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Key Points


*
Russia desires to play a more active and more independent 



role in the Middle East peace process.

*  
Some Arab states see her as a partial counterweight to the 



USA in the region.

*  
However her capacity to counter the USA is extremely 


limited, and Moscow is unlikely to challenge US policy

 
fundamentally.
*
Moscow wishes to main good political and economic ties 



with all states in the region, including both Israel and her 



Arab neighbours.

*
Moscow is interested in participating in any international 



peace-keeping forces that may be deployed in the region.
Putin's Middle East Diplomacy

Dr Mark A Smith

Introduction
In April 2005, Vladimir Putin visited Egypt, Israel and the Palestinian territories on the West Bank.  This is the first visit to the region by a Soviet/Russian leader since Nikita Khrushchev visited Egypt in 1964.  Putin’s visit to Israel is the first ever visit by a Soviet/Russian leader to that country.  
The late Gorbachev and Yel’tsin periods saw a significant decline in the Soviet presence in the region.  The shift to a more cooperative approach towards the West by the Gorbachev leadership meant that the Soviet Union was no longer interested in pursuing an anti-American policy in the Middle East, which meant that Soviet support for anti-Western and strongly anti-Israeli Arab powers such as Syria and Iraq under Saddam Hussein was seriously diminished.  The post-Soviet Russian leadership has pursued a cooperative relationship with all Arab powers and Israel, and has supported the various attempts to promote Arab-Israeli peace since 1991.  Russia is part of the “Quartet”, alongside the USA, the EU and the UN, which is endeavouring to encourage Israel and her Arab neighbours in accordance with the Middle East road map.  
Putin’s Middle East tour would appear to indicate a desire by Moscow to raise its profile in the region after several years in which Moscow has played no significant role, and has done little other than follow in the wake of US policy toward the region.  
The chief press spokesman of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Aleskandr Yakovenko, outlined some of the key features of Russian Middle East policy in an article in Rossiskaya Gazeta, on the day Putin flew to Egypt.
  Yakovenko defined Russia’s broad interests as follows:

It consists of ensuring in this problem region a lasting peace and stability and of developing mutually beneficial relations with all countries of this region.  We do not want the Middle East area to be a source of conflict, putting out impulses of extremism and terrorism outside, being involved in the spread of arms of mass destruction.  All this directly affects the security of our country, and has an adverse impact on the international climate, engendering challenges to regional and universal security.  That is why we are striving to deepen our engagement with the states and peoples of the region in the most diverse fields.  Our goal is to help the search for a solution to the not easy Middle Eastern problems.

Yakovenko further states:

The overall vector of the Russian efforts is understandable - to do the utmost to strengthen our relations with the Arab world and Israel, which must in its turn have a positive effect on the weight and influence of our country in the region.  We believe that this process must be a two-way street.  Russian business is interested in investments from this region and in the formation of mixed companies.  One growth area of cooperation is the arrangement of direct links between Russia's regions, and the Arab countries and Israel.  
He concluded by saying:

There is one more factor ensuring the closeness of Russia and the Middle East.  This region is the cradle of human civilization and of the three world monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  People of different faiths and nationalities have lived side by side in Russia since ancient times.  Russian culture is a unique, distinctive alloy of many civilizational layers, and so the mission of Russia, predetermined by history and its geographical position, is not to disunite, but to bring countries and peoples together.  The rich traditions of the Orthodox-Islamic dialogue in Russia can be a valuable capital for developing a formula for mutual engagement among the various cultures and civilizations of the Middle East.

Putin’s visit appears prompted by the desire to play a more assertive and independent role in the region, and to try and reclaim some of the influence that was lost in the late 1980s and 1990s.  Yakovenko and other Russian officials have spoken in the past of Russia’s long-standing involvement in the area, and Russia desires to return to this crucial region of the world, as order to ensure that her interests in this region will not be overlooked.  If a lasting peace is achieved between Israel and her Arab neighbours, and if a stable polity does emerge in Iraq, then this region could become extremely prosperous, and Moscow would clearly like to have a presence in this region because of the economic opportunities that could emerge.  She could be well placed to do this because of her historic ties with certain Arab states, such as Egypt, Syria and Iraq, and because of the new ties she has developed with Israel since 1991.  Conversely, if the region becomes extremely unstable, then major new security threats could emerge, and Russia would like to be fully involved in attempts to counter these new threats.  From her perspective therefore, close involvement in the region is desirable.
The growth of US influence in the former Soviet Union, most notably in Central Asia and Transcaucasia since 2001, may also have given Putin an impetus to “leap-frog” over the US presence there, and so seek to establish a greater Russian presence in the Middle East, and play a greater role there.

