energy demand security.

European countries show interest in the Eastern Mediterranean region to
reduce their energy dependence on Russia. Russia, on the other hand, seeks to

1 T.V. Paul, James J. Wirtz, and Michel Fortmann, “Balance of Power: Theory and Practise in the 21th
Century”, Stanford University Press, (2004). 2-3.

2 Robert J. Art, Stephen G. Brooksand, William C. Wohlforth, Keir A. Lieber and Gerard Alexander.
“Correspondence: Striking the Balance”, International Security, (2005): 183.
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ensure the continuity of energy supply security to Europe and thus strengthen
its role in the balance of power. In fact, it is known that, apart from Ukraine’s
desire to leave Russia’s sphere of influence, Europe’s intricate relationship
with Russia in the field of energy lies at the root of the Russia-Ukraine war.
Therefore, Russia’s activities in the Eastern Mediterranean region, which have
come to the fore with its energy resources, are gaining even more importance.
In addition, Russia has maintained its title as the world’s second-largest arms
exporter in recent years and has used this power as a tool of “balance policy”
in the Eastern Mediterranean region.

The Eastern Mediterranean is a strategically important region as it
connects important trade routes. In the twentieth century, the importance of
the region increased exponentially due to the energy resources discovered
in the Eastern Mediterranean. It is believed that there is a natural and close
relationship between dominating the energy fields and being a global power.
For this reason, the Eastern Mediterranean region has become the target point
of the great powers. In addition, the region has become the focal point of the
whole world due to the long-standing Cyprus problem, the Turkiye-Greece
conflict, the Israel-Palestine conflict, the civil wars in Syria and Libya after
the Arab Spring, and the tensions related to the EEZ. The aim of the study is to
draw a general picture of Russia’s ambitions in regional policies, as Russia’s
activities in the region are not limited to playing a role in the field of energy,
why the region is important for Russia, and accordingly, its bilateral relations
with the countries of the region are examined. It was concluded that it would
be beneficial to focus on bilateral relations in order to analyze the balancing
policies carried out by Russia in order to expand its sphere of influence in
the Eastern Mediterranean. For this purpose, in this study, Russia’s relations
with the Eastern Mediterranean countries Syria, Cyprus, Israel, Egypt,
Lebanon, and Turkiye are discussed. Relations with Libya, one of the most
prominent countries in the region, were examined in the context of Russia-
Turkiye relations. Greece, on the other hand, deserves closer scrutiny due to
its complex relations with Russia, the European Union, the USA, and Turkey.
If Greece had been included in this analysis, this would not have been possible
within the technical limits set for the authors. Therefore, in this paper, we
excluded Greece from the analysis in favor of future studies.

The aim of the study is to examine the extent of Russia’s cooperation with
the Eastern Mediterranean countries and how the borders of its sphere of
influence in the region have been affected by these relations and thus affect
the country’s foreign policy goals.
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Russia-Israel Relations

With the discovery of energy in the Eastern Mediterranean, Israel
transformed from an energy -importing country into an energy -exporting
country and increased its regional influence. It is seen that Israel has
multidimensional relations with Russia due to the fact that it has a population
of 1.5 million immigrants from Russia. Especially considering that one of the
most important elements of Russia’s energy security is to increase or at least
maintain its share in the European energy market, relations with Israel gain
importance. In addition, the development of relations with Israel, which is
among the most important actors in the Eastern Mediterranean, is important
in terms of the relations that Russia is trying to establish with the Eastern
Mediterranean countries within the framework of soft balancing policies and
in terms of expanding its sphere of influence in the region. Although it seems
difficult to transform the relations between Israel and Russia into a strategic
dimension due to reasons such as the Iran, Palestine, and Syria issues and
Israel being the closest ally of the USA, both countries want good relations to
be maintained with a flexible alliance or soft balancing approach.

The development of economic relations between Russia and Israel is very
important in terms of increasing Russia’s influence in the region. However,
although there is cooperation between the two countries on political issues,
it is seen that the economic field remains in the background. In this case,
it is seen that economic cooperation with Israel constitutes the weak link in
Russia’s goal of strengthening its position in the region.

In 2019, the trade volume between the two countries was 2,250 billion
USD. This year, Russia’s exports to Israel amounted to 1.416 billion dollars,
while imports amounted to 833 million dollars.? In this case, it can be said that
Russia is in a disadvantageous position in terms of creating a competition or
balance with the USA in economic cooperation with Israel. For example, in
2019, US exports to Israel are 14.7 billion dollars and imports are 19.6 billion
dollars. The EU’s imports from Isracl amounted to 13.1 billion Euros, while
its exports to Israel amounted to 20.1 billion Euros.*

It is seen that the soft balancing policies implemented by Russia towards
Israel are effective. As a matter of fact, Israel has tried to be flexible on issues
that Russia considers important so as not to alienate Russia. For example,
after the 2008 Russia-Georgia conflict, Israel began to restrict military-

3 “Poccuiicko-n3pamnbsckue Toprosbie oTHomeHus” (Russia-Israel Trade Relations), Russian-Trade, ac-
cessed June 01, 2021, https://russian-trade.com/countries/israel/.

4 “Countries and regions: Israel”, European Commission, accessed September 18, 2022, https://
ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/israel/.
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technical cooperation with Georgia in exchange for stopping the supply of
Russian missiles to Iran.’ In 2014, Tsrael stopped arms sales to Ukraine and
subsequently refused to participate in Western sanctions against Russia,
demonstrating the importance of maintaining good relations with Russia.® In
fact, Israel was one of the few pro-Western countries that supported Russia
in this process. However, in the crisis that emerged with Russia’s attack
on Ukraine in February 2022, it was seen that Israel could not maintain its
neutrality and stood against Russia; Russia responded in the same way, and the
tension between the two sides increased. In this environment, Russian Foreign
Minister Lavrov made a statement that Hitler was Jewish, and this statement
was later tried to be corrected by President Putin with an apology message. In
the following period, statements were made that the Jewish Agency in Russia
would be closed.” This situation shows that when the tension between the
poles increases, the parties cannot ignore the tendencies and demands of their
main allies, and their ability to act flexibly decreases or disappears altogether.
Therefore, the effect of soft -balancing policies is wholly or partially lost in a
war or severe crisis environment.

