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B HISTORY OF RUSSIAN-IRAN RELATIONS

B Russia and Iran’s complicated past. Tsarist Russia’s interference in Iran’s Constitutional Revolution in the early 20th century, followed
by the Soviet Union’s support for secessionist movements and occupation of key parts of Iran during World War Il, as well as Soviet
support for Iraqg in the latter part of the Iran-lrag War in the 1980s made for a strained relationship for much of that era.’

o However, cooperation between the two has increased significantly since 1989, when the Soviet Union and Iran signed a major
arms deal.?

o Indeed, post-Soviet Russia has been a key supporter of Iran, including helping build the Bushehr nuclear reactor, Iran’s first

“commercial” nuclear plant.?
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B Strategic partnership. In 2001, Russia and Iran signed a 10-year strategic agreement that has been extended twice.* This agreement

is aimed at increasing cooperation across a variety of industries, including technology, security, and energy projects, such as the

construction and use of nuclear power plants.®

o More recently, in late 2023, the two announced they were on the brink of signing a more comprehensive and ambitious strategic
agreement that would represent a new level of cooperation between the two nations,® potentially including “closer political ties”
and joint “collaboration on military technology and intelligence sharing.””

o In June 2024, it was reported that work on the agreement had been temporarily suspended; however, Kazem Jalali, Iran’s
ambassador to Russia, indicated the reports were false, so the possibility that a deeper formal relationship is being established
remains in play.?

RUSSIA AND IRAN’S DEEPENING MILITARY COOPERATION

Iranian weapons used by Russia in its fight in Ukraine. In recent years, Iranian and Russian cooperation has significantly deepened,
particularly when it comes to military-to-military ties. For example, during the course of its war in Ukraine, Russia has received
significant quantities of artillery shells, drones, and ballistic missiles from Iran.®

o In particular, Iran’s sale of at least 1,700 unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to Russia, including the Shahed-131 and Shahed-136
one-way attack drones'®>—which are frequently used en masse to overwhelm air defenses in attacks on civilian and military
targets—have been a key game-changer for the Russian military on the ground in Ukraine."

o More recently, it was announced in August that Russia was expecting the delivery of Iranian-built Fath-360 ballistic missiles and
that Russian military personnel were being trained on their use.?

o With technical assistance from Iran, Russia has also built a factory in its Tatarstan region to domestically produce the Iranian-
developed Shahed drones, with production capacity estimated to reach as many as 6,000 drones annually by 2025.%

o According to the Washington Post, Russia has also agreed to purchase nearly $2 billion in additional military equipment from
Iran, including anti-drone systems and surface-to-surface missiles for use in Ukraine."

o In 2023, Russiawas the single largest importer of Iranian military technology, making up 75% of Iran’s global exports of weapons.’®

o In addition, Iran has deployed military and intelligence officials on the ground in Ukraine to support Russian military efforts,
including the use of drones.”®

o The presence of Iranian military advisors on the ground in Ukraine in support of Russian offensive efforts represents a significant
step-change in acknowledged Iranian military activity outside of the Middle East and, in particular, in Europe.”

Russian arms and military support to Iran. As Iran has been providing increased mil-to-mil support to Russia, the same is true in return.
While the last major arms deal between Russia and Iran prior to last year was the sale of the Russian S-300 missile defense system
in 2016,'"® there are strong indications that Russia may increase its military support to Iran despite the war in Ukraine.

o Currently, Russia is the world’s third-largest arms exporter, accounting for 11% of global arms exports.” While Iran ranks low
both globally and in the Middle East as an arms importer, in 2023 Iran placed a large order—indeed, its largest order in two
decades—for 24 Russian Su-35 fighter jets.?°

o News accounts from earlier this year appear to indicate that the expected agreement for these military aircraft has been
finalized.?" Iran also received Yak-130 jet trainers from Russia in September 2023.22

o Russia has reportedly been providing Tehran with U.S. equipment captured on the battlefield in Ukraine ostensibly to help Iran
prepare for any future conflict with the United States or its allies.?