Egypt
Since 2000, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak has visited Russia twice, in April 2001 and May 2004.  The possibility of Putin visiting Egypt was first mentioned in July 2003, when the then foreign minister Igor Ivanov said in Cairo that the Russian President would visit Egypt when he could.  In 2001, when Mubarak visited Russia, a Declaration on Friendly Relations between Egypt and Russia was signed.  This serves as the legal basis for the Russo-Egyptian relationship.  It makes the general statements typical of Russian treaties and declarations of friendship and cooperation with other states.  It states how both sides regard the UN as the core of the international security system, that both states will cooperate in promoting regional and global security, and maintain a political dialogue and seek to expand economic and scientific cooperation.  The political relationship became closer after 9/11, when Putin sent a message to Mubarak urging greater cooperation in fighting terrorism.

Fradkov Visit November 2004
In addition to Mubarak visiting Moscow in April 2004, Russian prime minister Mikhail Fradkov visited Egypt in November to discuss trade and economic cooperation.  This was the first visit by a Soviet/Russian prime minister since 1970, when Alexey Kosygin attended the funeral of President Gamal Nasser.  A free trade agreement was signed during this visit.  Fradkov was accompanied by a delegation of businessmen and heads of companies for talks with their counterparts in Egypt on means of increasing the trade exchange between the two countries, which currently stands at half a billion dollars annually, and boosting Russian investments in Egypt.  In 2003 trade turnover was $416 million, and increased to over $500 million in 2004.  In addition about 500,000 Russian tourists visit Egypt annually, bringing an income of about $300 million into the country.

An agreement between the two states on cooperation in the use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes was also signed.  The document provides for the development of bilateral cooperation in designing, building, using and modifying power-generating and research nuclear reactors, desalinators and accelerators; the creation of a nuclear fuel cycle, including the development of deposits, extraction of ore and disposal of radioactive waste; joint development of future reactor technologies providing solutions for security and environmental protection problems; and the study and use of laser technologies.  
Fradkov also discussed the possibility of the participation of Rusisan firms in the modernisation of sixty-nine enterprises which were constructed with Soviet assistance.  These include the Aswan dam, Heluan metallurgical combinat, and a shipyard in Alexandria.  The Russian company Silovyye Mashiny won a contract in 2003 with Siemens for the reconstruction of 13 generators at the Aswan hydro-electric power station.  The Egyptian company Sirocco Airspace International and Russian company Aviastar cooperate in the production of the Tu-204-120 airliner.  The Russian car industry has also invested in Egypt.  Zhigulis are being manufactured there, and the Gorky car plant will begin making cars in Egypt in the near future.  Lukoil-Overseas is engaged in oil extraction in the Gulf of Suez, and Gazprom will also become involved in gas extraction.  In March 2005, Gazprom and the Egyptian gas holding company EGAS signed in Cairo a memorandum on mutual understanding which is to serve as the basis for the further development of bilateral cooperation on the extraction, processing and transportation of gas.  Gazprom and EGAS touched upon the issue of resumption of the construction of an underwater gas pipeline from the Sinai Peninsula to the coast of Israel, and discussed joint implementation of the Arab Gas Pipeline project, which is supposed to link natural gas producers in Egypt with third-party consumers including Syria, Lebanon and Cyprus.  
Putin’s Visit April 2005
Prior to Putin’s visit in April 2005, there were several high-profile visits of senior Russian officials.  In March 2005, head of the foreign affairs committee of the Federation Council Mikhail Margelov, speaker of the Federation Council Sergey Mironov, and secretary of the Security Council Igor Ivanov all visited Egypt.  A further statement on bilateral relations was issued.  There now seems to be a desire on both sides to intensify the degree of political cooperation between them.  Cooperation between the ministries of foreign affairs of both countries will be developed in accordance with the Protocol on Strategic Cooperation and Dialogue signed in Cairo in September 2004.  Russia and Egypt will establish a joint high level bilateral committee to be headed by the deputy foreign ministers of each country.  Russia said it would support Egypt becoming a permanent member of the UN Security Council in a reformed UN.  
Putin expressed his support for Egyptian efforts to push forward the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, and discussed the development of the Russo-Egyptian relationship in the spheres of economic, scientific and cultural cooperation.  He stated that a Russian-Egyptian university would be established in Cairo.  The most significant aspect of Putin’s visit to Egypt was his proposal for a conference to take place in Moscow in the autumn of 2005.  He stated: 
We have once again reaffirmed our desire to see a settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict on the basis of the relevant UN resolutions, [and] the Road Map adopted by the UN Security Council.