For Russia, the Eastern Mediterranean region has become a rival region in
realizing energy supply to Europe through energy discovery. For this reason,
it is important for Russia to play an active role in the energy policies in the
region and to turn the balance in its favor in terms of ensuring the security of
Europe’s energy supply. Due to the size of the discovered gas fields and the
support of the West, the development of cooperation with Israel in the field of
energy has gained particular importance.

Following the discovery of Energy on its high seas, Israel planned to
develop its own energy sector by launching projects such as infrastructure and
pipelines in this field. Gazprom Marketing & Trading Switzerland AG and
Levant LNG Marketing Corporation, operating as a Swedish subsidiary of
Gazprom, signed an agreement in February 2013 to purchase 4.2 billion cubic
meters of LNG per year for 20 years in Israel’s Tamar gas field, starting in
2017. Gazprom’s acquisition of the right to sell Israeli gas to the Asian market
is considered a new stage in the energy sector between Russia and Israel. ®

5 Alec D. Epstein and Stanislav Kozheurov. “Poccust 1 M3pauis: TpyRHbIi Iy Th HaBCTpedy .

6  Stephen Blank, “Russia and Israel: Friends with benefits ”, The Hill (2018), accessed March 22, 2021,
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/388217-russia-and-israel-friends-with-benefits.

7 “Putin, Lavrov’un Yahudilerle ilgili ifadeleri igin Israil Basbakani’ndan éziir diledi”, (Putin apologized
to the Israeli Prime Minister for Lavrov’s statements about the Jews ), N7V, accessed August 02,2022
https://www.ntv.com.tr/dunya/putin-lavrovun-yahudilerle-ilgili-ifadeleri-icin-israil-basbakanindan-
ozur-diledi,UjyWo7HniECEqSCqFZ95kQ,

8 “Levant LNG signs Breakthrough Floating LNG Agreement with Gazprom Marketing”,Cision PR
Newswire, accessed 21 September 2022, https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/levant-Ing-
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Itis seen that the discourse of multipolarity in Russian foreign policy is based
on anti-Westernism. As relations between Russia and the West deteriorate, this
opposition has grown stronger. This process continues, especially due to the
worsening of relations after the 2014 Ukraine crisis, the sanctions imposed by
the USA on the Nord Stream-2 project, and the European Union’s reactions
to human rights problems in Russia, and this opposition has become even
more clear with the 2022 Ukraine crisis. The main factor that worries the
USA and the EU is undoubtedly the active foreign policy pursued by Russia
in recent years. For this reason, Russia, which is gradually moving away from
the West, has difficulties developing cooperation with pro-Western countries
in the strategic field of energy, as in the case of Israel. Although cooperation
with Israel in some areas continues in the energy field, it is far from Russia’s
target.

On the other hand, although Israel gives priority to Western companies
in the field of energy, it has given Russia the right to transport Israeli natural
gas to Asian markets. This can be interpreted as Israel’s unwillingness to
exclude Russia, which is increasingly gaining influence in Syria and regional
security issues despite Russia’s close relations with Iran and Russia’s different
approach to the Palestinian issue. By using Israel’s regional security concerns
and economic goals, Russia is trying to make room for itself in the region and
to limit the US’s regional activities with the logic of soft balancing. On the
other hand, the historical, economic, and cultural depth of Israel’s relations
with the USA and other Western countries prevents the deepening of Russia-
Israel relations. Therefore, the course of Russia-Israel relations clearly reveals
the effects and limits of soft-balancing policies.

Russia-Greek Cypriot Administration Relations

The Eastern Mediterranean countries, especially since 2015, have accepted
Russia, which has increased its activities in Syria, as an important actor and
have seen it as a counterbalance to the Western powers. However, it is seen
that the cooperation of each state with Russia develops according to the degree
of commitment to the West. For example, the Greek Cypriot Administration,
which has deeper economic relations with Russia compared to Israel, is one of
the most important elements of the Russia-West rivalry.

The Greek Cypriot administration is a member of the EU and maintains
good relations with the USA. On the other hand, it has important political

signs-breakthrough-floating-Ing-agreement-with-gazprom-marketing-and-trading-switzerland-ag-a-
landmark-deal-that-will-propel-natural-gas-distribution-worldwide-193275391.html
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and, especially, economic relations with Russia. Tensions continue in relations
with Russia and the West, and this pushes the Greek Cypriot administration to
pursue a balanced policy between the EU, UK, USA, and Russia. Undoubtedly,
in the period when the world became multipolar, balance policies came to the
fore in foreign policy. This situation also affected relations between the Greek
Cypriot administration and Russia. By means of soft balancing policies, the
Greek Cypriot administration and Russia carry out balancing policies against
the Western powers.