o In conjunction with its significant expansion in military cooperation directly with Iran, Russia has also deepened its military ties
to Hezbollah, a key Iranian proxy.

o For example, Russia has recently provided Hezbollah with anti-ship missiles that could pose a threat to American ships in
the Mediterranean.?*
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B TRADE AND ECONOMIC TIES

B Increased trade between Russia and Iran as a method to evade sanctions. Iran and Russia have also been working together to help evade
Western sanctions placed on both nations.

o The primary way Russia and Iran avoid sanctions is through “indirect”?® oil exports to China. However, more recently, Russia has
begun supplying fuel directly to Iran, with shipments beginning in February of 2023.26

o Additionally, in 2023 after President Raisi’s visit to Russia, Iran and the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union signed a major
free trade deal that opened up trade across a variety of products, eliminated custom duties for 90% of goods, and “establishes
a preferential regime for almost all trade between Russia and Iran.”?’

o As aresult of the deal, as well as other extensive joint efforts to skirt U.S. and allied sanctions on both Iran and Russia, the
direct trade turnover between the two nations grew by 20% to $4.9 billion in 2022 alone, particularly after Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine.?® This increase in exports has continued into 2023 with Iranian exports to Russia valued at $1.29 billion, a 16%

increase.?®

o Another potential route for sanctions evasions appears to be the International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC), which
connects Russia, Azerbaijan, Iran, and India.

o Among other things, the INSTC could boost bilateral trade between Russia and Iran3® and, as a result, the transportation route
has been flagged for its potential to help the two countries evade sanctions.?

B RUSSIA’'S MIDDLE EAST DIPLOMATIC STRATEGY

B Russian use of multilateral organizations. Russia has also used its seat on the UN Security Council to protect Iran from U.S. sanctions
threats and to veto UN resolutions highlighting Iran’s efforts to destabilize the Middle East and violations of international law.32

o Russia abstained from a UN Security Council vote in January 2024 to condemn Houthi attacks on cargo ships and has apparently
reached an understanding with Houthi rebels to provide political support in return for safe passage of Russian ships.*3

o Russia also abstained from voting on the UN Security Council resolution proposing a ceasefire deal between Israel and Hamas
(another Iran-backed terrorist group).3

B Raising Russia’s diplomatic statue in the Middle East. Russia has long sought to position itself as a great power and key mediator in
the Middle East, most recently by cultivating stronger ties with Iran. Additionally, Russia seeks to sow discord between the U.S.
and its Middle Eastern allies by strengthening its relationships in the Persian Gulf and backing Iran and Iranian proxies, further
complicating regional dynamics.

o 1In 2023, after Israel’s invasion of Gaza, Russian President Vladimir Putin characterized the Israel-Hamas war as a failure of U.S.
policy in the Middle East.®

o Since then, Putin traveled to visit both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates and hosted then-Iranian President Ebrahim
Raisi in Moscow to discuss the wars in Gaza and Ukraine.3¢

o Inearly 2024, Russia also invited a dozen Palestinian groups, including Hamas, to Moscow for “inter-Palestinian” talks, highlighting
Russia’s efforts to increase its diplomatic role in the region.?”
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» KEY ITEMS TO WATCH

ONGOING RUSSIAN SUPPORT OF IRAN’S NUCLEAR PROGRAM.

B [n 2005, Russia agreed to supply nuclear fuel for Iran’s Russian-built Bushehr nuclear power reactor.*® Construction has begun on
a second unit at Bushehr and a third is reportedly planned.?®* The committed supply of reactor fuel undermines Iranian claims that
its domestic enrichment efforts are focused on civilian nuclear programs and the strengthened ties between Russia and Iran may
actually encourage Iran to continue to expand its own nuclear capabilities, including its ongoing effort to enrich significant amounts
of uranium-235 to near-weapons-grade levels.