I agree with President Mubarak that it is necessary to strictly adhere to the agreements reached at Sharm al-Shaykh.  This will be discussed at a meeting of the quartet of mediators at foreign minister level on 8 May this year in Moscow, with the participation of the quartet's special representative, Mr James Wolfensohn.

Apart from this, we could propose holding an international conference in Moscow this autumn with the participation of all the interested parties, including the quartet of mediators.

This suggestion was welcomed by Egypt, Jordan and the Palestinian leadership but was more cautiously received by both Israel and the USA, and is therefore unlikely to take place at this stage.
  However, it did make clear Russia’s desire to play a more independent role in the Middle East, so demonstrating to Washington that Moscow is also capable of proposing major initiatives, and is perhaps no longer content to sit back and passively observe US policy in the region.  If an opportunity does arise for Moscow to play a more active role in the Middle East, then she is now more likely to take that opportunity.

Another important aspect of Putin’s visit to Egypt was his meeting with the Secretary-General of the League of Arab States Amr Musa.   The League has its Headquarters in Cairo.  The cultivation of ties with the League of Arab States has been an important feature of Russia’s relations with the Arab world.  In December 2002, Amr Musa visited Moscow and a range of cooperation agreements between the Russian Federation and League of Arab States was signed  In addition Putin sent messages to the Arab League summit in Beirut in March 2002, and Amman in March 2001. 
Israel
Putin’s Visit April 2005
Putin’s visit to Israel was the first ever by a Russian leader.  An invitation to him to visit Israel was made by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in June 2004 and repeated by Israeli President Moshe Katzav when the two men attended the 60th anniversary commemoration of the liberation of the Auschwitz concentration camp in January 2005.  The visit provides further evidence of Russia’s desire to raise its profile in the Middle East.  For much of the Cold War, the Soviet-Israeli relationship was extremely poor.  Formal diplomatic relations did not exist from 1948 to 1953, were broken off again in 1967, and only resumed in 1991, not long before the demise of the USSR.  
The official interstate relationship between the Russian Federation and Israel since 1991 has been a very good one.  Both political and economic ties have developed significantly since then, aided by the large inflow of Russian Jews in the 1990s.  About one-fifth of the Israeli population consists of Jews who have emigrated to Israel in recent years.  Furthermore, a significant proportion of Jews who emigrated to Palestine prior to 1948 also originated from the former Tsarist Empire.  Almost all Israeli prime ministers since 1948 have roots in the Russian Empire.  As a result of the emigration of the 1990s, Russian is now a widely spoken language in Israel; there are many Russian language Israeli newspapers on sale in Israel, and Russian language TV channels.  More than 100,000 citizens of the Russian Federation reside in Israel.  In many respects, therefore, Israel can be described as a Russophone country.