The importance of the region has increased since the discovery of
hydrocarbon resources in the Eastern Mediterranean, and the possibility of
an alternative natural gas supply to the EU has drawn attention to the Eastern
Mediterranean region and thus to the Cyprus region. In fact, some researchers
believe that the EU membership of the Greek Cypriot administration is related
to the presence of energy resources in the Eastern Mediterranean in recent
years. The EU’s dependence on Russia in the field of energy means that
Russia gets stronger in its foreign policy. At the same time, it is undesirable
for the USA to increase the effectiveness of Russia, with which it competes
in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. As a result, the Greek
Cypriot administration is the representative of the West but aims to maintain
good relations with Russia and pursue a balanced policy between the poles.
Benefiting from this situation, Russia seeks to expand its field of activity
in the region, thanks to the development of cooperation with the Southern
Mediterranean, one of the important actors in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The signing of the “Moscow-Nicosia Military Conformity Agreement” on
February 26, 2014, can be given as an example of these balance policies.
According to the agreement, the “Andreas Papandreou Air Base” of the
Greek Cypriot administration and the “Evangelos Florakis Naval Base”
near Limassol were allowed to be used by Russia.” The Greek Cypriot
Administration provided the same military facilities to Russia as it provided
France and Germany.'’ As agreed in the February 2013 meeting between Putin
and Greek Cypriot leader Anastasiades, Russian warships will be able to use
the Greek Cypriot ports without any special conditions.

The economic crisis experienced in Greece in 2011 also affected the Greek
Cypriot Administration badly. To overcome the crisis, Russia provided a loan
of 2.5 billion Euros to the Greek Cypriot administration in December of the

9  Abdullah Aydin, “Rusya’nin Enerji ve Giiney Kibris Politikas1”, (Russia’s Energy and Southern Cyp-
rus Policy), Stratejik Analiz Dergisi, 10(89), (2019):33

10 Emete Géziigiizelli, “Rusya-GKRY Tliskileri ve Tiirkiyesiz Bir Kibris”, (Russian-Greek Cypriot Rela-
tions and a Cyprus Without Turkey), Star- Kibris, (2015) accessed April 19, 2021, http://www.starkib-
ris.net/index.asp?haberID=199167
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same year. The loan term given by Russia was 4.5 years, and the interest rate
was 4.5%. It should be noted that the interest rates of other countries, to which
the Greek Cypriots applied for loan assistance, were 15% .

80% of the foreign investments in the Greek Cypriot administration
belong to Russia.'? According to the Russian Ministry of Economy, the total
investment volume of Greek Cypriots in Russia in 2015 was 99 billion dollars.
In the same year, the total investment volume of Russia in the Greek Cypriot
was 103 billion dollars. For comparison, the current volume of Russian
investment in the German economy is $8.5 billion, while the total amount
of German investment in Russia is $16 billion.”* According to the Central
Bank of Russia, the investments of the Greek Cypriots in Russia reached 164
billion dollars in 2018. In the same period, the amount of investments Russia
accumulated in the Greek Cypriot Administration was 166.1 billion dollars.
The Greek Cypriot investments are in manufacturing, financial and insurance
services, trade, professional and scientific activities, mining, and real estate.
Russia’s investment areas in Cyprus are the tourism, hotel management,
manufacturing, agriculture, real estate, and construction sectors. '

Cooperation between the Greek Cypriot administration and the USA and
Israel in the field of energy is important. In 2008, Greek Cypriots signed a
contract with Nobel Energy (70%), Israel’s Delek Drilling (15%) and Delek
Group’s Avner Exploration (15%) regarding production and sharing works in
the 12th block in the open sea off Cyprus. The same group of energy companies
reached an agreement in June 2013 for the construction of LNG terminals at
the Aphrodite field."> The EastMed project, which they developed jointly with
Israel, Greece, and Italy, is an indicator of the importance of the Greek Cypriot
partnership in the field of energy for the European Union.

Russia, which aims to maximize its activities in the Eastern Mediterranean,
especially in the field of energy, does not operate in the energy fields
determined by the Greek Cypriot administration because of the Cyprus issue
and the problems experienced between the Greek Cypriot administration
and Turkiye regarding the EEZ areas in recent years. Developing relations
between Russia and Turkiye, partnerships in the field of energy, such as the

11 “Poccwmiicko-kunpckue otHomenus. Jlocse”, (Russian-Cypriot relations. Dossier ), Tass, accessed June
02, 2021, https://tass.ru/info/1787551

12 Fatih Ozbay, “Giiney Kibris Rusya igin neden 6nemli?”.

13 “Poccuiicko-kunpckue oTHomeHus. JJocse”

14 “MexrocynapctBenHble otHomenust Poccun u Kunpa”, (Interstate relations between Russia and Cyp-
rus), Ria Novosti, accessed March, 14,2021, https://ria.ru/20190426/1553040261.html

15 igor Matveev, “Poccus u brmxmuii Boctok: Dmeprernueckoe Corpymauuectso”, (Russia and the
Middle East: Energy Cooperation), ["azera DHeprerrka u npombinuieHHOCTh Pocenn, 19 (231), acces-
sed March 07, 2020, https://www.eprussia.ru/epr/231/15424.htm,

Ortadogu
188 Etdeleri



Bilateral Relations of Russia with Eastern Mediterranean Countries in Terms of Soft Balancing...

TurkStream project, complicate cooperation in the field of energy, which has
strategic importance in Greek Cypriot -Russian relations. In addition, Russia
does not want to be a party in the disputed regions as it prioritizes pursuing
balanced policies in the Eastern Mediterranean. Since the energy activities
in the Greek Cypriot Administration will disrupt relations with Turkiye, this
will harm the balance policies. Russia prefers to be a mediator rather than
a party to the problems in the region. In addition, EU and US pressure is
critical for the Greek Cypriots. The Greek Cypriot administration is a member
of the EU and had to participate in the economic sanctions of the EU and
the USA against Russia, especially after the Ukraine crisis. In addition, the
USA is putting pressure on reducing cooperation with Russia to completely
eliminate the arms embargo against the Greek Cypriots. Undoubtedly, this
situation has affected the political and economic relations between Russia and
the Greek Cypriots. It can be said that another reason why Russia is not in the
Greek Cypriot energy fields is because of projects like EastMed. The EastMed
project, already shelved, included an alternative supply route to reduce the
EU’s dependence on Russia. Although it is not in a position to compete with
Russia’s Nord Stream project, the project has the potential to affect EU-Russia
energy relations. At the same time, Russia’s anti-western policies within
the framework of multipolar discourse make it difficult to cooperate with
pro-western countries in the strategic field. It can be said that this situation
negatively affected Russia’s goal of strengthening its sphere of influence in
the Eastern Mediterranean. As can be seen, the Western representative, the
Greek Cypriot Administration, gives priority to EU and US companies in the
field of energy, although it has good relations with Russia. Although the Greek
Cypriot government tries to implement balanced policies in foreign policy,
EU membership causes the weight of these balanced policies to be on the EU
side. This situation contains important clues about the level of effectiveness
of the EU and the USA in the Eastern Mediterranean, and reveals the limits of
Russia’s power, which is trying to increase its regional influence with its soft
balancing policy in the post-Cold War period. It is understood once again that
countries are trying to implement the soft -balancing policy with relatively
low costs to compensate for their inadequacies in hard balancing. However,
in times of crisis, soft balancing policies cannot compete with hard balancing
policies, and the adage “hardness breaks the game” is confirmed.