RUSSIA’S POSITION ON REGIONAL CONFLICTS.

B Russia has been increasingly involved in regional conflicts, particularly in Syria, Lebanon, Libya, and Yemen, with most of these efforts
strategically aligned with Iran’s interests and sometimes involving the provision of direct support to Iranian proxies.

o InNovember of 2023, the White House declassified intelligence confirming that the Wagner Group has been preparing to provide
air defense capabilities to “Hezbollah or Iran,” raising the potential for a new front in the Israel-Hamas conflict.*® Increased
Wagner support for Iranian objectives or proxies will be important to watch, as they serve to strengthen Russia’s position and
goal of becoming a critical actor within the region.

EXPANSION OF DIRECT MILITARY AND INTELLIGENCE ENGAGEMENT BETWEEN IRAN AND RUSSIA IN EUROPE AND
THE MIDDLE EAST.

B The building of an Iranian drone factory in Russia and the active presence of Iranian military and intelligence personnel on the ground
in Ukraine is a deeply troubling development. Given this, a very close eye should be kept on whether Iran continues to strengthen its
presence in these areas in an effort to expand its direct destabilizing activities beyond the Middle East. Likewise, Russia’s provision
of both offensive and defensive capabilities to Iran as well as the sharing of equipment and intelligence on American and allied
capabilities obtained in the Ukrainian theatre could embolden Iran and make it more aggressive in the region.

ESCALATION OF CONFLICT IN GAZA AND THE BROADER MIDDLE EAST.

B |n recent months, both Iran and Israel engaged in tit-for-tat exchanges of missile and drone strikes, with Iran striking Israel directly
from its own territory for the first time in history. While Iranian-backed Hamas, Hezbollah, and Houthis proxies are already in the fray,
additional direct Iranian involvement could signal a major escalation in the conflict and, if Russia were to back these efforts, could
represent a significant challenge for United States allies and partners in the region, including Israel, going forward.

READ MORE FROM NSI | HERE



ENDNOTES

1Mark N. Katz, “Iran and Russia,” The United States Institute of Peace, August 1, 2015, https://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/iran-and-russia.

2 Michael Eisenstadt, “Russian Arms and Technology Transfers to Iran: Policy Challenges for the United States,” Arms Control Association, accessed July 3,
2024, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2001-03/iran-nuclear-briefs/russian-arms-and-technology-transfers-iranpolicy-challenges-united.

3 “Nuclear Power in Iran,” World Nuclear Association,” last updated May 3, 2024, https://world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/coun-
tries-g-n/iran.

4 Emil Avdaliani, “Iran and Russia Enter a New Level of Military Cooperation ,” Stimson Center, March 6, 2024, https://www.stimson.org/2024/iran-and-rus-
sia-enter-a-new-level-of-military-cooperation/.

5 “Moscow expects to sign new co-operation pact with Iran in ‘very near future, RIA reports,” Reuters, June 24, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/eu-
rope/moscow-expects-sign-new-co-operation-pact-with-iran-very-near-future-ria-reports-2024-06-25/.

6 “Iran, Russia on Brink of Strategic Partnership Agreement,” Iran Press News Agency, January 24, 2024, https://iranpress.com/iran--russia-on-brink-of-stra-
tegic-partnership-agreement--deepening-ties.

7 Agnes Helou, “What the Russia-Iran ‘Comprehensive Agreement’ Means for Western Security Interests,” Breaking Defense, July 1, 2024, https://breaking-
defense.com/2024/07/what-the-russia-iran-comprehensive-agreement-means-for-western-security-interests/.

8 “Kremlin says Russia and Iran Continuing Work on Cooperation Pact, Schedule May Shift,” Reuters, June 11, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/mid-
dle-east/russias-new-co-operation-pact-with-iran-suspended-ria-agency-reports-2024-06-11/.