During Putin’s visit, a joint statement was signed with Israeli President Moshe Katsav on the general principles of Russo-Israeli relations.  The statement indicated the desire of both sides to develop their relationship.  It spoke of cooperation in fighting terrorism, and in seeking a peace settlement between Israel and her neighbours.  A joint mechanism to cooperate in fighting terrorism will be set up.  Russia supports the Road Map, and is also supportive of Israel’s plans to withdraw from the Gaza strip.  
The trade relationship has developed considerably in recent years.  The volume of trade has almost doubled in the last three years and exceeded 1.5bn dollars.  Energy cooperation is becoming an increasingly important feature: Israel now imports substantial quantities of oil (possibly more than half of her imports) from the former Soviet Union.  
Israel is also interested in importing gas from Russia.  In June 2004, a Gazprom delegation headed by Gazprom head Aleksey Miller visited Israel to discuss the possibility of Russia exporting gas to Israel via Turkish pipelines.
  There have been discussions about building an underwater gas pipeline from Ceyhan to Haifa, that would be used to supply Russian gas exported to Turkey via the Blue Stream pipeline in the Black Sea.  The gas supplied to Israel via the Ceyhan-Haifa pipeline could also be extended to the Palestinian territories and Jordan.  This project was discussed when Turkish Prime Minister Recep Erdogan visited Moscow in January 2005, and again when he visited Israel in May.
  Israel is also interested in Gazprom participating in the development of Israel’s gas network.  
The Russian oil industry has also expanded its interests in Israel.  In 2004 an agreement was signed whereby Russian oil tankers would export oil from Novorossiysk on the Black Sea to the Israeli Mediterranean port of Ashkelon, and then transported by pipeline to Eilat on the Red Sea, where it could be re-exported to Asia.
 The route provides a much shorter link between the Mediterranean and Asia than the traditional route used so far around Africa.  The only other passage to the Red Sea, the Suez Canal, is restricted to vessels of around 130,000 tons deadweight, about half the size of the average supertanker.  This will enable Russia to challenge more effectively the Gulf states' oil supply monopoly in Asia.  More importantly, Asian countries, especially India will be able to reduce their dependency on Middle East oil.  Today, 58% of China’s, 65% of India's and 88% of Japan's oil imports come from the region.  Without Russia's oil, by 2020 the share of Middle East oil will stand at 80%, 85% and 90% respectively.  Just like the US, Asian countries understand the problems emanating from over-reliance on the Middle East and are eager to diversify their suppliers.  The Russo-Israeli pipeline deal offers them Russian oil at a competitive price.  The deal also allows oil-poor Israel to end its reliance on distant suppliers like Mexico, replacing it with more accessible Russian oil.
 

Cooperation in various high-tech sectors is also increasing in importance.  This was discussed during Putin’s visit, and will again be discussed when the Russo-Israeli intergovernmental commission meets in June 2005.

The possibility of Russo-Israeli military cooperation may become a feature of ties between Moscow and Jerusalem.  In November 2003, Putin said he discussed with Ariel Sharon on the occasion of the Israeli Prime Minister's visit to Russia, the possibility of Russia supplying military equipment to Israel.  One Russian analyst has suggested that Israel could supply military equipment to Russia, particularly equipment designed for use in anti-terrorist and anti-partisan operations.  Israeli experience in fighting terrorist groups in built-up areas could also be of use to Russian forces in the Northern Caucasus.

There are, however, several points of discord in the Russo-Israeli relationship.  Israel remains concerned about Russia’s intention to continue assisting Iran in the development of the Bushehr nuclear power station.  These concerns were again expressed during Putin’s visit to Israel, and received the customary Russian assurances that Russo-Iranian nuclear cooperation posed no threat to Israel.  
Israel also expressed concern over possible sales of the Strelets air defence missiles to Syria.  Putin has dismissed these objections, stating that the missiles are only defensive in nature, and are of a short range.  There have been reports in January 2005 that Russia was also planning to sell Syria the Iskander-E missile system and Igla portable surface to air missiles.  These claims were dismissed by the Russian leadership, but Israeli fears remain unabated.
 
There has also been some friction in the past over the Israeli refusal to permit the extradition to Russia of some Russian Jewish businessmen, who are wanted in Russia for alleged financial crimes.  They include Vladimir Gusinskiy, Vladimir Dubov, Leonid Nevzlin and Mikhail Brudno, all of whom now reside in Israel.  There has been no official Russian request to extradite these men, and it is highly unlikely that Israel would agree to any such request.  It was speculated that this issue might be raised during Putin’s visit, but it was not.

Palestine
Putin also visited the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) leadership in Ramallah during his visit.  The new head of the PNA, Mahmud Abbas, visited Moscow in January 2005, just after his election as chairman of the PNA.  Russia was the first foreign country he visited after being elected.  Abbas, who studied in Moscow during the Soviet era, and is therefore mindful of the close ties that existed between the USSR and the PLO, probably desires to see a more active Russian role in the Middle East peace process as a counterweight to the USA.  The undersecretary at the PNA Ministry of Foreign Affairs Abdallah Abdallah almost suggested as much when he said in January that "Russia is capable of becoming a more active participant in the process of unblocking the Middle East problem".  Abdallah explained that this would be helped by the Russian Federation's unique position - on the one hand, Russia is linked by traditional ties of friendship to Palestine, and on the other, it has constructive diplomatic relations with Israel, and that is why she can play a positive role in bringing the positions of the two sides closer together.
  During this visit, a statement on Russo-Palestinian relations was signed.  
During his visit to Ramallah, Putin offered assistance to the PNA leadership in developing its security forces.  He promised technical assistance from Russia, including helicopters and communications equipment as well as the training of security services by Russian agencies.  The supply of armoured cars was also discussed.  Putin and the Palestinian leadership also discussed how Russia could help restore the economy of the West Bank and Gaza strip.
It should be noted that such assistance by the Russian Federation is not new.  In 1995, 45 armoured troop-carriers were given free of charge to the Palestinian police in Gaza and Jericho.  In spring 1995 and autumn 1997, a number of Palestinians took a training course in Russia at the Internal Affairs Ministry.  In October 1997, the Ministry of Civil Defence, Emergencies and Disaster Relief gave Palestinians emergency rescue equipment as humanitarian aid.  In April 2002, there was an urgent delivery of food, medicine and essential items for the PNA.  In July 2004, the Ministry of Civil Defence, Emergencies and Disaster Relief delivered medical equipment and medicine worth 15.5 million rubles to the PNA as humanitarian aid.