Russia-Syria Relations

With its role in the Syrian civil war, Russia strengthened its position in the
Eastern Mediterranean and started to develop cooperation with the countries of
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the region in various fields of politics and economy. Although Russia focuses
on improving its relations with the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean
region in various fields of economy, especially energy and defense, it is clear
that it has gained its position in the region by being a party in hot conflicts,
such as the role it has undertaken in the protection of the Assad administration
and in the civil war. The policy it has followed in Syria since 2015 shows that
Russia does not consider soft balancing instruments sufficient; on the contrary,
it tries to support it with hard power instruments. Therefore, countries try to
support it with hard power tools when they deem it necessary to increase the
effect of low-cost soft balancing policies.

After the annexation of Crimea to Russia in 2014, Russia’s support for the
Assad regime in the war in Syria constituted a second strategic benchmark
between Russia and the West. On the one hand, there is Russia, which has
been cautious about the uprisings in the Middle East since the beginning of
the Arab Spring; and on the other hand, there are Western powers that support
democratic movements, albeit at the level of discourse, and therefore stand
against Assad. The main feature of Russia’s Eastern Mediterranean policies
is the search for a balance against the West. One of the main reasons for this
is that Russia and Western powers are on different sides in the war in Syria.

Having air force bases in Egypt, Albania, and Syria, the USSR managed
to maintain its presence in the Mediterranean until 1991, after the Second
World War, but the political and economic problems of the successor Russian
Federation weakened the Russian presence in the region. The USA, on the
other hand, has maintained its character as the only powerful actor in the
region for about 20 years. When Russia gained stability, it started to expand
its relations with the Middle East and Eastern Mediterranean countries in the
political, economic, and military fields, claiming to be one of the great powers
of the multipolar world.'® Moscow, which supports Assad and the Baath
regime in the Syrian civil war, has significantly increased its influence in the
region with its role in the civil war.

The Syrian government’s request for official assistance in the “fight against
terrorism” was considered by Russia as an opportunity to expand its sphere
of influence as a regional security provider. The protection of the Assad
administration and the Baath regime, which is its closest ally in the region,
will enable Russia to be an effective and decisive actor in Syria and the region.
As a matter of fact, since 2015, Russia has deployed more than ten warships it
brought from the Baltic Sea to Syria and strengthened the military naval base

16 Olga A. Timakova, “HoBas PaccranoBka Cun B Cpexuzemunomopse”, (The New Balance Of Forces In
The Mediterranean), Bectauk [Iunnomarudeckoit Akagemun Mug Pocenu, 2020:74
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in the port of Tartus and the airbase in Latakia.'’

In addition, Russia, which has been collaborating with Libya for many
years, lost 4 billion dollars from the arms contract with the fall of the Gaddafi
administration, and is worried that the same situation would occur in Syria if
Bashar al-Assad is overthrown.'® According to SIPRI, 78% of the weapons
purchased by the Syrian government between 2007 and 2011 were supplied
by Russia.”” According to Ruslan Pukhov, director of the Russian Center for
Strategies and Technologies Analysis, Russia’s operations in Syria have had
a positive impact on arms sales. Pukhov commented, “because people don't
buy weapons from losers”. Russia’s military operations in Syria have earned
Russia 6-7 billion dollars in contracts.*

According to some experts, another reason behind Russia’s intervention
in the Syrian civil war is the concern that if the government collapses, new
equations will be established in the region because of the groups sponsored
by Qatar and Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, the energy pipeline from Qatar
to Turkiye via Syria poses a threat to Russia. This pipeline would reduce the
cost of energy supply, provide access to the European market for regional
producers such as Qatar, and cause a decrease in the demand for Russian gas
in Europe, Russia’s most important energy market.!

With its role in the Syrian civil war, Russia has managed to gain a reputation
as a reliable partner and a kind of legitimacy guarantor, and in this respect,
it has improved its relations with the Eastern Mediterranean countries. Thus,
Khalifa Haftar, who tried to take control of the western part of the country
in Libya and needed military support in the war with the Government of
National Accord, started to establish contacts with Russia. In addition,
Russia’s contacts with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar,
which are among the regional countries involved in the Syrian civil war, have
intensified.”? Russia’s carrying out the Astana and Sochi processes regarding
the solution of the problem with Turkey and Iran, taking an active role in the
negotiations regarding the Syria and Iran crises, setting the agenda, and acting

17 Ece Goksedef, “Rusya, Dogu Akdeniz’de nasil bir politika izliyor?”’, (What kind of policy does Russia
follow in the Eastern Mediterranean?), BBC Tiirk¢e 2021, accessed May 30, 2021, https://www.bbc.
com/turkce/haberler-dunya-56910325,

18 Dina Malysheva, “Russia in the Mediterranean: geopolitics and modern interests”.

19 Paul Holtom, Mark Bromley, Pieter D. Wezeman and Siemon T. Wezeman. “Trends In International
Arms Transfers, 20117, SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 2012, accessed September 21, 2021 https://www.
sipri.org/sites/default/files/files/FS/SIPRIFS1203.pdf

20 “Russia’s campaign in Syria leads to arms sale windfall”. The Guardian, accessed September 21,
2022 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/29/russias-campaign-in-syria-leads-to-arms-sale-
windfall?CMP=share btn_tw

21 Andrey Latyshev, “Poccuiickas Boennast Onepanus B Cupun”.

22 Andrey Latyshev, “Poccuiickast Boennas Onepauunst B Cupun™.
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as an intermediary are important factors that enable it to produce policy in the
region.