9 Olivia Yanchik, “Arsenal of Autocracy: North Korea and Iran Are Arming Russia in Ukraine,” Atlantic Council, January 11, 2024, https://www.atlanticcouncil.
org/blogs/ukrainealert/arsenal-of-autocracy-north-korea-and-iran-are-arming-russia-in-ukraine/.

10 Steven Feldstein, “The Larger Geopolitical Shift behind Iran’s Drone Sales to Russia,” Carnegie Endowment, October 6, 2022, https://carnegieendow-
ment.org/posts/2022/10/the-larger-geopolitical-shift-behind-irans-drone-sales-to-russia?lang=en.

11 Asami Terajima, “Explainer: Iran’s Cheap, Effective Shahed Drones and how Russia Uses Them in Ukraine, Kyiv Independent, April 17, 2024, https://kyivin-
dependent.com/explainer-irans-cheap-effective-shahed-drones-and-how-russia-uses-them-in-ukraine/.

12 Anthony Deutsch, Tom Balmforth, and Johnathan Landay, “Exclusive: Iran to Deliver Hundreds of Ballistic Missiles to Russia Soon, Intel Sources
Say,” Reuters, August 10, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/iran-deliver-hundreds-ballistic-missiles-russia-soon-intel-sourc-

es-say-2024-08-09/.

13 Max Bergmann et al., “Collaboration for a Price: Russian Military-Technical Cooperation with China, Iran, and North Korea,” Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies, May 22, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/collaboration-price-russian-military-technical-cooperation-china-iran-and-north-korea.

14 Joby Warrick, “Russian Weapons Help Iran Harden Defenses Against Israeli Air Strike,” Washington Post, April 15, 2024, https://www.washingtonpost.
com/national-security/2024/04/15/iran-israel-russia-drones-missiles/.

15 Pieter D. Wezeman et al., “SIPRI Fact Sheet,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, March, 2024, 2, https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/
files/2024-03/fs_2403_at_2023.pdf.

16 Dan De Luce, “Iran Sent troops to Crimea to Help Russia use Iranian-Made Drones, Biden Admin Officials Say,” NBC News, October 22, 2022, https://
www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/iran-sent-troops-ukraine-help-russia-use-iranian-made-drones-biden-adm-rcna53277.

17 John Hardie, “Iran is Now at War With Ukraine,” Foreign Policy, October 26, 2022, https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/26/iran-ukraine-russia-war-drones-
missiles-military-advisors-middle-east-nuclear/.

18 Grant Rumley, “What the Russia-Iran Arms Deals Mean for the Middle East,” Foreign Policy, April 19, 2023, https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/19/iran-rus-
sia-arms-weapons-defense-exports-ukraine-war-middle-east/.

19 Wezeman et al., “SIPRI Fact Sheet,” 2.
20 /d, 1.

21 Anna Borschchevskaya, “How the Middle East Became an Arena for Putin’s Power Struggle With the US,” The Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
March 9, 2024, https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/how-middle-east-became-arena-putins-power-struggle-us.

22 Paul Iddon, “Iran Might Receive lts First Su-35 Flanker Fighters from Russia Next Week,” Forbes, April 20, 2024, https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulid-
don/2024/04/20/iran-might-receive-its-first-su-35-flanker-fighters-from-russia-next-week/.

23 Natasha Bertrand, “Russia Has Been Sending Some US-Provided Weapons Captured in Ukraine to Iran, Sources Say,” CNN, March 14, 2024, https:/
www.cnn.com/2023/03/10/politics/russia-iran-ukraine-weapons/index.html.

24 Laila Bassam and Tom Perry, “Hezbollah’s Anti-Ship Missiles Bolster its Threat to US Navy, Reuters, November 8, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/
middle-east/hezbollahs-anti-ship-missiles-bolster-its-threat-us-navy-2023-11-08/.

25 Matthew Karnitshnig, “Iran Teaches Russia its Tricks on Beating Oil Sanctions,” Politico, November 9, 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/iran-russia-co-
operation-dodging-oil-sanctions/.