Syria
Syria was a close partner of the USSR during the Cold War.  Although the Russian leadership has not been willing to provide Syria with the close military support that its Soviet predecessor did prior to the Gorbachevian détente, the relationship has remained cordial.  Both Moscow and Damascus desire to intensify their cooperation.  
Bashar Assad’s Visit To Russia January 2005
Syrian President Bashar Assad visited Moscow in January 2005.  A statement on bilateral relations was signed by both presidents.  In a speech delivered at MGIMO,
 Assad appeared to have a nostalgia for the old days of the Soviet-Syrian relationship.  His opposition to US policy over the Middle East Peace Process, Iraq and Iran indicates that he would like Russia to play a much more active role in the Middle East, as a counter to the USA.  He stated:

We support Russia's policies in the world.  Its political policies are balanced and logical … Russia's role in the world is very large, and it has a colossal authority, especially in the countries of the Third World …  In these countries, there are great hopes that Russia will restore its earlier positions in world affairs … I would like to express support to the political course of Russia and simultaneously express a protest against the political course of the United States.  

During Assad’s visit, Moscow expressed support for direct talks between Syria and Israel and supported the Syrian demand for the return of the Golan Heights.  Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov criticised the USA for threatening Syria.  In an interview in Rossiyskaya Gazeta, Assad stated that Syrian forces would remain in Lebanon.
  Assad is currently very critical of US policy towards the Arab-Israeli dispute, arguing that Washington has no desire to establish a genuine settlement.  Moscow has not criticised Damascus for its refusal to take part in the Road Map process.  There appears therefore to be little pressure from Russia on Syria to alter its approach.  US pressure on Syria has, by contrast, intensified since the Iraq war of 2003.  In December 2003, US President George Bush signed into law the Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration Act of 2003.  This law is designed to pressure Assad's government to work more aggressively in fighting terrorism at home and abroad.  The law combines punitive economic sanctions with diplomatic pressure.  The USA’s increasingly hostile stance towards Syria makes Russia all the more important as a partner for Damascus.

During the summit the two sides prepared the drafts of six agreements.  They include cooperation in the fields of land transport, oil and gas and the protection of joint investments, development of relations between the private sectors' representatives, in addition to "protection of confidential information".  
The statement on bilateral relations noted that the two sides would enhance cooperation in the technical, scientific, trade and economic fields and would give priority to dealing with energy, irrigation, oil and gas transit and exploration as well railways, fertilizer production and mining.  Moscow and Damascus would reactivate the Syrian-Russian Joint Permanent Committee for trade cooperation as well as technical, scientific and economic cooperation.  The Syrian-Russian Businessmen Council, set up in 2004, would be used to foster economic ties.  Trade turnover is currently about $120 million, which is considered by both sides to be disappointing.  Russia and Syria discussed a project for constructing an oil and gas pipeline from Iraq to the Mediterranean, part of which will pass across Syrian territory.  The Syrian and Russian leaderships also discussed a project to set up a free trade zone between the two countries, with a view to creating industrial zones that would deliver commodities to Iraq.  Syria could provide preferential terms for Russian companies to work in these zones.

Russia agreed during Assad's visit to forgive 73 per cent of Syria’s debt to Russia.  The debt stood at $13.4 billion.  Some credit facilities were opened for military purchases, and the remaining sum of $3.62 billion will be settled in instalments.  40 per cent, 1.5bn dollars, will be paid off over 10 years, and the remaining sum will be converted into Syrian liras.  After an agreement is signed and internal state procedures are carried out, the money will be transferred to Russia's account at the Bank of Syria, and Russia will be able to use it for buying goods and making investments in Syria.