Although the Syrian government, with Russian help, has regained control
of most of the country, it is estimated that the operations will not end soon,
as many problems remain that require Russian participation for a solution.
According to its official statements, Russia aims to reduce its military
presence in the country and restore Syrian state institutions that can guarantee
stability. For this reason, Moscow tries to achieve reconciliation with regional
powers and the West, which Iran opposes, as well as various reforms to keep
the change of power in Syria under its control. Syria has suffered more than
400 billion in damage from the war, so Russia will not be able to take on the
problems of its economic recovery alone. However, due to the Iranian military
presence in Syria, cooperation between Russia and regional and global powers
seems impossible.

It is of great importance for Russia to dominate the energy market in
Syria in order to play a role in the Eastern Mediterranean’s energy policies
and strengthen its position in the region. Syria could not play an active role
in the Eastern Mediterranean energy policies due to the weakening of the
central government due to the civil war. With the strengthening of the Assad
administration with the support of Russia, Russian companies took over Syria’s
energy research and development activities in the Eastern Mediterranean.
According to the agreement signed between the two states in 2013, the Russian
company Soyuzneftegaz has the right to explore and produce off the coast of
Syria for 25 years. It is estimated that the energy agreement signed with the
Damascus regime is among the reasons for Russia’s intervention in the Syrian
civil war. 2According to the agreement, the sea area in which Russia will carry
out the exploration work is 850 square kilometers.?* In March 2021, a seismic
exploration agreement in the country’s territorial waters was signed between
the two Russian energy companies Capital Limited and East Med Amrit and
the Syrian Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Resources. The agreement is an
update of the agreement signed in 2013, which could not be implemented due
to the civil war.?

It is worth noting that the Russian-US tension in northeastern Syria escalated
in August 2020, when the US energy company Delta Crescent Energy reached
an agreement with the Syrian Kurds to develop oil fields. Therefore, Russia’s

23 Seth Cropsey and Eric Brown, “Energy: The West’s strategic opportunity in the Eastern Mediterrane-
an”. Washington, D.C.: Hudson Institute, (2014):10

24 Alexey Y. Noskov, “HHrepecs! poccuiickux, Typenkux”,109.

25 Ece Goksedef, “Rusya, Dogu Akdeniz’de nasil bir politika izliyor?”.
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competition with the USA continues despite the agreement it has made with
the central government in the field of energy.?

It can be said that Russia’s main success in Syria is the stabilization of the
country and the role it will play in the development of the country afterwards.
Currently, Russia needs the cooperation of Western countries and regional
countries, but if Russia discovers energy off the Syrian coast, it will be able to
further strengthen its position in Syria. Considering the energy potential in the
Eastern Mediterranean, this seems likely.

Although Russia is far behind the USA in terms of economic power, it
is seen as the country that has made the most effort to increase its military
capacity during the Syrian civil war. Aiming to expand its field of activity in
various regions of the world within the framework of a multipolar discourse,
Russia has strengthened its position in the Eastern Mediterranean with its
intervention in the Syrian civil war and has begun to be perceived as an
important factor in the region. In addition, although Russia gained easier
access to the Mediterranean with the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula,
it was isolated in the international arena after the 2014 Ukraine crisis and
aimed to have a say in the international arena by intervening in the war to get
rid of this situation. Therefore, it can be said that the most important factor
in expanding Russia’s sphere of influence in the Eastern Mediterranean is its
Syria policies. This has been possible thanks to hard power capacity transfer
and construction rather than soft -balancing policies. However, Russia started
its soft -balancing policies in the Eastern Mediterranean region long before the
Syrian civil war, in the 2000s, and then increasingly continued its policies in
this direction to support the hard power capacity it built in Syria.

Russia preferred to build military and economic capacity in Syria rather
than using soft -balancing instruments. Inherited engagements from the
USSR and the Assad regime’s need for Russia were decisive at this point.
Russia is attempting to balance the United States’ regional presence with the
hard power capacity it has built in Syria. However, Russia’s efforts to build
hard power in Syria do not mean that it completely ignores soft balancing
instruments. As a matter of fact, Russia’s effective use of its veto power in
the UNSC to protect its interests in Syria and the Assad regime, its efforts to
establish a balance between Iran, Turkiye, and Israel’s policies/demands in
the Syria issue through negotiations and temporary agreements, its relations

26 Ksenia Svetlova ,“Amepukanckas Hedrsnas chaenka B Cupun paszosmmna Kpemns”, (US oil deal
in Syria angered the Kremlin), Mucturyr CoBpemennoii Poccun 2020, accessed August 02, 2021,
https://imrussia.org/ru/%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BB%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B8
%D0%BA%D0%B0/3154-
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with non-state actors in the field, and its activities through private security
companies show that hard power policies are supported as much as possible
by soft balancing instruments.