READ MORE FROM NSI | HERE




26 “Exclusive: Russia Starts Fuel Supplies to Iran by Rail — Sources”, Reuters, April 11, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/russia-starts-fuel-

supplies-iran-by-rail-sources-2023-04-11/.

27 “Russian-Backed Union Signs Free Trade Pact with Iran,” Reuters, December 25, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/russian-backed-union-signs-free-
trade-pact-with-iran-2023-12-25/.

28 Emil Avdaliani, “All Smiles in the Russian-Iran Trade Bazaar,” Center for European Policy Analysis, January 17, 2024, https://cepa.org/article/all-smiles-in-
the-russia-iran-trade-bazaar/.

29 Nikita Smagin, “President Raisi’s Death Shows the Russia-Iran Partnership is Inescapable,” Carnegie Endowment, May 24, 2024, https://carnegieendow-
ment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/05/russia-wihout-iran-raisi?lang=en.

30 Yigal Chazan, “How Viable Is Russia and Iran’s ‘Sanctions-Evasion’ Corridor?” Geopolitical Monitor, April 6, 2023, https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/
how-viable-is-russia-and-irans-sanctions-evasion-corridor/.

31 Emil Avdaliani, “Iran and Russia Seek New Sanctions Evasion Corridor,” Center for European Policy Analysis, September 22, 2022, https://cepa.org/
article/iran-and-russia-seek-new-sanctions-evasion-corridor/.

32 Edith M. Lederer, “Russia Vetoes UN Resolution Citing Iran Sanctions Violations,” The Associated Press, February 26, 2021, https://apnews.com/gener-
al-news-607f9a05c2ed491cb99f76e3642705bf.

33 Sam Dagher and Mohammad Hatem, “Yemen Houthis Tell China, Russia That Their Ships Won’t Be Targeted,” Bloomberg, March 21, 2024, https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-21/china-russia-reach-agreement-with-yemen-s-houthis-on-red-sea-ships?srnd=homepage-europe&embed-
ded-checkout=true.

34 Ana Faguy and Raffi Berg, “UN Security Council Backs US Gaza Ceasefire Resolution,” BBC News, June 11, 2024, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/
cw448x71xggo.

35 “Putin Blames Failure of US Policy for Mideast Conflict, Russia Says Talking to Both Sides,” Reuters, October 10, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/
putin-says-violence-israel-palestine-shows-us-failure-middle-east-2023-10-10/; “Russia Maneuvers Carefully Over the Israel-Hamas War as it Seeks to
Expand its Global Clout,” The Associated Press, October, 25, 2023, https://apnews.com/article/russia-israel-hamas-putin-palestinians-mideast-efa2b-
7f3765aadbf6934839ea5fcd16b.

36 Emil Advaliana, “Russia Plays the Middle East Card,” Stimpson, December 12, 2023, https://www.stimson.org/2023/russia-plays-the-middle-east-card/.

37 “Russia Invites Hamas, Other Palestinian Factions for Talks,” Arab News, February 17, 2024, https://www.arabnews.com/node/2461421/middle-east.

38 Louis Dugit-Gros et al., “After Ukraine: Russia’s Potential Military and Nuclear Compensation to Iran,” The Washington Institute, January 20, 2023,
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/after-ukraine-russias-potential-military-and-nuclear-compensation-iran.

39 “Nuclear Power in Iran,” World Nuclear Association, last modified May 3, 2024, https://world-nuclear.org/information-library/country-profiles/coun-
tries-g-n/iran.

40 Natasha Bertrand, “White House Declassifies Intel Suggesting Wagner Group is Preparing to Provide Air Defense Capability to Hezbollah or Iran,” CNN,
Nov. 21, 2023, https://www.cnn.com/2023/11/21/politics/white-house-wagner-group-intelligence/index.html.

READ MORE FROM NSI | HERE