Developments Since The January Summit
In March, following the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri in February 2005, pressure on Syria to withdraw her forces from Lebanon grew.  The USA strongly suspected that Syria was behind the death of Hariri, who opposed the Syrian presence in Lebanon, and was tipped to win the Lebanese general election scheduled for May 2005.  Hariri’s death led to massive protests in Lebanon against the Syrian military presence.  The USA and other powers also demanded that Syria abide by UN Security Council Resolution 1559, which required Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon.  The Syrian leadership accordingly decided to withdraw.  This was welcomed by Moscow, although Russia had not previously demanded any Syrian withdrawal.  At the same time Moscow urged that Syria should not be pressurised into withdrawing.  However, Russia was probably moving with the tide of events, and any attempt to argue that Syria should remain in Lebanon would run the risk of antagonising the USA and Lebanon.  It would increase Syria’s isolation, and possibly put Moscow in the position of backing yet another isolated unpopular regime, whose days might be numbered.

The third session of the Russian-Syrian commission on trade and economic, scientific and technical cooperation took place in Syria in April 2005.  A protocol on economic, trade, scientific and technical cooperation was signed.  The protocol outlines cooperation in the fields of banking, industry, oil, transport, health, tourism, communications, higher education, irrigation, agriculture and investment.

Regional Development Minister Vladimir Yakovlev headed the Russian delegation at this session.  Yakovlev said both sides desire to raise trade turnover to $1 billion.  Syrian Minister of Economy and Trade Amir Lutfi said the Syrian government was ready to take every measure "to increase the flow of Russian investment in tourism, oil and gas extraction and the construction of major industrial sites".  He listed among the projects of strategic importance to Syria the laying of a pipeline from the Iraqi border to the shores of the Mediterranean and the building of the Syrian section of the "Arabian gas pipeline" through which Egyptian gas will flow to Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.  He also said that "Damascus attaches great importance to the participation of Russian companies in setting up tourist complexes along the coast at Lataki".  Russia will also render technical help to Syria in building a range of hydroelectric facilities on the Euphrates river.  
In late April 2005, just before Vladimir Putin commenced his Middle East tour, defence minister Sergey Ivanov confirmed that Russia would supply Syria with Strelets air defence missiles.  
The Russian Federation is likely to continue with its current degree of support for Syria.  It is unlikely to push Syria too hard in the direction of moderating its hard-line approach to the Arab-Israeli dispute, although it would encourage Syria to avoid an isolationist or aggressive stance that runs the risk of antagonising the USA.  As Russia now has substantial interest in a cooperative relationship with Israel, Moscow will be careful to ensure that her relations with Damascus do not jeopardise this.  Moscow is therefore likely to try to do what she can to nudge Syria towards a settlement with Israel, without pressurising her.  Russia is thus only of limited value to Syria as a partner.  
The Russian leadership must also be considering the viability of the Assad regime in Syria.  There is speculation that pressure for democratisation may grow in Syria, or that others within the Baathist leadership may overthrow Assad in order to maintain power.  Russia may face the risk, as she did in Serbia and Iraq, of backing a loser if she ties herself too closely to the Assad leadership.

Conclusions
Moscow clearly desires to increase her influence and presence in the Middle East, and wishes to be seen as a more independent actor in the region.  Putin’s suggestion that a peace conference be held in Moscow in the autumn of 2005 is evidence that the Russian Federation wishes to play a more prominent diplomatic role.  It is therefore indicative that Russia has heightened her ambitions in the Middle East.  
Some Arab powers probably see Russia as a counterweight to the USA.  The Bush Administration’s interest in taking a more aggressive approach to encouraging the spread of democracy in the Middle East may well have discomfited some Arab regimes, which may prompt them to encourage Russia to play a more active role, as the Putin leadership is unlikely to pressurise them to democratise.  Putin himself stated during his visit to Egypt that democracy could not be exported.  However Russia lacks the power to become an effective counterweight to the USA, and is unlikely to challenge the fundamental features of US policy towards the region.