Russia-Egypt Relations

The coming to power of Abdelfattah el-Sisi in May 2014 adversely affected
Egypt-US relations. For Russia, which wants to increase its influence in the
Eastern Mediterranean, the cooling in Egypt-US relations creates a suitable
atmosphere for Russia’s soft balancing policies. Egypt has long-standing
economic and political ties with the United States. However, in recent years,
due to Russia’s active foreign policy and its presence in Syria, it can be said
that the regional states have begun to see Russia as a counterbalance to the
USA .7 In this case, Egypt-Russia relations are seen as a balancing element
that will reduce Egypt’s dependence on the USA and the EU, while for Russia,
developing relations with Egypt, one of the important countries of the Eastern
Mediterranean, means expanding its sphere of influence in the region.

Russia had the opportunity to balance against the USA and the European
Union by developing economic and political partnerships with Egypt. As a
result of Vladimir Putin’s official visit to Egypt on February 9-10, 2015, an
agreement was reached for the construction of Egypt’s first nuclear power
plant. With Putin’s visit on December 11, 2017, political, economic,
commercial, and energy cooperation opportunities and the situation in Syria
were discussed. As a result of the negotiations, a contract was signed for
the construction of the Dabaa nuclear power plant and the supply of nuclear
fuel in Egypt. On October 16-17, 2018, Russian and Egyptian leaders met in
Sochi, and the leaders, aiming to further develop bilateral relations, signed a
comprehensive partnership and strategic cooperation agreement.?

Between 2016 and 2020, Egypt’s main arms suppliers are Russia (41%),
France (28%) and the USA (8.7%). The 430% increase in Russia’s arms
sales to Egypt in this period shows the state of cooperation in the military-
technical field between the countries. Thus, although the USA continues to be
an important ally of Egypt, it is obvious that Russia plays an important role in
balancing the power of the USA.%

27 Muhammed H. Ahmed, “Poccust n Eruner: kypc Ha commxerne”, 162

28 “CnpaBka: Mexrocynapcreennsie OtHomenust Mexny Poccueit M Eruntom.”, (Reference:
Interstate Relations Between Russia and Egypt), accessed April 05, 2021, https:/1prime.ru/
News/20191023/830441656.html

29 Mikhail Khodarenok, “bnmxuuii Boctok Boopyxaercs: kyna Poccus u CILIA nponatot opyxue”, (The
Middle East is arming: where Russia and the United States are selling weapons), Gazeta.ru (2021), ac-
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The most important element of Russian-Egyptian economic cooperation
is the project of establishing a Russian industrial zone in the Suez region of
Egypt.*® The aim of the project, which started in May 2018 and is planned to
be completed in 2035, is to facilitate the tax regime and promote exports to
Africa. The project aims to place large Russian companies in the region.”!

Russia-Egypt foreign trade volume, which was 834 million dollars in 2004,
increased to 5.5 billion dollars in 2014. Although the trade between the two
countries decreased by 4 billion dollars in 2015 due to the depreciation of the
ruble, an increase in physical trade was observed.*> The foreign trade volume
between the two countries was 6.7 billion dollars in 2018. In the same year,
Russia’s exports were 6.2 billion dollars, and its imports were 506 million
dollars. **This figure is the highest bilateral trade figure ever.**

Today, more than a sixth of Egypt’s oil production is provided by Russian
companies. Also, in 2015, a 5-year agreement was signed with Gazprom and
Egypt Natural Gas Holding Company for the supply of 35 LNG cargoes to
Egypt. 30% of the shares in the operation of the Zohr field, discovered by
the Italian company ENI, were purchased by the Russian company Rosneft.
Rosneft paid $1.125 billion to ENI for the shares. As a result, ENI has 60%,
Rosneft 30%, and BP 10% stakes in the Zohr field.*> Production activities
started in the field in 2017, and as a result of the development of the field in
2019, the annual production was 27.7 billion cubic meters.*® In addition, on
December 7, 2016, Rosneft’s board of directors purchased the shares of the
Shukur block on the Zohr site for $ 2.8 billion through an agreement with the
ENI company.’” Undoubtedly, Russia’s share in Egypt’s Eastern Mediterranean
region is an important step in terms of its role in energy policies in the region.

Russia-Egypt relations are also a striking example of Russia’s soft balancing
policies. Egypt, which constantly cooled its relations with the USSR after

cessed June 19, 2021. https://www.gazeta.ru/army/2021/03/15/13512284.shtml,
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the 1967 Arab Israeli War, established alliance relations with the USA with
the 1978 Camp David Agreement. Russia, under Putin’s rule, sought ways
to develop the minimally established relations in the fields of trade, defense,
and energy, regardless of Egypt’s existing alliance relations, and succeeded to
some extent. The capacity that the USA and the West in general have built in
the region for a long time also determines the limits of Russia’s soft -balancing
policies towards Egypt.

Russia-Turkiye Relations

After the Cold War, Russia and Turkiye’s interests in the Caucasus and
Central Asia after the Cold War hampered the development of relations.
Turkiye’s foreign policy discourses regarding the establishment of a giant
Turkish world “from the Adriatic to the Great Wall of China” in 1992 and
its aim to be a model for the newly independent former SCCB states worried
Russia. In addition, the different approaches of the two countries to the
Kurdish and Chechen problems in these years also prevented the development
of relations.

Developments in the relations between the two countries in the 2000s have
progressed towards regional cooperation. After the events of September 11,
the USA’s practices in the Middle East region, which ignore international
law and the interests of the countries in the region, deepened the security
concerns of Russia and Turkiye, and this situation led to the rapprochement of
the two countries.®® Although Russia and Turkiye have different approaches
to regional issues such as Ukraine, Georgia, and Nagorno-Karabakh, security
threats in the Black Sea basin and the Middle East region have forced the two
countries to get closer.