The interests of Russian energy companies are becoming an important feature of Russian policy in the Middle East.  Gazprom is developing a significant presence in both Egypt and Israel, and this presence could spread further.  Moscow is also interested in developing its energy cooperation with Iraq.  A new Russian ambassador to Iraq was appointed in March 2005.  This marked the resumption of a Russian diplomatic presence in the country which had been interrupted in April 2003.  Putin stated in Egypt that Russian specialists were now returning to Iraq, and the activities of Russian energy companies in Iraq will be a significant feature of the Russo-Iraqi relationship.  
If a peace agreement is ever reached between Israel and the Palestinians (and also Syria), then it is possible that international peace keeping forces may be deployed to maintain peace in the region.  The then Russian foreign minister Andrey Kozyrev mentioned such a role for Russian armed forces in the Middle East as far back as March 1994.
  In April 2005, foreign minister Sergey Lavrov suggested that the Russia-NATO Council could be used to play a peace-keeping role in Gaza once Israel withdrew, if both Israel and the Palestinians called for such assistance.
  Russian forces could then be deployed in the region alongside NATO forces as they were in Bosnia and Kosovo.

Russia has long desired to reactivate its role in the Middle East, but has not had the opportunity or capacity to do so.  The increase in the interests of Russian energy companies, along with the increasing desire of Arab states to have a counterweight to the USA in the region would now appear to have given her the opportunity.  Putin’s visit to Egypt, Israel and the Palestinian territories may therefore mark the beginning of a new phase in Russian policy toward the region, although Russia’s ability to act as a counterweight to the USA will remain extremely limited.
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� 	Aleksandr Yakovenko, ‘Near/Middle East: The Interests of Russia’, Rossiyskaya Gazeta, 27 April 2005.


� 	BBC Monitoring Select Russia, 27 April 2005.  Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said that Putin’s proposal was misunderstood.  He said that Putin was proposing consultations, not a summit as had been reported by CNN.  Putin later clarified his remarks at a press conference with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak.  


QUESTION: This is a question from Egyptian television.  President Putin, you mentioned the possibility of holding an international conference in Moscow.  Could you give some more detail on what this conference’s agenda would be and how it would fit in with other, similar, international ideas, including with the “Quartet” stepping up its work.  


VLADIMIR PUTIN: Our proposal to hold this conference in Moscow is motivated precisely by the understanding we share of the need to step up the work of the international mediators.  As I mentioned before, the members of the Quartet have agreed to hold a meeting of their foreign ministers on May 8.  But we think, and Mr Mubarak agreed with me, that the international community should be paying constant attention to the situation in the Middle East, ensure the enforcement of the decisions taken at international level, in this case by the United Nations, and create the conditions for the parties involved to reach compromises.  


We thought it would be useful for high-level experts to meet in Moscow this autumn and we will hold preliminary talks with our partners on the level of participation and the agenda.  Of course, we will also discuss these questions with the Israeli leadership, with Prime Minister Sharon.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2005/04/27/1604_type82914type82915_87333.shtml" ��http://www.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2005/04/27/1604_type82914type82915_87333.shtml� 


� 	Israel and the USA did not dismiss the conference proposal out of hand.  Their reactions were as follows:


Mark Regev, Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesperson: "Israel has accepted the road map, and in the second stage of the road map it specifically mentions a conference ...  So we don't have a problem with a conference ...  but obviously we have not reached the second stage of the road map yet."  (Associated Press, 28/4.)


Scott Mclellan, White House spokesperson: "We believe there will be an appropriate time for an international conference, but we are not at that stage now and I don't expect that we will be there by the fall."  (Associated Press, 28/4.) 


See � HYPERLINK "http://www.bicom.org.uk/cgi-local/briefs/daily_briefing.pl?id=858&kh=Regev" ��http://www.bicom.org.uk/cgi-local/briefs/daily_briefing.pl?id=858&kh=Regev�.


Although Putin’s proposal was the first time the Russian leadership had proposed a Middle East conference in Moscow, Russian calls for a conference are not new.  Then foreign minister Igor Ivanov mentioned the possibility of a Middle East conference in 2003.  On 8 July 2003, he said: “A possible international conference aimed at the comprehensive solution of Mideast problems is under consideration … the issue will be discussed with all the interested sides."  On 7 October 2003 he said: “We consider it necessary to discuss the possibility of holding an international conference, which would examine all aspects of the Middle East settlement, also taking into account Israeli-Syrian and Israeli-Lebanese relations.”  See BBC Monitoring Select Russia 8 July 2003 and 7 October 2003.
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