Although Turkiye is on the same side as the USA in the Syrian issue, since
it perceives the YPG autonomy that the USA is trying to establish in the region
as a threat to its sovereignty and thinks that it will not be successful in the fight
against the PKK by opposing Russia, it has made changes in its foreign policy,
and has tried to approach the alliance of Russia and Iran in the Syria issue.
The three countries in question took a stand against the US’s Syria policies
during the resolution process of the Syria problem, which started with the
“Sochi Agreement” and continued with the Astana Talks.*’ It is possible to
evaluate this stance developed against the regional policies of the USA, which

38 Fatih Ozbay, “Soguk Savas Sonrasi Tiirkiye-Rusya Iliskileri: 1992-2010”, 37

39 Erkan Yilmaz, “Uluslararast Gii¢ Dengeleri Baglaminda Tiirkiye-Rusya Iliskileri”, TURANSAM,
Uluslararas: Bilimsel Hakemli Dergisi: (2020): 208.
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claims to global hegemony, as a search for soft balancing for both Russia and
Turkiye.

After the July 15 coup attempt, the importance of relations with Russia
has increased for Turkiye due to the tension in relations between Turkiye and
the West. The indifferent attitude of the US-led NATO security organization
towards Turkiye’s security has pushed Turkiye to expand its cooperation
with other countries. Turkiye has decided to meet its urgent need against the
missile threat by purchasing the S-400 missile defense system from Russia,
as the appropriate conditions for the Patriot system, which is planned to be
purchased from the USA, are not provided and the paid military equipment
is not delivered.*' This initiative, which contributes to the elimination of
Turkiye’s security concerns, is a step towards developing soft balancing
policies between the Western bloc and Russia.

The Russian jet crisis on November 24, 2015, revealed the separation of
Turkiye and Russia in regional politics. The shooting down of the Russian
SU-24 fighter jet by Turkiye’s F16 aircraft caused tension in relations between
the two countries. In the Balkans, the Caucasus, the Black Sea, and the Middle
East, the situation of implicit rivalry arising from the conflict of interests
between the two countries began to become evident with the crisis. During
the civil war in Syria, Turkiye’s opposition to the Assad administration and
Russia’s support for the administration was one of the most obvious examples
of the rivalry between the two countries.** In addition, it is thought that
Russia’s overreaction to the aircraft crisis and the sanctions it imposes on
Turkiye give a message to Turkiye and the countries in the region. Russia
has shown Turkiye, the USA, and NATO that it will never compromise on
protecting its closest allies in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East.

Strengthening energy cooperation with NATO member Turkiye is
extremely important for Russia to balance Western power in the region.
Moreover, energy cooperation with Turkiye has gained importance for Russia
in terms of being an alternative energy transit route for the transportation of
Russian gas to Europe due to the problems with Ukraine.

In 2019, Russia ranked first in the list of oil exporting countries with a
share of 35.4%. In 2020, Russia ranked second after Iraq with 21.2%. While
Russia ranked first in natural gas exports to Turkiye with a share of 33.6% in

41 “S-400 ve F-35: ABD ile Tiirkiye arasindaki kriz hakkinda bilinmesi gerekenler”, (S-400 and F-35:
What to know about the crisis between the USA and Turkey), BBC Tiirkge, accessed August 14, 2021,
https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-47809807
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Russian Relations from the Ottoman State to the Present), TYB Akademi, Issue:17, May (2016): 41-42.
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2019, this rate increased to 35.2% in 2020.* The development of natural gas
trade between Russia and Turkiye is based on the USSR. In 1984, the two
countries signed a 25-year natural gas purchase and sale agreement.*

With the commissioning of the Blue Stream pipeline in 2005, Turkiye
started to supply 66% of its natural gas imports from Russia. This rate was
52% in 2017.% The Blue Stream pipeline is an important project in terms of
softening the competition between the two countries arising from the Baku-
Thilisi-Ceyhan pipeline and establishing cooperation. The Blue Stream natural
gas pipeline project is also Russia’s largest investment in the Turkish economy
so far. The pipeline has made the two countries important energy partners.*

An agreement was signed between the two countries on October 10,
2016 for the construction of the Turkish Stream pipeline project. 4’ The Turk
Stream project, which has an extremely important place in bilateral relations,
includes two pipelines, one starting in Russia and extending to Turkiye via the
Black Sea. Each of the pipelines has a capacity of 15.73 billion cubic meters.
The Turkish Stream project is aimed at supplying Russian gas to European
countries as well as to supply energy to Turkiye.*

The Turk Stream project is planned to be connected to Bulgaria after
Turkiye. Russian gas will reach Central Europe, namely Austria, via Bulgaria,
Romania, and Hungary. The importance of the project for Russia is that it
excludes Ukraine. Since the long-term gas purchase and sale contract between
Russia and Ukraine was terminated in 2019, the completion of the Turkish
Stream project in 2020 gained importance. With the implementation of the
Turkish Stream and Nord Stream projects, Russia has minimized the need
for Ukraine in energy transmission. After Turkiye, it is planned to supply
Russian gas to Bulgaria, Greece, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina via the Turkish Stream pipeline. Gas is planned to be
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transported to Hungary and Austria via Serbia. In April 2021, media in Bosnia
and Herzegovina announced for the first time that Russian gas was purchased
from the Balkan line of the Turk Stream pipeline.*’ Russia supplied 41% of the
European Union’s natural gas needs in 2019.%°

One of the areas of energy cooperation between Russia and Turkiye is
nuclear energy. In2010, the “Cooperation Agreement on the Establishment and
Development of Nuclear Power Plant in Akkuyu Field” was signed between
the two countries on nuclear energy. The agreement includes the construction
of a $22 billion nuclear power plant in Mersin province.”' According to the
agreement signed during the visit of the President of Russia to Turkiye on
May 12, 2010, the construction and operation rights of the power plant belong
entirely to Russia. Later, the facility will be opened to partnerships, provided
that most of the facility will be owned by Russian companies. Once the nuclear
power plant becomes operational at full capacity, it is expected to meet 10% of
Turkiye’s electricity needs. >

Worsening relations with Ukraine create difficulties in ensuring the energy
transition from Russia to Europe. For this reason, energy cooperation such
as Turk Stream, developed with Turkiye is important. In addition, Russia’s
support of Turkiye in the balance of policies it has developed against the
USA and the EU, or at least not against it, will increase Russia’s power in the
international arena and in the Eastern Mediterranean. Today, we are witnessing
the development of relations between Russia and Turkiye at an unprecedented
level in history. Cooperation in the energy, military-technological, and
economic fields and partnerships in the second Karabakh War deepen bilateral
relations. However, one should not be fooled into thinking that the partnerships
that have strengthened in recent years have turned the eternal competition into
a strategic partnership. The two countries continue to compete to increase
their activities in different regions such as the Caucasus, the Middle East, and
the Black Sea. For example, the two countries defend different arguments on
issues related to Crimea, South Ossetia, Karabakh, Syria, and Libya.

In Russia-Turkiye relations, as in all Eastern Mediterranean countries,
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Western countries’ regional influence is attempted to be balanced to some
extent with soft balancing instruments. Although it is not possible to develop
long-term strategic relations due to serious differences of interests between
the parties, ad hoc cooperation can be specific to areas where interests are
considered compatible, such as natural gas trade and transfer, nuclear
energy, limited cooperation in Syria with mutual concessions, and the 2020
Karabakh War. It is seen that steps can be taken effectively, and the West can
be balanced, albeit partially. It can be argued that the soft balancing policies
pursued by Turkiye and Russia came to fruition during the 2022 Ukraine crisis.
Thanks to soft balancing policies, it has been seen that Turkiye has gained a
mediatory position between the West/Ukraine and Russia. Thanks to its soft
balancing policy, Russia was able to meet the pressures from the West to some
extent during this crisis. In addition to the effective continuation of Russia’s
cooperation with Turkiye, the soft balancing policies that have been followed
for a long time play an important role in bringing the grains waiting in the
Ukrainian and Russian silos to the global markets. However, the effect and
continuity of soft balancing policies in Turkiye-Russia relations are limited
by the capacity that Western countries have built in Turkiye and in the Eastern
Mediterranean countries in general. As a matter of fact, Turkiye’s relations
with Russia remained within the limits allowed by its position in the NATO
alliance, that is, tolerable by the allies. Despite all the critical discourses it
has developed against some NATO member countries, Turkiye continues to
state that it remains committed to the future of the alliance and to the basic
principles, and to its allies find Turkiye’s policies in this direction acceptable,
except for negligible problems.

Conclusion

In order to balance the presence of Western powers in the Eastern
Mediterranean, Russia aims to develop cooperation with the countries of
the region, especially in the energy and military-technical fields. Russia has
become an important actor in the region with its intervention in the Syrian
civil war, but it tries to compete with the USA and the EU by establishing
relations based on political and economic cooperation within the framework
of “soft -balancing” policies, that is, without establishing military alliances.

Russia’s relations with Egypt can be shown as the most obvious example of
soft balancing policies in the region. Due to the deteriorating relations between
Egypt and the USA and EU after the Sisi rule, the need for cooperation,
especially in the energy and military-technical fields, led Egypt to Russia.
Although Lebanon’s relations with Russia remain limited due to the historical
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influence of Western powers in Lebanon, Russia’s presence in Syria has the
potential to reverse this situation soon. The agreements between Russia and
Turkiye, which has been following a pro-Western foreign policy for many
years, in strategic areas such as the S-400, Turkish Stream, Blue Stream, and
Akkuyu power plant can be considered as Russia’s soft power strategy in
the region. The biggest obstacle for Russia to take its relations with regional
countries other than Syria one step further is the hard and soft power capacity
that Western countries have built over many years. At this point, Russia is
trying to compensate for its shortcomings with the hard power capacity it has
created in Syria and thus balance the West.

On the other hand, in July 2021, the USA lifted the sanction decision on the
Nord Stream-2 energy pipeline projects between Russia and Germany after
many years. This decision was thought to be aimed at preventing Russia’s
rapprochement with China. With this, Russia guaranteed the energy flow to
Europe with the Nord Stream and Turk Stream projects. However, it started
to threaten the energy demand of Russia to Europe as a result of the solidarity
between European countries due to the war with Ukraine.

Although the Ukraine war threatens Russia’s energy policies, they continue
to gain power thanks to Russia’s energy policies at the international level.
For this reason, Russia is an alternative to states such as Egypt, Turkiye, and
Lebanon that want to balance Western power. However, Russia, which has
reached the breaking point due to the Ukraine war, prevents countries such as
the Greek Cypriot administration and Israel, which have closer ties with the
West, from cooperating with Russia in the field of energy. As a result, the bloc
between Russia and the West in the process that started with the Crimean war
and continued with the Ukraine War also affected the behavior of the Eastern
Mediterranean countries.

As it is known, Russia’s economic power is weak at a level incomparable
to that of the USA. Therefore, Russia’s active foreign policy and multipolar
discourse should not be interpreted as positioning itself as an “equal power”
with the USA or other powerful giants. On the contrary, Russia emphasizes
that these policies are an inevitable duty to protect the state. Russia, under the
influence of'its experiences after the collapse of the Soviet Union and due to the
preferences of the current political elite, instead of developing industrialization
and technology capacity in the long term, provides its existing energy and
defense power to achieve foreign policy goals and, therefore, internal and
external security. Russia’s multipolar world discourse and its demand to
exist in the Eastern Mediterranean can be read from this framework. Russia,
within the framework of soft balancing policies, emphasizes the need to act
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in accordance with international law and UNSC resolutions instead of being a
party to the resolution of problems such as the Cyprus problem, the Palestine-
Israel conflict, and the Turkiye-Greece conflict, or offers mediation.
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